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This book is dedicated to the many people who worked


for F. W. Woolworths: Saturday staff, management,


behind the scenes or on the shop floor. You all played


your part in creating this iconic store. Thank you.




Contents


Prologue


1


2


3


4


5


6


7


8


9


10


11


12


13


14


15


16


17


18


19


20


21


22


Acknowledgements


The Woolworths Girls


Wartime at Woolworths






Prologue


June 1942


Sitting astride the powerful motorbike, Freda Smith removed a large leather gauntlet from her hand in order to pull tight-fitting goggles from her eyes. She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand and yawned. Although only the first day of June, the air was sultry and not a day for being covered from head to toe in a heavyweight motorcycle uniform. Freda felt sweaty and would have loved nothing more than to pull off her jacket and feel the wind on her skin as she sped through Kent towards her destination. It had been a long day and no doubt many hours lay ahead before she would see her bed. Gazing towards an angry orange glow that could be seen even in the afternoon sky, she knew her journey was almost at an end. She was close to Canterbury.


Freda had always thought the notion of travelling to Canterbury appealing and she’d planned to visit this famous city just as the pilgrims had done centuries before her. Never in a million years did she believe her trip would be to carry important orders to the Fire Service when Canterbury was under threat from the Luftwaffe. Ahead of her now was a city decimated by enemy action. As a volunteer dispatch rider for the Auxiliary Fire Service Freda had longed for excitement, but she now realized that what lay ahead was death and destruction for this beautiful Kentish city and many of the people who lived there. After nearly three years would this terrible war never end?


Freda fervently wished she was back behind her counter at Erith Woolworths, selling the popular Mighty Midget books and Lumar jigsaws that not only entertained the families but gave youngsters something to concentrate on during long nights when the country was under fire from the enemy. Life seemed so much easier then, even though she was often on fire-watch duties and had to sleep in her landlady’s Anderson shelter on many occasions. Knowing how lucky she was had made Freda yearn to do more to help this beastly war come to an end. She wondered what she’d discover when she reached the city walls. How would she find the fire station, where she was supposed to report once she reached Canterbury? Fear urged Freda to turn back and not get any closer to the burning city.


The petite young woman gave herself a silent talking-to. Her job was important and lives depended on her handing over the instructions tucked safely inside the breast pocket of her uniform jacket. She was lucky to be able to work both at Woolies and be a volunteer in the Auxiliary Fire Service. Many people did not have a choice. Freda pulled the goggles back over her eyes and, slipping her small hand back into the gauntlet, she fired up the powerful Triumph motorbike. The bike had been assigned to her when she had completed her training only two weeks ago. Another fifteen minutes and she would reach her destination. Once her duties were complete Freda could do something about the worry that had been nagging at the back of her mind since she left Erith fire station. She would be able to look for her friends. The best place to start her search would be Woolworths. Surely someone could point her in the right direction?


‘Thank you,’ Freda said, as she was handed a tin mug containing piping hot cocoa along with a sandwich by one of the WVS ladies who were dispensing refreshments from a large van to the fire fighters, soldiers and the many civilians valiantly working to find those injured in the destruction of a once noble city and to dampen down the flames from incendiary bombs. Try as she might, Freda couldn’t quite block out the sound of ambulance bells and the shouts for ‘quiet’ as men nearby dug with their bare hands, searching for people trapped in the rubble of what was until recently street upon street of fine shops.


‘You look exhausted, love. Can you find somewhere to put your head down for a while before you head off again?’ a WVS woman said as she wiped the counter.


Freda, who would have liked nothing more than to close her eyes and sleep for a few hours to ease her aching body after the long journey across Kent, smiled at the kindly woman. ‘No, thank you all the same; I need to find my friends and put my mind at rest. Once I know they are safe I can head back home to Erith. Would you happen to know the best way to reach Woolworths? I’m sure staff there will be on fire watch duties and hopefully they can tell me where my friends are.’


The woman stopped and thought for a moment. ‘I do believe that Woolworths is a couple of streets from here, but the road’s been blocked off as there’s an unexploded bomb. I doubt you’d get there anyway, what with so many shops and houses having been bombed. There’s nothing but rubble. Hang on, I’ll check with one of my ladies. She’s a local and may know more than I do.’


Freda nodded her thanks and bit hungrily into the Spam sandwich while she waited for the woman to return. It had been an age since she’d last eaten, but the grey National bread with its scraping of margarine and thin slice of Spam tasted like a feast fit for a king. Since arriving in Erith from the Midlands at the end of 1938, Freda had come to enjoy her food after most of her childhood was spent going without. Her landlady, and grandmother to her best friend Sarah Gilbert, was a wonderful cook and Freda reckoned her mutton stews, fluffy dumplings and steak and kidney puddings wouldn’t look out of place on the tables of any posh London hotel. Even with rationing taking a grip on the nation’s food supplies, Ruby Caselton could be relied upon to conjure up a tasty meal for any occasion.


Freda had just swallowed the last of the cocoa when the WVS lady reappeared.


‘I was right. You can’t get to where Woolies is as the street’s shut off. It seems the buildings down there have taken a bit of a bashing so I hope your friends are all right. Do they work there?’


Freda tried not to become alarmed. It wouldn’t help matters. She made herself think of everyone back home who would be relying on her to stay strong. ‘Er, no, but one of them is manager of the Erith branch and my other friend works with her. I just need to know they are not hurt. Would you know where I could possibly find them? That’s if they are not badly injured or . . .’


The kindly woman patted Freda on the shoulder. ‘Now, don’t go getting yourself upset. Why, you’re no more than a child yourself and riding that great big motorbike. You’re a brave one and no mistake.’


Freda took a deep breath and composed herself. ‘I’ll be twenty-one later this year. I’m just a bit on the small side for my age.’


‘Well, twenty-one or not, the world’s a bloody scary place right now and we are entitled to be afraid. Just don’t go bottling it all up. Scream and shout at the Hun if you want to. It does me the power of good, I can tell you.’ She placed a protective hand on Freda’s shoulder and pointed with the other. ‘Now, if you take yourself off down that road and turn left, you will come across a church hall. It’s being used as a rest centre as well as a first-aid post. I reckon you’ll get news of your friends down there. Leave your motorbike and helmet here. You can park up behind our van. They’ll come to no harm. I’ll keep an eye on them for you.’


