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  Sarah Caselton reached into her handbag and pulled out a small leather purse. Ignoring the biting-cold wind from the river, she searched for a couple of pennies, then dropped

  them into the carol singers’ collection tin. ‘Silent Night’ had always been her favourite Christmas song. For a few moments she stood with her eyes closed and let the rich tones

  of the choir wash over her, taking her back to when she had performed this much-loved carol at her school’s nativity play. Without thinking, she joined in with the final chorus, her sweet

  voice soaring high and clear above the bass tones of the men: ‘. . . sleep in heavenly peace.’




  ‘God bless you, love – and a merry Christmas.’




  Sarah thought the choir were very brave to stand outside singing on such a chilly day. The sky was threatening snow too. If it hadn’t been for an interview for a sales assistant position

  at Woolworths, she’d have stayed home with Nan. A weather-worn man, a row of medals across the chest of his overcoat, patted her arm. He was the one who’d held the collection tin in

  front of her as she stopped amid the bustle of Christmas shoppers.




  ‘For melting an old man’s heart on such a bitter day, you can pick the next carol. What do you fancy?’




  Sarah considered his question, warming her hands by a brazier set in front of the motley collection of choir members. The glowing embers were most inviting on that cold December day. The snow

  was now falling steadily, starting to deaden the footsteps of passing shoppers in the busy riverside town of Erith. Sarah shuddered and pulled her knitted scarf closer to her ears. Erith was such a

  pretty place in the summer, with the gardens down by the river where you could sit and watch the world go by. Who’d have thought that just up the River Thames was the bustling city of London

  and the other way down the river were the seaside towns of north Kent? No wonder her dear old nan never wanted to move away from her beloved Erith.




  As Sarah thought about which carol to choose, she noticed that the choir was made up only of men: one in a wheelchair, another leaning heavily on a wooden crutch and a few in old overcoats that

  had seen much better days. A sign propped against the tobacconist’s shop showed them to be from the Seamen’s Mission. Her granddad had loved his life at sea and had been a merchant

  seaman in the Great War. He may even have known some of these ex-sailors. A tear threatened to fall on her cheek. This wouldn’t do, she thought to herself. Nan Ruby was always saying

  he’d had a good innings and went without too much pain. And after all, if Nan hadn’t been alone, Sarah might not have had the chance to escape her life in Devon to come and live with

  her here in Erith.




  ‘Why the glum face, love? You look as though you’ve lost a shilling and found a penny. You’ve gotta make the most of life and be happy. After all, we could be at war by next

  year, going by what the papers keep telling us. No one believes all that talk from Chamberlain and his “peace in our time” nonsense.’




  Sarah shrugged her shoulders. She couldn’t tell this brave old sailor why she was sad. ‘I’m fine. Just a bit cold.’ She grinned.




  ‘So how about that song? What’ll it be?’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know. How about “The Twelve Days of Christmas”?’




  The old sailor turned to a comrade who was holding an accordion. ‘’Ere, Ernie, can you play “The Twelve Days of Christmas”?’




  His mate pulled a face and laughed. Resting the musical instrument on his knee, he delved into the pocket of his coat and fished out a hip flask with his free hand. ‘I might have been able

  to a while ago, but after knocking back this to keep out the cold, I ain’t so sure I can remember all the words.’




  Sarah laughed. They were certainly a cheerful bunch. She checked her watch. ‘My goodness, just look at the time. I must dash.’




  ‘Going somewhere nice, love?’ he asked, taking another swig from the flask.




  Sarah gave a nervous smile. ‘An interview for a sales assistant job.’ She nodded towards the glass-fronted shop nearby. ‘In Woolworths.’




  ‘Where everything costs a tanner,’ Ernie called out.




  Sarah was puzzled. Whatever was he talking about? ‘I’m sorry – I don’t understand.’




  ‘It’s a fact. You tell her, Fred.’




  The man with the collection tin nodded. ‘He’s right. There was a time when everything cost thruppence or a tanner in all their shops – and there are plenty of them. Come from

  America they did. They’ve got shops the length and breadth of the land.’ He nodded wisely.




  ‘A tanner?’




  ‘Sixpence to you, love.’




  ‘Ah yes, that’s what Nan calls a sixpence, come to think of it.’




  ‘Mind you, prices are not so good now. They started charging sixpence a shoe when prices went up. So you remember that if they put you on the shoe counter,’ Fred said, giving her a

  nudge with his elbow.




  Sarah giggled. It sounded so funny. ‘I’ll try to remember it, but I have to get the job first.’




  ‘Well, you just give them one of your lovely smiles and you’ll be running the place before the day is out.’




  She laughed and waved goodbye to the carol singers. She stopped for a moment to gaze at the building where hopefully she would soon be working. Gleaming windows set either side of dark mahogany

  double doors were crammed full of toys and gifts, enticing customers to enter and stock up for Christmas. Through the doors she could see female sales staff busy serving customers from behind high

  counters. Each was dressed identically in a smart maroon overall that buttoned up to the neck and had full sleeves with tiny cuffs. It looked like a lovely place to work, Sarah thought, filled with

  excitement, as she headed towards a side door marked, ‘Staff only’, following a group of women into the dark interior of the F. W. Woolworth Company. As the heavy wooden door closed

  behind her, Sarah could hear Fred and his mates burst into ‘We Wish You a Merry Christmas’.




  Sarah removed her woolly hat. Pulling a comb from her handbag, she ran it quickly through her shoulder-length dark brown hair before checking her face in a small powder compact. I’m as

  ready as I’ll ever be, she thought.
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  Freda shivered, pulling her coat close to her body. The well-worn fabric did nothing to keep out the chill. If only she’d been able to wear her better coat, but then her

  stepfather would have known she was up to something. Not that the other coat was much better. It had only cost two bob on the second-hand stall down the market, but it was a little more presentable

  than the threadbare rag she was wearing now. At least she’d been able to put a few clothes in a battered suitcase she’d picked up cheap and hidden in the coal bunker until she made her

  getaway from home.




  She shuddered as she thought of the past week, trying to pretend that nothing was amiss. The morning the coppers came knocking on their door, she’d almost fainted with the shock. To be

  told her sixteen-year-old brother had run away from borstal was bad enough, but when the police asked if she knew where he was, it put the fear of God into her. She’d never been in trouble in

  her life and there they were asking her about her brother and if she knew a chap called Jed Jones who had got away with him. As if she’d tell them anything!




  Thank goodness Lenny’s letter had arrived in the early post and her stepfather was still sleeping off the excesses of the night before. Freda pulled the letter from her pocket and

  scrutinized his words, looking for more clues as to where he could be. Lenny hadn’t said where he was, but the postmark on the letter said as clear as day, ‘Erith’. Freda had to

  go into the library and ask for help to find out where it was. The librarian had been very kind, pulling out a map of England and a couple of books that listed towns. She could see that it was on

  the shores of the Thames in Kent and was a busy area, with factories, pubs and lots of shops. It was when she saw how many pubs there were that she remembered him mentioning a cellmate named Jed

  whose father was the landlord of a pub called the Ship by the side of the Thames. If only Lenny had served his sentence of eight years, he could have started life anew.




  Freda and Lenny had always looked out for each other, so she had to find him. He was her junior by just thirteen months. Her mum still cursed that he’d taken her by surprise arriving so

  soon after his sister. Not that she bothered much with either of them once they could fend for themselves. She was soon off down the pub carrying on with her job as a barmaid. Her dad had always

  had time for them, even though he worked long hours at the foundry. She knew she shouldn’t think such things, but sometimes she wished that her mum had perished in the flu outbreak and not

  her dad. He wasn’t cold in his grave before Mum took up with the man they now called their stepfather. She couldn’t remember the wedding. Being only ten at the time, her memory was a

  little sketchy about things back then. In fact, she could hardly recall her dad’s features at all. If she closed her eyes and emptied her mind of her life as it was now, she could just about

  remember him. The oily smell of the overalls he wore home from work each night and the distinctive pipe tobacco that he used. Yes, she could remember them if she tried hard. She only had to sniff a

  bar of carbolic soap to be reminded of times he’d dragged the tin bath in from outside and had his bath in front of the fire. Her dad liked to be alone then, reading the racing news while he

  had a good soak. It was always fun to help him empty the bath water in the backyard afterwards. Freda smiled to herself. They were good times.




  Freda wondered if Lenny was with Jed. Perhaps his pub was in Erith. She’d traced the blue line of the Thames as it twisted towards the estuary and the open seas, recognizing seaside towns

  such as Margate and Whitstable. The trains ran from London as well and Freda knew that she could get to the capital city from her home in the Midlands. She would go to Erith, look for Lenny and

  stay there until she knew he was safe. The librarian had told her the names of some shops and factories, and Freda thought it would be easy to find work and lodgings once she arrived. After all,

  jobs were ten a penny where she came from, and it shouldn’t be any different in a town so near to London, especially with it being close to Christmas too. Perhaps once the warmer weather came

  along and she had a few shillings to her name, she could catch a train to the seaside or even go on a charabanc trip. That would be exciting.




  The train jolted to a halt at Woolwich Dockyard, letting out a stream of early morning workers. Freda scrubbed the yellow, smoke-covered window with the cuff of her coat and

  peered through the clear hole. Perhaps, if she was lucky, she’d see Lenny. He had to be somewhere in the area. He may have found work here, as it was on the train line from Erith. She knew

  he’d find work and lodgings to try and keep his head above water. Then again, perhaps Woolwich was too far from Erith. The porter at Charing Cross Station had told her how many stops there

  were to Erith. No point in looking for Lenny just yet, then.




  Freda yawned. It had been a long time since she left home and caught the milk train to London. She wondered what Erith was like. Too bad if it was a rotten place: she’d burnt her bridges

  and had to see things through now. Until she found Lenny, that was, and made sure he was safe. Her stepfather would never have her back in the house once he knew she’d pinched that five bob

  out of his pocket when he’d come home drunk again. No, she’d get a belt round the ear for that, at the very least.




  As long as she was brave and stuck to her plan, she’d soon find Lenny, sort him out and things would be fine. She frowned as she looked at his words on the crumpled page.




  Sorry, Freda, I couldn’t stick it a minute longer. I took me chance and legged it along with another bloke while we was on gardening duty. I just wanted you to know I was doing all

  right. Once the coppers get Tommy Whiffen, I’ll be a free man. Take care of yourself.




  Free man? She snorted to herself. He’s no more than a kid with silly ideas, and it was his silly ideas that got him in with the wrong crowd to begin with and now look at him. Would she

  always have to go through life sorting out her little brother’s problems? She’d have to stop worrying about Lenny until she had a bed to sleep in and had found herself a job. The few

  bob in her pocket wouldn’t last long.




  Her eyelids started to feel heavy as she sank down into her seat, resting her head on the edge of the window. The steam train chugged on towards Erith and her new life. Flakes of snow started to

  fall. She could see a dusting of white as it settled on the high banks of the railway line. Oh good, it might be a white Christmas, she thought, as her eyes closed.




  ‘The next station’s Erith, sweetheart. Do you want some help getting your suitcase down from the rack?’




  Freda stretched her arms and yawned. The older woman sitting opposite her had been a big help when Freda had climbed aboard the train, not sure if she was heading in the right direction.

  ‘Thank you, I think I can reach it, but mind your head.’ She tugged at the case and it slid to the seat below with a thud.




  A porter took her case as she climbed down from the carriage.




  ‘Thank you. Where can I find the High Street?’




  ‘Straight out the door, miss, and walk up the pathway over there. You’ll see the start of the shops across the road.’