Freda thanked the woman and, after securing her bike, she hurried up the small road to the hall. Struggling to gain entry as the hall was full of people, she pushed and shoved her way through the crowd. So many looked to be in shock, wandering aimlessly about, no doubt looking for loved ones just as Freda was trying to do. Spotting an officious-looking ARP warden with a clipboard, she elbowed through the crowd. ‘Excuse me, do you know if my friends, Miss Betty Billington and Mrs Maisie Carlisle, are here?’


The man ran his pencil down a list of names and turned a page. ‘Here they are, Billington and Carlisle. Hmm,’ he said, tapping the pencil on his teeth as he peered at the list. ‘They’ve been moved to hospital. I assume they must be injured, but details haven’t been noted. I do wish people would complete the forms properly,’ he huffed.


Freda tried to stand on tiptoes to look at the list, but the man was having none of it and held it close to his body. ‘What hospital would that be?’ she asked.


‘Margate General. It’s not too far from here. Local hospitals are overstretched at the moment. Here, take a look at the map.’ He pointed to a large map pinned to the wall.


Freda felt sick as she peered at it. Her head started to spin as she attempted to focus on where her friends had been taken and tried not to think too much about their injuries. They are still alive, she told herself as she thanked the man and rushed back to where she’d left her motorbike. Although now late afternoon, it was still warm and around her she could see men sweating as they pulled at bricks and masonry that had once been thriving businesses and family homes, seeking the living and the dead. Firing up the bike’s engine, she headed off to find Betty and Maisie.


After being shown where to go by an elderly man in the gatehouse, Freda pulled up outside an imposing Victorian building. She stuffed her goggles and gloves into the helmet and tried to scrub her face clean with a once-white handkerchief. She loved to feel the wind and rain on her face when riding at speed, but the downside was a rather dirty face at the end of a journey. Maisie had suggested she carry her compact and a lipstick when on duty. Freda had laughed at the time as she wasn’t one to worry about her appearance and very rarely wore make-up, much to her friend’s chagrin, but Maisie had a point. Freda decided she would try to make an effort in future. She sighed as she pushed open a heavy double door, thinking of her vibrant, stylish friend, who might at this very moment be lying injured in this building, and stepped into a large quiet hall. The floor was covered with black and white tiles and the walls were painted a combination of pale green and cream. For a busy hospital it seemed extremely quiet. Perhaps she’d come to the wrong place?


‘Can I help you?’ a soft-voiced woman asked from a small cubbyhole in the wall.


Freda jumped. She hadn’t realized anyone could see her as she’d gazed around the entrance hall trying to read the signs that indicated ward names and medical departments. ‘My goodness, I never spotted you there!’ Freda exclaimed, holding her hand to her chest to quell her fast-beating heart. ‘You gave me such a start.’ She peered through the hatch and saw that the voice belonged to a young woman dressed in a nurse’s uniform.


‘I’m so sorry. It happens all the time. I did suggest to Matron that we have a larger sign, but suggestions from trainee nurses aren’t often taken on board.’


‘It’s my fault. I was rather daunted by stepping into such a posh building and I didn’t have my wits about me,’ Freda replied. ‘I’m looking for my two friends that have been brought here from Canterbury. Their names are Miss Betty Billington and Mrs Maisie Carlisle. Would you know where they are?’


Freda watched expectantly as the young nurse checked paperwork and then looked up at Freda from her chair. ‘They are both here, but visiting hours are over for today. Can you come back tomorrow?’


Freda looked sad. ‘I came down from Erith on my motorbike. I had to deliver a message from our fire station; I’m a volunteer dispatch rider for the Fire Service. I have to be back at my proper job tomorrow at Woolworths. It would be days before I could get back to Margate, as I’d have to travel by train. Please, could I see them for a few minutes? I really need to know they are not badly injured. It’s been such a shock, you see. I hadn’t expected to hear they were hurt. I thought they’d be at Woolworths. Betty was going to meet Maisie there, you see . . .’ Tears pricked her eyes and she couldn’t speak another word. Distress overwhelmed her at being so close to her friends and not being able to speak to them.


The young nurse hurried out from a door close to the hatch and helped Freda to a nearby bench. ‘Please, don’t get upset. It’s been an awful day. I know how you feel as my own parents live in Canterbury and I was beside myself with worry until I knew they were safe. Mummy managed to get through to the hospital from a telephone box to let me know they were fine and they’d be heading to my aunt’s house near Dover. Thank goodness she phoned when she did as the telephones haven’t worked for the past four hours.’


Freda wiped her eyes and gave the glimmer of a smile. ‘Perhaps I could telephone the hospital tomorrow for news? I’m sure I could use the phone at Woolworths, what with Betty being our manager. I would think the telephones would be working by then.’


The nurse thought for a while. ‘Look, I’m going back to the wards shortly. Why not come along with me and I’ll make sure you can see your friends for a little while? What do you think?’


‘Why, that would be wonderful, but I don’t want to get you into any trouble on my behalf.’


‘You won’t,’ the girl said as she rose to her feet. ‘You stay there and I’ll fetch you a cup of tea. One benefit of working in the reception office is that we have a gas ring and a supply of tea. Why, we even have sugar at the moment.’ She bustled back inside the little room and left Freda to think about her day.


For Freda it had been a fairly normal Sunday. She’d helped Ruby with some gardening and rinsed out her underwear and hung it to dry on the washing line before heading to Queens Road Baptist Church. The Brownie pack and Girl Guide troop, where she helped out as Tawny Owl, were carrying their flags at church parade before marching behind the Boys’ Brigade band through the streets of Erith. The younger girls were excited to be part of the parade, and although Brownies were not allowed to march like the older girls they walked proudly and kept in step. Apart from the flag falling off the pole there were no mishaps and after stowing away the equipment in the church hall she was able to join Brown Owl Charlotte Missons for a cup of tea and a chat. The news that Charlotte’s daughter, Molly, would soon be on leave filled Freda with excitement. She’d got on well with Molly, who was close in age to Freda, and had been sad when Molly went off to play her part in beating the Germans by being a land girl on a farm in Suffolk.


Arriving back in Alexandra Road for her Sunday dinner, Freda found a note waiting for her. She was to report to Erith fire station as soon as possible.


‘That can only mean something has happened,’ Freda said, a thrill of excitement running through her as she headed towards her bedroom to change into the uniform of the Auxiliary Fire Service.


‘The war can wait five minutes while you eat your dinner,’ Ruby declared with her hands on her hips. ‘I told the lad who dropped off the note that you were still at church parade so you’re not expected this very minute.’