  ‘Will there be somewhere I can buy a local paper?’




  ‘At the top of the path. There’s a newsagent’s shop and a bit of a cafe as well. They do a good sausage sandwich if you’re peckish.’




  Freda thanked the porter and headed towards the town. She could do with a bite to eat but had to be careful with her money until she’d found herself a job and had her first pay packet.




  Tall, elegant Victorian buildings appeared as she reached the top of the pathway. Shops of all kinds stood side by side with banks and other important-looking offices, their names etched into

  the glass windows of impressive-looking facades. Rows of houses faced onto the railway line with ornate tiled footpaths, their steps leading up to large front doors with polished brass door

  knockers. Even through the swirling snow and smoke from a passing steam train Freda could see it was a mite posher than where she’d come from. As long as that didn’t mean lodgings were

  expensive. She crossed her fingers that there was a poorer area of the town that would suit her pocket. It was nice to look at, but the likes of her couldn’t afford posh houses with brass

  door knockers. She hoped she’d made the right decision in coming to Erith.




  In the end, she did go to the cafe. She’d managed to pick up a copy of the Erith Observer and needed somewhere to study the rooms to let as well as the job columns. The place was

  almost deserted, which suited Freda, as she felt scruffy and untidy for such a fine-looking town. However, looking around at the shabby cafe, with its nicotine-stained walls and scuffed tables,

  perhaps she would be more welcome than she imagined. The woman who’d served her was slowly wiping tables to pass the time.




  ‘I’ve not seen you in here before. New to Eariff, are yer?’




  Freda smiled to herself. So that’s how the locals pronounced ‘Erith’. It did sound strange.




  ‘I’ve just arrived by train. I’ve never been here before. It looks like a nice place to live.’




  ‘There’s bits of good and bits of bad. You just has to know where to look,’ the woman said, wiping her hands down her grubby apron. ‘What can I get you, love? A bit of

  breakfast?’




  Freda checked the coins in her purse and then peered at a few words chalked on a board behind the counter. ‘I’ll just have a mug of tea, please.’




  The woman looked at the skinny girl in front of her. ‘How’s about a bit of bread and scrape? Tasty and filling – and on the house. Though it’s on the stale side. I was

  about to make some bread pudding with it. I can spare a slice.’




  Freda wrinkled her nose. ‘“Scrape”?’




  ‘Yeah, dripping. You don’t know what that is? I’ve just roasted a lump of beef; it’s the gravy and fat out of the tin.’




  Freda smiled. She knew well the rich juices and fat from the roasting pan that her mum saved in an enamel bowl. They had it on toast with a liberal sprinkling of salt each Monday for their tea.

  Her tummy rumbled loudly. ‘Oh yes, I know. We call it “bread and dripping” where I come from. Thank you very much.’




  ‘Well, you sit yourself down and I’ll bring it on over to you.’




  Freda took off her coat. It wasn’t that warm in the cafe, but she knew she’d never feel the benefit of the extra clothing when she went out into the fast-falling snow if she kept it

  on while she had her meal.




  When the woman came over with the hot tea and a plate of bread and scrape, she peered at the page of the newspaper that Freda was carefully studying. ‘Are you looking for somewhere to

  stay, love?’ she asked, putting the food on the table.




  Freda, confused by all the unfamiliar street names, nodded her head. Her mouth watered as she looked at the food. ‘Yes, but I can’t afford a lot of money.’




  ‘Who can, love? But I knows just the place. Not far from here. There’s a lady who lets rooms in Queens Road. Cheap enough.’




  Freda scribbled down the address as the woman gave it to her. ‘Is it clean?’




  ‘Couldn’t say, love, but beggars can’t be choosers. You need a bed and she’s got one. Can’t say much more than that. Oh, and if you’re looking for work,

  Woolies are taking on shop girls for the holidays. Get yerself round there this afternoon. I heard some posh-looking tart talking about it when she was in here. Look sharp, though, ’cos I

  reckon there’ll be loads of girls after jobs there.’




  Freda beamed at the woman. ‘Thank you. Is Woolworths the best place to work in Erith?’




  ‘Nah, you’ll be wanting Hedley Mitchell for the best shop jobs.’ She looked Freda up and down. ‘But they’re fussy who they take on.’




  Freda grinned to herself as she tucked into her breakfast. That’d certainly put her in her place.
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  Sarah stood nervously fiddling with the gold chain at her throat. She was inside Woolworths, but what should she do next? Up ahead was a double door, while to the side was a

  smaller one. Which, she thought, led into the shop? Seconds later the outside door banged open again as two young women appeared in the long corridor. The taller of the two appeared to have stepped

  straight from a cinema screen. Sarah admired her stylish outfit. Why ever was she here? She had a perfect coiffure with not a hair out of place, and her eyebrows were pencilled so evenly. Sarah

  just stared. A fox-fur collar topped an elegant coat that must have cost a fortune. Sarah automatically felt gauche and young in her best Sunday coat. A waft of perfume invaded the space between

  them. Sarah inhaled deeply.




  ‘Is that Chanel?’ she asked. She recognized her mum’s favourite scent but was surprised to find someone entering the staff door of Woolworths wearing such an expensive perfume,

  and in the daytime too. An exotic perfume like that was only worn by people with money, and even then very sparingly. She knew this well because her mum would often tell anyone who commented on her

  fragrance.




  The woman nodded. ‘Lovely, isn’t it? My old man picks it up fer me. He works on the docks. I’ll get you a bottle if you want?’ She gave Sarah a broad wink. ‘Keep it

  under yer hat.’




  Sarah was surprised to hear the broad local accent come from someone she assumed had just stepped off a ship from America.




  ‘Is this where we go see about a job?’




  Sarah nodded. ‘It’s just up the corridor. Some other girls went through there just now. I would think that’s where we have to go.’ She couldn’t quite believe that

  this stylish woman wanted to work for Woolworths.