Freda knew better than to go against her landlady’s words. She might have stood the same height as Freda, but she was a formidable force to reckon with. Besides, Freda’s stomach was grumbling and the aroma of roast meat was hard to ignore. ‘You are right, Ruby, the war can wait for a few minutes. Who was it who said an army marches on its stomach?’


‘I’ve no idea, girl, but he would have been right and no doubt it was a woman who cooked the food. Sit yourself down now before it gets cold.’


Ruby placed a plate in front of Freda, who gasped as she looked at the food. ‘Roast beef? I’ve not seen that in a while.’ She eyed her landlady warily. ‘It isn’t black market, is it, Ruby? I know a lot of people rely on black market goods to get by but it’s not right. We should all work together to get through this war and if that means doing without, then so be it.’


A morning spent in church had made Freda more than a little righteous, but Ruby was having none of it. She went to pull the plate away, but Freda hung on to her food. ‘I’ll have you know I come by that beef honestly. David popped by with a hamper from his mother. She’s a generous woman. What I wouldn’t do to live on a farm and be able to eat like we used to.’


‘Your Pat lives on a farm and we don’t go short,’ Freda pointed out.


Ruby looked a little shamefaced. ‘Yes, and she’s supposed to declare every chicken and egg. But who’s to know if there are a few extra birds around the place,’ she added as Freda scowled. ‘Now, Freda love, don’t you go looking at me like that. You’ve been having some strange opinions since you started going to that Baptist church.’


Freda laughed. She knew well Ruby’s views on the smaller churches, as she called them. ‘I only go when we have church parade with the Brownies and Guides. By the way, Molly is coming home on leave soon,’ she said as she tucked into her meal.


Ruby watched the girl as she enjoyed the food in front of her. Freda was nothing like the scrawny, frightened child who had arrived in Erith in 1938. ‘I wish I could make Yorkshire puddings but they never rise with powdered egg . . . Sorry, love, I was miles away. It’ll be nice to see Molly again. You two got on like a house on fire. It must be hard for you now Sarah has baby Georgina, and Maisie has her own home and husband David to care for. I like the Misson family. No airs and graces there even though they own a big shop in Pier Road – and I’d lay money on the idea that Norman Misson’s doing a bit of ducking and diving to keep his shop afloat!’


‘Oh, Ruby,’ Freda laughed, getting up to take her plate to the sink. Not everyone is ducking and diving, as you put it. As for your Yorkshire puddings, why not use one of those black market eggs from your Pat?’ Freda ducked and ran for the stairs as Ruby threw the tea towel at her.


‘I can take you up to the ward now,’ the young nurse said, shaking Freda from her thoughts. ‘Follow me. Your friends should both be in the same ward. You won’t be able to stay long, but at least it will put your mind at rest and I would think your friends will be pleased to see you.’


Freda crept as quietly as possible into the ward. Aware that her boots made an awful noise on the polished tiles, she tried to walk on her toes, chewing her lip in consternation at each squeak from the new leather. She was told they would wear in after a few months but at this moment she wished they were much softer – and silent. There were screens around several of the beds and nurses in crisp starched aprons moved from bed to bed settling their patients for the long night ahead. The young nurse stopped to talk with a colleague before leading Freda to a bed further down the ward. ‘Here you are,’ she said, stopping at the foot of a bed. ‘Mrs Maisie Carlisle. I’ll leave you for a few minutes, but remember you can’t stay long.’


Maisie’s eyes flickered as Freda sat by the bed. Her face was pale with the remains of her make-up smeared across it. It looked as though she’d been crying for a long time. Even her usual perfectly coiffured hair appeared not to have seen a brush for a while. ‘Oh, Freda. I’m so pleased to see you. How did you know we were here?’ she asked as she started to sob.


‘It was the postcard you sent to Ruby, where you mentioned you’d be popping into the Canterbury branch, that made me think to look for you. I was sent to Canterbury fire station with some important documents and to tell them we were sending reinforcements from north Kent. Knowing you would be in Woolworths, I set out to find you. If the pair of you hadn’t thought to send that message, I’d not even have thought to check if you’d been in danger. Were you hurt in Woolies? Has the store been damaged? How is Betty?’


Maisie sniffed into her handkerchief. ‘We never even reached the store. There was an explosion just after we got off the bus. Betty went head over heels as we hurried to the public air-raid shelter. I twisted me ankle trying to ’elp ’er to ’er feet. I’ve ruined me bloody shoes as well as me last pair of decent stockings.’


Freda smiled. Even in a distressed state Maisie was worried about her clothes.


‘Don’t worry about your clothing, at least you are all right – you are all right, aren’t you?’ she added as Maisie’s face crumpled and she began to sob once more.


Freda held her friend close, gently rocking her and allowing her to cry. Once the heartrending sobs had subsided Freda tried to get her to talk. ‘Please, Maisie, you’ve got to tell me what’s wrong. Is it Betty? Is she seriously injured?’


‘Oh, Freda, I really haven’t got a clue,’ Maisie said as she wiped her eyes and gave a small hiccup. ‘I’ve not seen her for such a long time and no one will tell me a dickie bird. But there’s something else . . .’ Large tears formed in her eyes before falling onto her pale cheeks.


‘Come on, Maisie, out with it. I can’t help you if you keep crying now, can I?’ Freda begged, unable to stand seeing her friend so distressed.


‘I don’t think anyone can ’elp me this time,’ Maisie whispered as she shuddered and even more tears flowed. ‘I think I might have really ’urt myself. The doctors won’t tell me anything and if that’s the case . . . well, David will never forgive me . . .’




1


Easter 1942


Betty Billington shooed the last of her staff out into the darkening night before turning her key in the shiny brass lock to the door of the F. W. Woolworths store. She always found this time of day rather sad. Her staff would be going home to their families and loved ones and no doubt looking forward to two days off work, the next day being Easter Sunday. Sundays used to be full of possibilities. But what did she have to look forward to now? Granted, her friends always included her in their plans and would invite her for a meal, but deep inside she felt as though something was missing. Betty had always planned to have a large family, but the Great War had put paid to that when her fiancé Charlie perished at Ypres in August 1917. They hadn’t made it up the aisle, but Betty considered herself a war widow and remained faithful to her first and only true love. To this day she wore the wedding ring he’d purchased in anticipation of their wedding when he was next on leave on the third finger of her right hand. It had never felt right to wear it on her wedding finger. She would go home to her little house in Cross Street, only a street away from Woolworths in Pier Road, and try to keep herself busy until the store opened on Tuesday morning. Today would have been Charlie’s birthday. She would indulge herself, reflecting upon what might have been and how they’d have celebrated the occasion. Then, she’d do her utmost to pull herself together so she could return to her role as the ever-efficient Woolworths store manager.