  ‘What about you, ducks? Are you here fer a job as well?’ the woman asked the girl who had entered the building behind her as she tidied her fox fur and patted its head.




  The younger girl nodded shyly. She looked that frightened she might just turn round and flee. ‘Yes, if they’ll have me,’ she whispered.




  ‘Well, all this chatter won’t knit the baby a bonnet – let’s go get ourselves a job,’ the older woman declared, marching ahead of them.




  Sarah gave the younger girl a smile. ‘My name’s Sarah. Do you come from around here?’




  The girl shook her head so violently she had to grasp her brown knitted beret as it slid to one side of her head, allowing the mousy-brown hair to escape from underneath. Sarah noticed that her

  hair was none too clean, and her clothes were on the shabby side. ‘No, I’ve just moved here. On my own,’ she added quickly. ‘I’ve done my best to get ready for this

  interview, but my lodgings don’t have any hot water. My name’s Freda,’ she added.




  Sarah wanted to hug the girl. She looked so afraid and far too thin. ‘You look lovely, Freda. I do like your hat. Did you knit it yourself?’




  Freda nodded. ‘I like to knit.’




  ‘Well, perhaps they’ll put you on the knitting-wool counter. Wouldn’t that be something?’




  Freda beamed. ‘I never thought of that. I just want a job. I didn’t think about what they’d give us to do.’




  A shrill whistle came from the other end of the long corridor. ‘Oi, you two. Are you coming or not?’




  Sarah linked her arm through Freda’s and the girls giggled together as they headed towards the staff door. ‘It’s going to be a laugh a minute working with her.’




  ‘She’s ever so smart. Just like a movie star,’ Freda said in awe. ‘I’ve never seen anyone dress so posh before.’




  ‘I doubt she is, though, especially not here in Erith and her wanting to work in Woolworths. It’ll be fun finding out, won’t it?’




  ‘Here comes the new intake. Chop, chop, girls, or “Bossy” Billington will have your guts for garters.’ A short, ginger-haired lad in a brown warehouse coat that almost

  met the floor smirked as he lifted a large broom and swept around the legs of the young women waiting to be interviewed. This caused Sarah to step smartly to one side before she had her freshly

  polished shoes covered in dust. She tutted in disapproval.




  Another lad in a matching coat punched him on the shoulder. ‘Leave it out, Ginger. You’ll frighten the poor girls away before they’ve signed on the dotted line.’ He

  turned to face Sarah and smiled at her. ‘Are you looking for Miss Billington’s office?’




  Sarah nodded. She had to admit Ginger’s taunts were not helping settle the butterflies in her stomach. She felt extremely nervous. ‘Yes, I am.’ She looked along the row at the

  other six girls. ‘I think we all are.’




  ‘I’ll show you or you’ll never find your way. Ginger, you’re in charge of the broom until I get back.’ The tall, fair-haired lad seemed to have an air of authority

  about him, as Ginger immediately took the proffered broom and set about sweeping the dusty floor with gusto.




  Sarah felt relieved to have someone show her the way. The Erith branch of F. W. Woolworth, or Woolies, as it was affectionately known, was a complete warren. ‘Thank you. Everything’s

  so strange at the moment. Erith is very different to where I used to live.’




  ‘And where might that have been?’ the friendly lad asked as he led the young women towards the office.




  Sarah looked sideways at him. He stood a head taller than her and had a twinkle in his blue eyes. His mop of unruly blond hair looked as though it would never behave. He seemed nice enough.

  ‘Devon. I moved here to live with my nan. My parents originally came from around here, and my nan’s lived here all her life.’




  ‘That’s near enough to make you a local, then,’ he said, indicating that they’d reached their destination, and held out his hand. ‘I’m Alan, by the way. Alan

  Gilbert, trainee manager. Welcome to Woolworths.’




  Sarah took his hand and was immediately shaken by the warmth and strength that resonated from such a simple welcome. He held her hand for just a second too long. My goodness, she thought, I must

  be nervous if a simple handshake can affect me like this. ‘Pleased to meet you. I’m Sarah Caselton,’ she stuttered, looking up into his eyes.




  ‘So, Sarah, do you have family working here?’




  She shook her head. ‘No, not now. My mum and my aunt both worked at the Dartford branch when they were my age. I only found that out when I told Nan I had an interview. I don’t know

  very much about the company. It seems like a nice place to work, though,’ she added as an afterthought. Sarah was keen to make a good impression, and with Alan being a trainee manager, she

  didn’t wish to start off on the wrong foot with someone who might one day become her boss. ‘I’ve just been told about when everything used to cost sixpence. Did you know

  that?’




  Alan laughed. ‘I thought everyone knew that! We still sell a lot of stuff for sixpence,’ he added with a grin.




  Alan knocked on the door of the office, opening it as he did so, and announced, ‘The new intake are here, Miss Billington.’ Smiling at Sarah, he squeezed her arm. ‘Good luck,

  Sixpenny. I’ll see you later,’ he whispered so only she could hear him before heading back towards the warehouse.




  Sarah blushed. She was quite taken with Alan and could still feel the pressure of his hand on her arm, but pushed all thought of the young man from her mind as along with the other six girls she

  was called into the personnel office.




  It was a tight fit. Sarah found herself wedged between a large metal safe and a filing cabinet alongside Freda. She hoped that Miss Billington would take her on. Glancing along the row of

  hopeful women, she wondered how many of them had enough experience to fill the vacancies. Sarah knew her own experience was minimal. Helping out in the village post office and general shop

  didn’t seem enough. She felt very much out of her depth.




  Miss Billington glanced at a list of names in front of her. ‘Welcome, ladies. First I’d like you to complete an application form and sit a short arithmetic test. Miss Freda

  Smith?’




  Freda held up her hand and took the proffered form and pencil, whispering a thank you as her eyes widened at the number of questions in front of her.




  ‘Mrs Maisie Taylor?’




  The fashionably dressed woman nodded and held out her gloved hand for the paperwork.




  Sarah glanced at Freda and they both grinned. She had a normal name. A cough from the personnel lady had them looking down within seconds. It was just like being back at school, Sarah

  thought.




  ‘That’s me, ducks. You can drop the “Mrs” and call me Maisie; I ain’t one for long names. And Mrs Taylor’s me mother-in-law.’ She laughed at her own

  joke.




  Sarah chewed on the inside of her cheek so that she didn’t laugh out loud at Maisie’s joke too. She seemed to be a barrel of laughs and wouldn’t take much notice of anyone in

  authority.




  Miss Billington peered over the top of her spectacles, silencing any further remarks Maisie may have had. ‘Here, you will be known as Mrs Taylor. I expect a certain respect among my staff,

  and I don’t allow smoking in my office,’ Miss Billington added as Maisie took a packet of Camel cigarettes from her handbag.




  ‘OK, ducks.’




  ‘My name is Miss Billington. Please remember that.’




  ‘OK, ducks— er, Miss Billington,’ the affable Maisie replied.




  The personnel officer stared hard at Maisie. Sarah wondered if this meant that Maisie wouldn’t be an employee at Woolworths. With seven applicants, surely there wouldn’t be enough

  jobs?




  Sarah was given her forms along with the other girls.




  ‘I’ll take you all through to the staff canteen while I leave you to complete your applications. I have to attend to an urgent staffing matter.’ She looked at her wristwatch.

  ‘I’ll be back in half an hour. We can discuss your duties then.’




  ‘So we all have jobs?’ Freda asked hopefully.




  Miss Billington turned to look at the young girl standing before her. She was aware that many of the applicants in front of her had responsibilities and needed to take home a wage packet.

  However, she required staff who would work hard for the company and not need watching every five minutes. ‘There are three vacancies. Whoever is taken on will have to work a one-month trial.

  It does depend on how you complete the arithmetic test. We have just three weeks until Christmas, our busiest time of the year. We’re short-staffed. I require three extra workers on the shop

  floor by tomorrow morning. I hope I will find suitable candidates among you.’ She glanced at Maisie and sighed.




  The three girls found a table away from the others and pulled off their coats. The room was warm. The windows were steamed up from the kitchen area, which was behind a counter,

  and the smell of baking made Sarah’s stomach rumble. She had been too nervous to eat the sandwich Nan had made for her lunch.




  The girls scrutinized the paperwork in front of them.




  Maisie chewed the end of her pencil. ‘At least I know how to spell my name.’ She was thinking that she’d blown any chance of obtaining one of the three available vacancies.

  She’d always been one who ‘dressed to impress’, but perhaps this time she’d gone a little over the top. It was obvious that Miss Billington didn’t approve of her

  outfit, or the way she spoke. She glanced at the two younger women sitting with her. The one called Freda looked as though she was down on her luck. The sleeves of her shabby coat were a little too

  short and worn threadbare at the cuffs. She reminded her very much of her little sister, Tessa, after . . . Maisie shuddered. No use in dragging up sad memories. She had a new husband and a new

  life now. No point in looking backwards. However, she’d make it her job to look out for the kid. That wouldn’t hurt anyone.




  She peered closer at the form in front of her. ‘Blimey, I didn’t realize that we’d ’ave to be so blooming clever just to work in a shop.’




  Sarah giggled to herself. ‘Woolworths expect their staff to be able to count and do basic arithmetic, as we have to add up and give the correct change. It said so in the advertisement in

  the newspaper.’




  ‘I didn’t see no newspaper,’ Freda chirped up. ‘Someone told me about the interviews. I’ve helped out on market stalls since I was knee-high to a grasshopper and

  can add up anything in my head and give the right change. I just don’t know what to put on the paper here.’




  ‘It’s the same for me, ducks. I’m a dab ’and with adding up darts scores and serving behind a bar, as well as charging the right price for a round of drinks, but all this

  paperwork near on does me ’ead in.’




  Sarah thought for a moment. ‘Look, why don’t I call out the questions and you both tell me the answers? Then I can show you how to write them down correctly.’




  Freda beamed. ‘Would you really do that for us? I’d be ever so grateful.’




  ‘Me too,’ Maisie added. ‘Cheers, love. I owe you one.’




  The girls spent the next ten minutes adding up pounds, shillings and pence, and working out change from ten-bob and one-pound notes. Sarah was pleased to see that her idea worked well, and

  before they’d reached the last sum, both Maisie and Freda were writing down their own answers on the sheets of paper.




  They were still poring over the application form when Freda let out a big sigh that made Sarah look up from checking she’d completed the form correctly.




  ‘What’s up? You sound as though you’ve got the cares of the world on your shoulders.’




  ‘I have a problem with this bit that asks for references. You see, I don’t have any.’ Freda rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand as tears started to form. ‘I really

  need this job. I don’t know what to do,’ she sniffed.




  Sarah squeezed the young girl’s arm. She was skin and bones under her thin cardigan. ‘I’m sure we can think of something. Where did you work before you came to

  Erith?’




  Freda shuddered. The last thing she wanted to do was tell these nice girls about her life. It was best she kept her secret. She needed a job to pay for her lodgings even if it wasn’t for

  too long; besides, she liked this town, with its grand-looking High Street full of shops and the streets of Victorian houses. While getting on the train at London, she’d spotted a poster

  advertising trips to the seaside. Freda had never seen the sea, so if she was still here come the summer, she’d make sure she treated herself to a day out.




  ‘I’d rather not say. I lived in the Midlands and wanted to come here for a fresh start. If I put my parents’ address on the form, my stepfather will more than likely come and

  drag me back home. Even if I put that I sometimes helped out in the market, it might get back to them, as the stallholders see them most days.’