Regardless of the war now being in its third year, there was always something to celebrate or look forward to. Today she’d heard her staff speaking hopefully of the war ending by the Christmas of 1942, now that the Americans were on board. They all seemed to agree that as bad as the bombing of Pearl Harbor had been, the idea of the Yanks joining our lads to fight Hitler, and the Japs, had cheered everyone up no end. Betty thought they were more than a little overoptimistic, but then they all had their dreams to hold on to.


Waving to the last of her girls as they left Woolworths and set off down Pier Road towards their homes, Betty checked the front of the store, making sure that each set of glass-fronted double doors was securely locked. The Easter display was bright and pretty with fluffy chicks sitting between painted eggshells on nests of straw. It had been young Freda’s idea for the scene and they’d searched high and low for yellow and brown wool to make the fluffy balls that would ultimately become the little chicks. Betty smiled to herself as she recalled the day Freda Smith arrived for an interview back in November 1938 and met Sarah Caselton and the glamorous Maisie. Who’d have thought the three young women would become such good friends, and also include her in their family life?


Despite the recent bombing of the nearby Thames-side docks that led up from the Kent town of Erith to the port of London, not one window in the popular store had suffered.


‘Hey, Betty! Wait for us!’


Betty turned as she made to cross Pier Road, where the Woolworths store was situated. ‘Why, Sarah, Freda, is there a problem?’


‘There will be if you don’t come with us to Nan’s,’ Sarah said breathlessly. ‘She’s made a meat and potato pie.’


‘Enough to feed an army. We’ve been sent to invite you for tea. Please say yes or we will be eating it in our sandwiches for the next week,’ Freda begged.


Betty laughed, all thoughts of her long-lost love forgotten for the moment. ‘I’m interested to know how Ruby came by so much meat,’ she said, raising her eyebrows.


‘Goodness, there is little meat in the pie. It’s just that she was busy arguing with Vera from up the road and peeled too many spuds. Not that we wouldn’t have invited you anyway,’ Sarah added quickly in case Betty was insulted. ‘Nan had to add another can of corned beef otherwise it would have been a spud pie,’ she explained.


‘I could always donate a can or two of snoek,’ Betty suggested, to which both girls shrieked in horror.


‘Please, no!’ Sarah said with a look of distaste. ‘Even if I was starving, I couldn’t eat the stuff. Why, it’s revolting.’


The girls tucked their arms through Betty’s and set off for Ruby’s home in nearby Alexandra Road with its terrace of Victorian bay-fronted houses that had stood firm through two wars and where the girls were always welcome. It was as they turned the corner into the High Street that Sarah looked back and spotted the man. He stood on the pavement in front of Woolworths, where Betty had stood only minutes earlier and was watching Betty intently. Sarah knew she had seen him before. With a cold chill running the length of her back, she turned away and joined in the chatter about their friend Maisie, who was babysitting Sarah’s adorable daughter, Georgina.


‘You say you’ve seen the bloke before?’ Maisie whispered as she dipped her hands into the washing-up water and retrieved a fork, then checked her nails. Maisie wasn’t one for washing up as a rule, but the others were listening to a play on the radio so she’d had no choice but to volunteer after the grand meal Ruby had provided for them all.


‘Yes, I remembered just now,’ Sarah whispered back. ‘It was in Woolies a couple of days ago. I was helping Betty collect takings from the tills and he was there, at the corner of the haberdashery counter. I called out to Deirdre to serve him. You know how that woman likes to chat. The last thing I wanted was to have to pacify a customer if she wasn’t doing her job. But he walked away and headed for the door. A couple of minutes later I spotted him watching through the window.’


Maisie snorted with laughter before clapping her hand over her mouth in case the others heard. ‘Come off it. You’re ’aving me on . . . Why, he could ’ave been a normal customer thinking about a purchase. You’ve got too much time on yer ’ands, my girl.’ She snorted again, having adopted one of Ruby’s favourite sayings that she used in jest as her granddaughter, along with her mates, were doing more than their fair share of war work along with their everyday jobs at Woolies.


‘I’m serious, Maisie. I really do think that man is watching Betty.’


‘So, what can we do about it?’ Maisie asked. She knew better than to joke about something when Sarah looked so serious.


‘What’s all this?’ Ruby asked as she entered the kitchen with a pile of cups and saucers on a tray. ‘Anyone would think the pair of you have a secret.’


Maisie and Sarah looked at each other and Maisie sighed. ‘It’s your idea so you explain to Ruby. I’m not so sure it’s not all in yer ’ead.’


Ruby frowned. ‘Come on, spit it out then. I haven’t got all day. You can wash these cups and saucers while you talk. Give me the tea towel, Sarah, you won’t dry a thing twiddling it between your fingers. So, what’s the problem?’ Ruby asked as she started to dry a dinner plate.


Sarah explained how she thought a man in a dark brown overcoat was following Betty and where she had seen him. ‘Do you think we should tell her, Nan?’


Ruby thought for a moment as she stacked the dry crockery on the shelves of the pine dresser that covered the wall of the small kitchen. ‘I’m not so sure you should say anything at this moment in time.’


Maisie grinned. ‘See, I told yer she wouldn’t believe you, Sarah.’


Ruby looked seriously at Maisie. ‘Oh, but I do believe Sarah. I’m more concerned that Betty, living alone as she does, would feel frightened.’


‘Perhaps we could lie in wait and catch the man next time we see him?’ Maisie suggested.


‘And what if we are wrong? We’d be the ones locked up. Leave it with me. I’m popping over to see Sergeant Jackson later on. I’ve saved him a plate of meat and potato pie. I can ask his opinion while I’m at it.’


‘Is Sergeant Jackson’s dad staying with him?’ Maisie asked with a glint in her eye. ‘I heard he was coming back to Erith.’ Maisie nudged Sarah and the pair of them fell into a fit of the giggles.


Ruby’s cheeks turned a light shade of pink and she puffed herself up to her full height. Even so, she was shorter than the two girls, who were now laughing uncontrollably. ‘Stop it now, the pair of you. I’ve known Bob Jackson far longer than you’ve both been on this earth. He was a good friend of your grandad’s, Sarah, and his son, Sergeant Jackson, went to school with your dad so you can stop all this right now. He’s an honourable man, being a retired policeman, and Mike Jackson is following in his footsteps. There’s no harm in offering a bite to eat to a neighbour, is there?’


‘No, Nan,’ Sarah said, trying to keep a straight face.


Ruby looked from Sarah to Maisie and sighed dramatically. ‘I think I’ll take that food over the road now. I’m probably more welcome over there and won’t get laughed at.’ She opened the door to the stone pantry and lifted down a plate covered in a tea towel. ‘Yes, I’ll go right now and the pair of you can stop your silliness. Sarah, you might want to relieve Miss Billington of young Georgina. The face that kiddy was making just now makes me think she’s filled her nappy.’ She grinned at her granddaughter. ‘Ha, that’s wiped the smile off your face,’ she said, heading for the front door.


‘So, what do you think, Mike? Are the girls making a mountain out of a molehill?’ Ruby asked as she watched Mike Jackson and his father, Bob, tuck into the meat and potato pie.


‘I’d say be cautious at this time, but until the man has done something wrong the police have nothing to go on.’


‘So, you do think it’s something and nothing?’ Ruby said, spooning the last of the pie onto his plate.


‘What I think, Mrs Caselton, is that you can’t keep feeding Dad and me all the time. However do you manage, what with rationing being what it is?’


‘Oh, it’s nothing illegal, if that’s what you’re thinking, Mike. Corned beef and potatoes with a few vegetables chucked in from my garden and the allotment. In fact, your dad helped grow some of ’em as I’d no idea about growing such things. I’m learning quickly, though,’ she added in case Mike and his dad, Bob, thought she was asking for him to do more. She’d rather fend for herself and wasn’t one to ask for help ordinarily.


‘And very tasty it was too, Ruby,’ Bob Jackson said, wiping his mouth with a handkerchief. ‘You’ve got to admit, Mike, it’s far better than eating at the police station or down at the Civic Restaurant in Slades Green.’


‘You’re right there, Dad,’ Mike agreed. ‘No offence meant, Mrs Caselton, but you’d be surprised what people are up to these days to get more than their fair share of food.’


‘None taken, Mike. Now, you must come to tea tomorrow afternoon. Our George and Irene are coming up from Devon. Irene wrote to say they have some news. I’m at a loss to know what it could be. I hope they don’t want to take Sarah and young Georgina back with them. I’d miss them so much. It’s comforting to know they live just around the corner with Alan’s mum, Maureen. If, or rather when, Alan gets called back to his squadron, Sarah will need her family and friends close by her.’


‘That would be grand, Ruby. Cheers!’ Bob Jackson replied. ‘Do you think he’ll be called back to duty soon, Ruby?’


‘My George reckons it’s on the cards. He can talk to the boy about such things more easily than I can. Our Sarah does get upset at the thought of losing him, after his accident. All we want for little Georgina is her daddy safe and at home. Now Alan’s working out of the Gravesend airfield he is home most nights, which is a blessed relief to us all.’


‘He had a nasty scrape, though. What a lucky bugger he is getting off light with just a leg injury. It must have been a worry being stuck on the other side of the Channel for so long. Many haven’t been as fortunate,’ Bob said, getting up to clear the table.


‘Sit yourself back down, Bob Jackson, and let your food digest. I’ll put the kettle on when I’ve washed up the plates. That’s if you’ve got time to stop and drink it? I don’t see much of the pair of you these days. I thought you was retired, Bob?’


‘No one retires these days, Ruby. Not while there’s a war on. I’ve been busy with the ARP, and I’ve also been helping out down at Erith police station. We still have criminals, even in wartime.’


Ruby wrinkled her nose in disgust as she headed towards the kitchen. ‘And don’t I know it. If it hadn’t been for your Mike arriving at my house, I could have been bumped off along with half my family and a few of my friends by one of those criminals.’


Both men roared with laughter. ‘I doubt that very much, Mrs Caselton. You are a force to be reckoned with,’ Mike called back.


Ruby smiled to herself as she poured hot water from a kettle into an enamel bowl in the sink. She reckoned she was. If only she could get her hands on that Adolf, she’d show him a thing or two.


Irene Caselton kissed her mother-in-law on both cheeks. ‘Goodness, what a journey we had. I’m thankful we won’t be doing that for much longer. But I’ll leave that news until later,’ she added quickly as she saw the frown appearing on Ruby’s face. ‘Here, I have a little contribution for our tea. A couple of days late but I’m sure they will be welcome.’


Ruby opened the tin that Irene held out. Inside were a baker’s dozen of hot cross buns. ‘Why, I’ve not seen sight nor sound of these for a year or so. Even Betty hasn’t had any for sale in Woolworths. I shouldn’t ask, but how did you manage to get your hands on these beauties?’


Irene gave a throaty laugh as she removed her coat and the glossy fox fur from around her neck. ‘It’s nothing illegal, if that’s what you are alluding to. We have a delightful little bakery in a village close to our house and I put in my order long ago just so my granddaughter could enjoy her Easter.’


‘That’s good of you, Irene,’ Ruby said. ‘Now, hang your coat up and let’s find you a seat. You’ll find Betty and the girls in the front room playing with your granddaughter. Alan and David seem to have escaped their wives and are in the back garden having a smoke while putting the world to rights.’


Irene laughed. ‘My George headed straight out there. He likes nothing more than chatting about the war. He more than plays his part working at Vickers all the hours God sends, but I swear he’d love the chance to be flying a plane and taking potshots at the enemy like Alan or working behind the scenes like David. I still can’t understand how Maisie caught the eye of such an important man as David.’


Ruby shuddered. ‘There are more than enough men in this family laying their lives on the line for our country. Let’s try and keep George’s feet firmly on the ground, shall we, eh?’


‘I’m with you there. Now, do you have a plate we can put these hot cross buns on?’


‘I can do better than that,’ Ruby said as she bent to open a door in the kitchen dresser. ‘Let’s use my best cake stand. It’s something to celebrate when we have buns for our tea in wartime.’


‘I can add something to that,’ a voice piped up from behind Irene, who was standing in the doorway to the kitchen. ‘I have real butter and eggs to contribute to the feast.’


‘Well, blow me down,’ Ruby said, passing the cake stand to Irene and reaching out to the woman, who was standing there grinning like a Cheshire cat. ‘Pat, it’s wonderful to see you. What are you doing here? The last time you wrote you were down in Cornwall with the kiddies.’


Pat, Ruby’s youngest child, pushed past her sister-in-law and hugged her mother until the pair could hardly breathe. ‘I came home to see John as I missed him so much. The kiddies are still down there,’ she added as Ruby looked past Pat hoping to see her grandchildren.