  ‘Why did you come to Erith? Do you have family here?’ Sarah enquired. Surely no one came to Erith out of choice? It wasn’t as if it was anyplace special. She loved Erith, as it

  was where Nan grew up and her roots were here, but would a stranger love it as much?




  ‘No, I’m quite alone. I decided it was as good a place as any.’ Freda twisted the pencil between her fingers, knowing she’d have to get used to such questions if she was

  to make a life for herself in Erith. She’d never let on that she was here for a reason.




  Maisie raised her eyebrows. She could tell the kid was not telling the truth. Her gut reaction was usually right. This girl was running from something or other. ‘Look, ducks, it’s

  not fer me to say, but I doubt whether old fussy knickers will follow up our references. Didn’t she say she’s run off her feet? Chances are that by the time she gets round to checking

  up on us, we’ll have worked a month’s trial. If she doesn’t like us, we’ll get the boot. If she’s happy with our work, then she won’t bother following up

  whatever we write here. Blimey, my references are just a couple of pubs up the East End of London. That’ll impress her no end. Just make up a couple of addresses. You can always say you made

  a mistake if she asks.’




  Freda looked shocked. ‘A pub? I thought you were posh, what with those lovely clothes and all.’




  Maisie snorted with laughter. ‘What, me, posh? Gawd love you – I’m just ’andy with a needle and thread, that’s all. I admit I like to look good, but posh? Dearie

  me.’ She wiped her eyes as she continued to laugh.




  Sarah looked at Maisie in amazement. ‘Why aren’t you working as a dressmaker? There are plenty of factories taking girls on, from what I’ve heard.’ She liked both the

  girls, but from the little they’d said, their lives were certainly different from her own. Sarah thought she was brave moving to Erith from her comfortable home in Devon and using Nan as the

  excuse, when in truth she just couldn’t live with her mum’s high expectations for a day longer. Thank goodness her dad had understood.




  Maisie shook her head. ‘That’s not fer me. I tried it a couple of times, but it’s too much like working in a sweatshop and being bossed around all the time. I like to make what

  I fancy. Then if it goes wrong, I only ’ave meself to blame.’




  She stuck her pencil behind her ear and leant back in her chair. ‘Now, I could make you two some outfits if you want me to? I brought me Singer with me when we moved in with the in-laws.

  I’d be only too glad to escape from the old bat and do some sewing. She fair does me head in with all her gossiping. That’s why I wanna job. Get a few bob under our belts so me and the

  old man can rent our own place before the nippers come along.’




  Freda’s eyes opened wide and she blushed. ‘You’re expecting?’




  ‘Gawd love you. No, not yet, but the way me and the husband are practising, it won’t be long.’




  Sarah didn’t know where to put her eyes. She didn’t wish to insult Maisie by pointing out that she’d never heard people talk like that before. She was so embarrassed. ‘A

  baby would be lovely,’ was all she could think to reply.




  Maisie looked pointedly at the two girls. ‘So, what do you think?’




  Sarah gasped. Did Maisie want her to comment on her plans to start a family? Her mother had never spoken about such things. Sarah didn’t know what to say or where to look.




  Maisie looked hurt. ‘Well, either you both want some new clothes or not. It don’t bother me none.’




  Sarah felt a wave of relief wash over her. ‘Oh, clothes. Yes, it would be lovely. How about you, Freda?’




  ‘I’d love to say yes, but once I’ve paid my rent, I won’t have much money left to spend on myself. Thank you for the offer, but I’d better say no.’ Freda

  looked wistfully at Maisie’s smart coat, which had been slung casually over the back of her chair.




  ‘I don’t take no for an answer, my girl. It’ll hardly cost a penny to get you some new clobber on yer back. See this coat?’ Both girls nodded as Maisie took hold of the

  smart tweed coat and waved it at them. ‘Well, I made it from a man’s overcoat I picked up at a jumble sale. Do you think I’ve got money to waste buying expensive cloth like this?

  I unpicked all the seams and copied a style I’d seen on some actress on Pathé News at the flicks.’




  Sarah ran her fingers over the fabric and sighed. ‘But we’ve only known each other for five minutes.’




  Maisie snorted. ‘Love, we’re gonna be spending a lot of time in each other’s company if we get these jobs, so we might as well get along. My way of doing it is to make clothes

  and be a shoulder to cry on when it’s needed. What do you say?’




  Sarah nodded enthusiastically. She liked Maisie’s down-to-earth attitude. The thought of having ready-made friends to work with sounded wonderful.




  Freda looked pleased as well. ‘I’d like to be your friend too. Both of you. I’ve not really had any proper friends before. My stepfather didn’t like it.’




  Sarah wondered again why Freda had left home. She had worked out from the application form that she was only seventeen. She felt there must be a reason, and it probably wasn’t a good one.

  ‘Friends it is, then, but we’d better finish answering these questions or we won’t even be offered a job.’




  The girls bent back over the papers in front of them, deep in thought as they checked that every question had been answered, oblivious to what was going on around them in the busy canteen.




  ‘Hello, ladies. How did your interviews go?’




  Sarah looked up to see Alan close to her chair. ‘We haven’t finished yet. We still have to finish the arithmetic test. I don’t suppose a trainee manager has to do such

  things?’ she added cheekily.




  ‘That and much more,’ Alan said seriously. ‘We have to learn every aspect of Woolworths if we want to advance to management level.’




  ‘That’s what you want?’ Sarah asked, looking at his earnest face. Alan might like a laugh and a joke, but he also seemed to be serious about his work. Her dad would approve of

  him.




  ‘We’ve all got our dreams, Sixpenny,’ he said, looking into her eyes as if his plans included her. ‘Can I get you girls a cuppa while I’m here?’ Alan offered,

  bringing Sarah back to earth with a bump. She’d only met Alan less than an hour ago and already he had her dreaming.