Ruby’s heart sank. It had been a year since she’d set eyes on her youngest grandchildren. Ruby had supported Pat’s husband when he said he wanted his loved ones in a safe place, away from the bombing, and where safer than Cornwall? He had relatives down that way who had suggested Pat and the children stay. It had been a resounding success with the youngsters who attended the local village school and settled in to living on a farm, as just they might with their own father all but running Moat Farm on the outskirts of nearby Slades Green.


‘John hasn’t been able to leave the farm to come and see us and I missed him so much, Mum,’ Pat said beseechingly, not knowing how Ruby would take the news of her leaving the children behind.


Ruby thought for a moment. Was there more in this than what her youngest was telling her? ‘You know what’s best for your family, Pat, who am I to judge? Now, let’s get this tea party underway before the buns go dry.’ Ruby turned away to remove her apron and straighten her Sunday best dress before picking up a tray that held her best teapot and headed towards the front room.


Pat raised her eyebrows at her sister-in-law, who looked equally puzzled.


‘I do declare the old girl is going soft in her old age,’ Irene whispered as they followed Ruby.


‘Come in, Mike and Bob, I think you know everyone,’ Ruby called out as the police sergeant and his father walked in through the open door. ‘Let’s find you a comfortable chair, Bob. Tea is about ready. Mike, would you give the men a shout before all the grub’s gone? They’re in the garden gassing about something or other. Freda, clear me a space on the sideboard to put this tray down and, you young ones, budge up and give Bob somewhere to rest his bones.’


Maisie jumped to her feet and shook out the skirt of her summery frock. With her blonde hair pinned high on her head and her lips painted deep red she looked the picture of health. ‘Here you go, Bob, ’ave my seat. I can perch on the arm of the sofa or sit on David’s lap when he returns from whatever he’s up to in the back garden.’


Vera, Ruby’s friend from up the road, rushed over to the vacated seat. ‘There’s plenty of room for two. You can sit with me, Bob,’ she said, patting the seat beside her.


‘I’ll ask you not to rush about my front room, Vera Munro, you nearly knocked over Rover.’


Maisie and Sarah grinned at each other. Rover was Ruby’s best chalk dog that she’d won at last year’s Erith Show. It had taken them all umpteen goes on the side shows to have enough vouchers for the large ornament that so resembled Ruby’s dog, Nelson. ‘Where is Nelson, Nan?’ Sarah asked, hoping that Ruby would stop glaring at Vera in such a territorial way as Vera patted Bob’s knee, much to his embarrassment.


‘He’s out the back. I asked your Alan to keep him there in case he pinched our grub. You know what he’s like when there’s food about. Now, let’s all tuck in before the sandwiches start to curl. Would you like to pour the tea, Sarah?’


Maisie nudged her mate as she got to her feet to sort out cups and saucers and pour the amber liquid from her nan’s best teapot. The pair of them were aware that Vera from up the road had set her cap at Sergeant Jackson’s father now he was back home and living in Alexandra Road. Even if Ruby wasn’t aware of it yet, she too had a soft spot for the amiable man, whose eyes followed her as she handed out food and made sure everyone had a fair share to eat.
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With the delicious Easter tea over and done with and not a crumb remaining of the hot cross buns, the men in the family set to with the washing up while the women waved goodbye to Pat, who wanted to get back to her husband, and Vera, who was none too keen on taking a walk.


‘Let’s take Georgina to see the window display in Woolworths,’ Freda said as she tucked her arm through Sarah’s. ‘The woollen chicks look so cute in amongst the eggshells and straw.’


‘Here, darling, let me push my beautiful granddaughter. I don’t get to see her nearly enough,’ Irene said as she took control of the pram. ‘I must say, this knitted cover is delightful. Is it your handiwork, Freda?’


‘No, I worked on a pink blanket for the little bed that Alan made. It’s ready for when she is big enough. This is all Maureen’s doing. She does have a clever nanny, don’t you, my sweetie?’ Freda said as she leant over and tickled the little girl under the chin, before realizing what she had said. Alan’s mum, Maureen, was a lovely lady but Irene could be a little prickly at times. She felt Sarah nudge her side but it was too late, the words had been said.


Fortunately Maureen was at hand and heard Freda speak. ‘My goodness, don’t look too close, Irene, or you will see where I dropped a stitch. If anyone is clever, it is you for finding such a smart new pram for our little angel. Why, there’s nothing new to be found for youngsters these days.’


‘You’ve all been so generous with gifts for Georgina. I’m truly grateful and I know Alan is too,’ Sarah added quickly.


‘Actually, the pram isn’t new,’ Irene admitted nervously.


‘Well, blow me down with a feather,’ Maisie declared before putting her hand to her mouth as she realized what she had said. It was common knowledge that Irene always purchased the best products and the word second-hand was never found in her vocabulary. ‘I’d never have known,’ she added quickly.


‘I wouldn’t have purchased it from just anyone,’ Irene said, pulling on leather gloves before taking control of the pram. ‘Lady Clairmont, from the golf club, had bought the perambulator for her daughter to use when she came to visit. Sadly her daughter has taken the children to Canada for the duration so it has had little use.’


‘Lucky for our Lady Georgina,’ Sarah said with a grin. ‘Fancy you riding in a pram meant for royalty.’


Irene sniffed. ‘Hardly royalty, Sarah. Lady Clairmont’s husband made his fortune in industry. Do you think we should start our walk before it gets dark?’


Maisie grinned at Sarah as they linked arms and followed the entourage of women down the road of bay-fronted terraces towards the town of Erith. ‘She never changes, does she?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. I feel she has mellowed in some ways. Look how she is with Georgina and she loves wearing those siren suits you made for her so that she’s just like the rest of us when we are down in the Anderson shelter.’


‘Has she always been posh?’ Maisie whispered as Freda joined them.


Sarah laughed. ‘I’ve never really known her any other way. Mum just wants what is best for Dad and me. I’ve not long realized that.’


‘I like your mum, Sarah. You get what you see with her and she’s always there for you regardless of whether she’s wearing a fur coat or not,’ Freda said wistfully. ‘You are lucky to have such a caring family.’


‘Have you heard anything from yer mum?’ Maisie asked. They’d met Freda’s brother, Lenny, not long after Freda started work at Woolworths but knew little of her mother.


‘Not a peep since I left home in 1938. We were never close, especially after my dad died and she took up with her current husband. As you know, I send her a few bob in a Christmas card but there’s never a word from her. Lenny sends her money since he’s been in the navy, but she’s not replied to him either.’ Freda shrugged her shoulders in dismissal. ‘That’s life, I suppose.’


Sarah felt so angry. It wasn’t fair that Freda should be treated so badly by her mother. Freda was such a sweet girl and everyone who met her said what a delightful person she was. ‘We are your family now, Freda, so no need to be sad. Why, Georgina looks on you as her aunty and you are her godmother, just as Maisie is. Even Nan treats you just like another granddaughter. You too, Maisie,’ she added.


‘We were certainly lucky the day we bumped into you at Woolies,’ Freda said, a smile brightening her face. ‘Goodness knows what would have happened to me if I’d not been told they were advertising for staff for the Christmas period and decided to turn up on the off chance they would take me on.’


‘And looking like a right ragamuffin, gawd luv yer,’ Maisie said, giving her a hefty shove with her elbow. ‘Look at you now,’ she added, so proud of how Freda had turned into a pretty young woman.


Freda stopped and spun around. ‘All thanks to you two,’ she said as her pretty floral skirt flew out from her neat waist. ‘Have I said thank you for passing this on to me, Sarah?’


‘Only about ten times,’ Sarah laughed. ‘It’s best going to you as the waistband is just too tight since I’ve had Georgina.’


‘And taking it in means there were a few scraps of material for the patch pocket on your blouse,’ Maisie said, admiring her handiwork.


‘Well, I’m grateful to both of you,’ Freda said, making one more delighted spin as they reached the end of Alexandra Road and turned left towards the shop-lined streets that formed the centre of Erith. ‘I owe you lots of favours for this and will look after Georgina any time you want to go out. You too, Maisie, when the time comes.’ She almost skipped as she went ahead to join Ruby, who was chatting to Betty as they followed Maureen and Irene with the pram.


Sarah noticed a shadow pass over Maisie’s face. ‘It’ll happen soon enough, Maisie,’ she said softly. ‘You’ve not been married a year yet.’


‘But I ’ad that scare at the end of last year. What if I can’t ’ave kids? I’d never forgive myself. David wants them even more than I do.’


‘It’s not going to happen if you keep worrying. I remember Maureen saying that to one of the women at Woolworths and she’s had three since then. So, you never know what’s around the next corner, do you?’


‘I s’pose yer right,’ Maisie said although she didn’t look convinced.


‘Look, Alan’s taking me to the pictures tomorrow evening. Why not come with us? There’s a musical on at the Odeon. It’s a Busby Berkeley. You like them.’


Maisie shrugged her shoulders. ‘Ta, but no thanks. David is back on duty the day after so I really want to make the most of having him to myself if we are ever to ’ave a kiddie of our own.’


Sarah flinched. Even now she wasn’t used to the way her friend spoke sometimes. ‘We’d best hurry up, the others are so far ahead of us.’


‘You’ve certainly done wonders with your window display, Betty. Wherever do you get your ideas, let alone the materials?’ Irene said as she stood gazing into the windows of F. W. Woolworths. Even with the crisscross of sticky paper over the windows, to limit damage if enemy action should shatter the glass, the wonderful Easter scene could be seen.


‘All praise must go to Freda,’ Betty replied proudly. ‘She has such wonderful ideas. Head office sent a photographer down last week to take a photograph for the staff magazine. We’ve not featured in The New Bond since Sarah was carnival queen in 1939. The journalist interviewed Freda about her ideas so I do hope it is published. Staff need a boost at the moment with this awful war going on for so long.’


‘I certainly agree with you there, Betty. In fact, that is why I accompanied George this weekend. We are house hunting,’ Irene said.


Sarah, who was standing just behind, shrieked with glee. ‘You’re moving home?’


‘It’s hardly home, Sarah. Our home is in Devon, not Erith,’ Irene corrected her daughter.


‘Why now?’ Ruby asked. She was trying to keep a straight face as the relief that Irene was not taking Sarah and Georgina back with her was hard to hide.


‘George is to work more hours at Vickers in Crayford, so it makes sense for us to move up this way. We will rent a house for now and let our own home out to one of his colleagues. I accompanied George to make sure he found something presentable.’


‘There’s an empty house near me in Crayford Road,’ Maureen suggested.


‘I saw an advert in the tobacconist for rooms in West Street,’ Freda added.


Irene wrinkled her nose. ‘No, I was thinking of somewhere in Crayford close to St Paulinus Church. It would have to be something tasteful.’


Maisie grinned at Sarah. ‘What was that we were saying about snobs?’


‘Shush, she will hear you,’ Maureen hissed. ‘I’m sure wherever you live you’ll make a beautiful home for George,’ she said, turning to Irene. ‘Crayford isn’t far for you to visit the family.’


‘Or for them to visit me,’ Irene smiled through thin lips. ‘It will be a novelty to have my daughter step over the threshold of her parents’ home once again.’


Sarah didn’t know what to say. Her mother had never understood why she’d preferred to move to Erith and work in Woolworths rather than stay in Devon and be introduced to umpteen chinless offspring of Irene’s friends at the golf club. Maisie, however, had plenty to say.


‘Come off it, Irene. Sarah’s had a lot on her plate since moving here. She has an important job and a baby, and don’t forget that her husband was missing in action for a good few months. Besides, most of her family live in this neck of the woods now . . . and she always sees her dad when he’s working at Vickers.’


Irene adopted an injured expression and sighed. ‘I suppose I am only your mother, Sarah.’


‘For goodness’ sake, Irene, I thought we were here to look at the window display, not talk about your social arrangements,’ Ruby snapped. ‘I for one think it is exceptional and if the people at Woolworths decide to publish a photograph, I’d like a copy to frame and hang at home if that is possible. I’m very proud of all of you. Now, shall we move on and take Georgina to watch the boats on the river before it’s time for her tea?’


A rather subdued group of women followed Ruby, who had taken over the pushing of the pram containing her great-granddaughter. Chin held high, she marched across Pier Road and down the High Street to the banks of the River Thames.


‘I love coming here,’ Maureen said as she breathed deeply, taking in the river smells. ‘I feel so lucky to live in Erith. I couldn’t imagine moving away. Even with the barrage balloons hovering over the river and the threat of air-raid warnings at any time, it is still a great place to live.’


‘I’m with you there, Maureen,’ Ruby agreed. ‘I’ll be here until they carry me off to join my Eddie at St Paulinus.’


‘Oh, Nan, don’t be so miserable. That won’t be for many a year,’ Sarah admonished Ruby as she lifted her daughter from the pram and held her up to see the busy river. ‘Look, Georgie, boats!’