  By the time Miss Billington returned to the canteen, the girls had completed the long list of questions. Sarah chewed her lip nervously, wondering if she had given enough

  correct answers to gain full-time employment. She had her savings, and her dad had handed her an envelope with five pounds inside, so she wouldn’t be a burden to her nan, but even so she

  wanted to work and pay her way. Beside her, Freda had gone rather pale and was staring at the floor. Maisie had pulled a gold-coloured compact from her handbag and was busy powdering her nose.




  ‘That all looks in order. I’ll take these back to my office and check them through, then call you when I’m ready.’ Miss Billington looked at her watch. ‘We’re

  coming up for staff tea breaks, so have a cup of tea while you wait. I’ll follow up your references whenever I have the time. Goodness knows when that will be,’ the older woman muttered

  half to herself as she stood up. She brushed down her tweed skirt with one hand, checked the buttons of the matching jacket were securely fastened and headed off to her office. Although only in her

  early forties, Miss Billington exuded an air of authority that the staff at Woolies would never dare question.




  Follow me, ladies. I’ll show you the shop floor and point out where you’ll be working.’




  Sarah and Freda grinned at each other. They’d been called into the office last. Sarah had thought that they’d failed the interview, but no, they were the successful candidates.

  Maisie had been called in first and they hadn’t seen her since.




  Miss Billington looked at the excited girls. ‘You will report here for duty tomorrow morning at eight o’clock. You’ll be supplied with your uniforms and a list of your duties

  and staff rules. Keep the uniform clean and look presentable at all times or it will go onto your report. Now, follow me.’




  Sarah glanced around her as she walked quickly, trying to keep up with the personnel officer. Rumours of war and general unrest in the country had not stopped shoppers trying to pick up a

  bargain to brighten their Christmas and to fill their children’s stockings for Father Christmas to deliver. Polished wood counters were heaped high with products. Sarah spotted gleaming white

  china piled high on one counter, while on another glass-fronted boxes of loose biscuits tempted buyers. Customers were pointing to their favourite biscuits, and sales staff were busy weighing them

  on sets of large scales before placing them into brown paper bags, twisting the top of each bag securely. Sarah would have liked to stop and watch, but Miss Billington beckoned her to keep up

  before she was lost in the bustling crowd. They stopped by a long counter that stood in the centre of the shop under a canopy of brightly coloured paper chains. Sarah held her breath in

  anticipation. She would love to work on the seasonal counter, full of Christmas decorations and cheerful wrapping paper, but she thought that only the experienced staff would be placed there. She

  crossed her fingers behind her back and looked at Miss Billington in anticipation.




  The woman looked at each of the girls in turn. ‘I require two full-time employees to work here. It’s hard work and I expect my staff to knuckle down and serve customers as soon as

  possible. We don’t want queues and disgruntled shoppers going elsewhere. Sarah and Freda, you will join this section. There are six staff members working here.’ She beckoned to a tall

  woman standing nearby, who was placing brightly coloured nativity figures into a brown paper bag. ‘Daphne will show you the ropes and help you familiarize yourself with the stock. Report here

  after collecting your uniforms tomorrow morning.’




  Sarah and Freda stopped to introduce themselves to Daphne as Miss Billington disappeared into the crowds of shoppers. Daphne welcomed the two girls and explained she had only been working in

  Woolies for two months. She showed them a small diamond ring on the third finger of her left hand and told them she only expected to be working there until the spring, when she was to marry. Both

  girls sighed as the older woman explained to a puzzled Freda that women never worked once married, as they would have a home and hopefully a family to care for. Sarah was already looking forward to

  the lead-up to Christmas, and their new colleague seemed very nice. By the big grin on Freda’s face she knew her new friend was thinking the same.




  Heading back to Miss Billington’s office to collect their coats, their heads buzzing with all the rules that Daphne had shared with them, Sarah and Freda were both wondering if Maisie had

  been taken on.




  ‘I reckon she’ll be on the counter selling cosmetics. Or perhaps pretty scarves and jewellery,’ sighed Freda. ‘It would suit her down to the ground.’




  Sarah wasn’t so sure. ‘I do believe that our Maisie hasn’t made a good impression on Miss Billington. She may have passed the arithmetic test, but she’s not your usual

  sales assistant. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s been placed somewhere that doesn’t fit with her glamorous appearance, or perhaps she doesn’t even have a job.’




  Freda clapped her hand to her mouth. ‘Oh, don’t say that. She’s a right laugh. I was looking forward to working with her. I even thought that in time she might sew me a new

  coat.’




  ‘It’s a shame we didn’t think to swap addresses. I thought I saw that tall girl with the spectacles walking through the shop. It looks as though she might be the third person

  to be taken on.’




  ‘You’re right there, Sixpenny. Miss Billington has got the girl with the specs selling spuds on the veg counter. I was just humping sacks of carrots down there and spotted the pair

  of them deep in conversation by a pile of cabbages.’




  Sarah turned to see Alan behind them. She blushed and stammered as she answered the handsome young man. ‘Poor Maisie. I thought she’d be sure to be offered a job. I do hope we get to

  see her again. I’ve only known her a couple of hours and really liked her.’




  Alan leant on the sack barrow he’d been pushing and wiped his brow with a handkerchief. ‘Don’t you worry about her – she’s been holding court up in the canteen

  talking to some of the staff. Her kind always land on their feet.’




  Sarah frowned. ‘What do you mean, her kind? You shouldn’t judge a book by its cover.’ She didn’t like his tone. Maisie seemed a decent sort.




  Alan laughed. ‘I didn’t mean I didn’t like her. She’s the kind who can weather any storm. You shouldn’t worry. We’ll see her again, I’m sure. How about

  you, Sixpenny? Where will I see you working every day?’




  Sarah was suddenly tongue-tied. She couldn’t think of a word to say and just stood there blushing. Alan must think her a fool for not replying to a simple question. She felt such an idiot,

  as one minute she was snapping at him, and the next, when he showed interest in her, she was silent.




  ‘We’re both on the Christmas counter,’ Freda piped up.