‘Ships, Sarah, they are ships,’ Irene said, ‘and how boring they look all painted in the same awful grey. However can anyone be excited about such a scene? It’s just the same boring river it has always been.’


Georgina replied by excitedly chuckling and pointing as a nearby tug sounded its horn, which made the women laugh.


‘I do wish the grandchildren were here with us. I do miss them. They must have grown a foot at least since I last saw them.’


‘It’s safer for them down in Cornwall, Ruby. Look at how close the farm was to those incendiary bombs that landed at Slades Green sidings last year. If it hadn’t been fer some of the locals putting out the fires, the whole area would have been blown sky high,’ Maisie reminded Ruby.


Ruby nodded thoughtfully. ‘You’re right there, Maisie, but it doesn’t stop me missing them.’


‘Perhaps you could visit them,’ Freda suggested.


‘What? All the way down in Cornwall? It might as well be the end of the earth for all the chance I’d get to travel there,’ Ruby laughed. ‘No, I’ll just have to wait until the war is over and Pat brings them home,’ she added, looking sad.


Freda gave her landlady a big hug. ‘Never say never, eh, Ruby?’


‘I’ll keep it in mind, love, but for now all I can think about is a nice cup of tea. I don’t know about you lot but I could do with putting my feet up for a while.’


‘Let’s get Georgie back in her pram. I don’t think she can walk all the way home just yet,’ Sarah said, as she lifted her daughter. Georgie immediately started to grizzle as she preferred to toddle unsteadily, holding on to her mum’s hands.


‘Georgina is a perfectly good name. I see no reason for you to shorten it, Sarah,’ Irene sniffed, as she headed away from the river and up the High Street.


The women were quiet as they headed back to Alexandra Road with Georgina still complaining in her pram. Ruby had just put her key in the front door of number thirteen when they spotted Vera, Ruby’s friend from up the road, heading towards them. Maisie, who had taken over pushing the pram, steered around the woman, intent on getting the child inside the house and cheering her up.


‘You’re quite a hand at looking after a kiddie, Maisie. I’m surprised you haven’t got one of your own by now,’ Vera said pointedly. ‘Our Sadie is courting and I’m sure she will have a family as soon as she’s walked down the aisle. In wartime it’s a woman’s duty to bring more children into the world to make for a better future for our country.’


Maisie lowered her head and dashed into the house, only stopping to let Freda take hold of the pram. Sarah rushed after her friend and closed the front door. Ruby could hear Maisie’s sobs from outside the house.


‘Why, Vera Munro, that is the most hurtful comment I’ve ever heard you say,’ Ruby scolded her neighbour. ‘Why don’t you stop to think before you open your big mouth and let your words spew out? For all you know Maisie may have problems and words like yours can hurt someone’s feelings.’


‘Is she having problems then?’ Vera asked with interest.


‘It’s none of your business if she is. Not that she is having problems,’ Ruby added quickly in case Vera probed even more. ‘Now, what can we do for you?’ she asked, folding her arms across her chest and giving the woman a hard stare.


‘I just thought I’d pop down and spend a neighbourly hour with you,’ Vera said.


‘I’m in no mood to be neighbourly,’ Ruby said, with a stony expression. ‘So, you can go back home to your Sadie and her young man. You must have a lot to discuss if there is a wedding in the offing.’


For a moment Vera looked puzzled before turning away and heading back up Alexandra Road to her own house.


‘Well I never. That woman has the nerve of the devil sometimes,’ Ruby huffed as she opened the front door that Maisie had pulled shut behind her. ‘As for her Sadie, the girl only volunteered for war work to get away from Vera, and if she does have a young man he must have met her in a blackout!’ She hurried into the house leaving Irene, Maureen and Freda lost for words.


‘So, George, how are things at Vickers?’ David Carlisle asked as he passed a pile of plates to Alan to put back on Ruby’s dresser. He was aware that careless talk cost lives, as the posters were always reminding them, but with just himself, George and Alan on washing-up duties while Bob Jackson and his son spent half an hour in the garden sorting out the weeds from the vegetables, he knew it was safe to talk.


‘More work than we can cope with at the moment, David. Even taking on extra staff we are pushed to meet the demands the government has set. That’s what made me decide to move up this way, rather than travel back and forth from Devon so much. Apart from petrol rationing, it’s hell travelling. I’ve wanted to move home for a while now but our Irene would miss her social life, committees and the golf club.’


‘The war comes first, George,’ David replied. ‘I’ve been trying to talk Maisie into moving in with my mother, but she won’t leave Erith and her friends or her job.’


‘She’s safe here, David, and Ruby will look out for her,’ Alan pointed out. ‘She’s near enough family.’


‘Even though we live several streets away? There are times when I’m away and I hear about air raids and can’t stop wondering if she’s all right. Maisie is my life and I don’t want to lose her,’ David said desperately.


‘We all feel the same, lad, and it makes no difference where our family is. We can only work to get this war over and done with as soon as possible.’


Alan, who had been washing up at the sink, placed the last cup on the draining board and dried his hands on a towel hanging behind the kitchen door. ‘I’m thinking of putting in a request to go back on active duty for that very reason. I don’t feel I’m doing enough at the moment.’


George, who had pulled his pipe from his pocket and was about to place it in his mouth, stopped what he was doing. ‘Why, Alan? You are doing an admirable job teaching young pilots to fly. Why would you want to put yourself in danger again?’


Alan sighed. ‘I don’t feel as though I’m doing enough in this war. I’m not blowing my own trumpet when I say that I’m a good pilot and if we are to win this war, we need good pilots who can go out there and beat the enemy at their own game.’


‘Now’s not the time to discuss this. The women will be home anytime soon and we don’t want them upset, do we?’ David said.


‘That sounds like them now. I’d better help them in with my daughter,’ Alan said as he left George and David alone.


‘I don’t like to ask but is there anything you can do?’ George said.


‘As you know, George, I can pull strings in my job, but I’m not sure I can put Alan in a safe job. And anyway, is anyone safe in this war?’


Leaving instructions to chase the men out of the kitchen and put the kettle on, Ruby entered her front room to find out what the problem was with Maisie. She had a good idea why there were so many tears, but wanted to get the news herself from the horse’s mouth. ‘Now, what’s going on here? You left me to sort out Vera and that wasn’t nice, was it?’ she said with a smile.


Sarah, who was sitting next to Maisie on an overstuffed sofa, looked at her nan with worried eyes. ‘Why is Vera Munro so horrid, Nan? There was no need for her to pry into Maisie’s private life like that. None of us would ever ask such a question and we are all friends.’
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