  ‘I’ll see you there, if I don’t see you before, Sixpenny.’ He winked at Sarah and headed off whistling.




  ‘I think he likes you,’ Freda giggled as they continued on their way upstairs.




  ‘He’s rather forward,’ Sarah replied, although she was thrilled that he’d singled her out.




  In the staffroom, they found Maisie applying lipstick and checking her appearance in a small mirror on the wall.




  Sarah gave her a hug. ‘I’m sorry to hear you’ve not been taken on.’




  ‘Don’t bother me none. I’ve heard they might be taking on at the Odeon. At least I’ll get to see the flicks free of charge. If not, there’s a job at the

  grocer’s alongside the mother-in-law. Mind you, it would ’ave been fun here. Much more my cup of tea selling stuff over the counter, and I’d rather not be ’aving to wash me

  ’ands every few minutes or working in the dark.’




  Snapping the lipstick shut and dropping it into her handbag, Maisie linked arms with Sarah and Freda. ‘Anyone fancy a cuppa? We can still meet up after work if you two want to?’
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  Sarah shivered as she headed home through the darkening December afternoon. An icy blast of snow blew into her face as she tried to see her way ahead. Thank goodness she only

  had a couple of roads to cross and then she would be home. She thought of Freda and hoped that the young girl was home and warm in her lodgings.




  Hugging her woolly scarf tighter around her neck to ward off the cold, Sarah was glad of her matching forest-green mittens, which were doing a very good job of keeping her fingers warm. The

  hand-knitted set had been a gift from Nan for her twentieth birthday in September. It may have been freezing cold, but inside she felt excited that she would soon be home and able to tell Nan the

  exciting news about her job.




  A bitter wind whipped off the nearby River Thames as she headed along the deserted High Street towards home. The carol singers had long gone, as had most of the shoppers. In this weather, the

  best place to be was in front of a roaring coal fire. Nan had said it would be a hard winter, and she wasn’t usually wrong. At least she didn’t have far to walk to work and she would be

  able to get there – even if she had to dig through snowdrifts.




  Sarah’s stomach rumbled as she breathed in the delicious aroma of fish and chips from a nearby chippy. She’d be more than ready for Nan’s warming mutton stew and dumplings by

  the time she got back. Teacakes in Mitchell’s tea room, with Freda and Maisie, seemed an age ago now. They’d wanted to celebrate their new jobs and the possibility of Maisie finding

  work in the town. They’d talked non-stop as if they’d known each other for years, but with the weather getting worse by the minute, they’d decided to get themselves off home.

  Plans were made to treat themselves to a night at the pictures once they had their first pay packet in their hands. Even Freda, who had to watch every penny, was looking forward to their night

  out.




  Sarah smiled as she thought about their conversation; she was excited about their new-formed friendship. Maisie had been adamant that she would make Freda a new coat once they’d visited a

  jumble sale to purchase some old clothing that could be unpicked and made into new garments, and Freda was keen to buy some unwanted jumpers to unravel so she could knit a cardigan. She’d

  explained how once the yarn was unravelled, it would be steamed over a kettle to take out any kinks and then it would be as good as new. Sarah wished she could knit and sew. Most girls her age were

  a dab hand with a needle, but her mother had preferred to buy clothes and turned her nose up at home-made garments. Well, now she’d ask Nan to show her how to knit so she too could be useful

  with her hands like her new friends.




  Sarah didn’t know why her mother was like she was. After all, she was an Erith girl born and bred, and from what she’d overheard her nan saying to her aunt Pat, she was just like the

  rest of them until her father had gained promotion and moved the family to Devon. This had been when Sarah was much younger. She only knew her mum as a smart lady who was always impeccably turned

  out and had someone ‘come in’ to do the housework. She didn’t understand her mum wanting to move up in the world. It was Dad who was the breadwinner, and he was the salt of the

  earth and not at all snobby. She had many happy memories of Dad playing with her in the garden and taking her on trips to the seaside in Devon when she was a young child. She could confide in her

  dad more than she ever could her mum. He’d even driven her up to Erith so she didn’t have to lug a heavy suitcase on the train. He was spending a few days with Nan so he could do some

  business at Vickers, in nearby Crayford. She wasn’t sure what Dad’s job was in engineering, but as news of war grew day by day, he became busier and busier.




  Street lights flickered in the gloom of the late afternoon, blurred by the driving snow, as she carefully crossed the busy street to her nan’s house, 13 Alexandra Road. She loved the long

  row of bay-fronted Victorian terraces and had always enjoyed visiting her nan. She was so happy to be living here. Pulling a string through the letter box, she let herself in with the key dangling

  at the other end. Nan was inside chatting to Mrs Munro from up the road. From the raised voices, it sounded like another of their heated discussions about whether or not there’d be a war. Was

  there ever a time when people didn’t talk about war?




  She stepped into the steamy kitchen. ‘I’m home,’ she announced.




  Ruby Caselton got to her feet and hurried round the scrubbed kitchen table to envelop her granddaughter in a bear hug. A short, plump woman with grey hair pulled back into a severe bun, she

  always had a smile for any child in her house and a toffee in her pocket for those she met in the street. Ruby was well liked among her neighbours.




  ‘Now, sit yourself down and tell me all about your afternoon. I take it they hired you?’




  ‘Yes! I had to sit a test along with some other girls. There were seven of us. I wasn’t sure I’d get picked. Three of us got jobs. I start tomorrow.’ The news tumbled

  from Sarah as she sat down, cheeks flushed from the cold outside.




  Ruby placed a cup of tea in front of Sarah and sat to listen. ‘There, didn’t I tell you they’d take you on? I’m right proud of you, love.’




  Vera Munro raised her eyebrows in disdain and sniffed from where she sat in Ruby’s armchair by the coal fire. ‘If she was my granddaughter, I’d be prouder still if she was

  working in an office rather than a shop. My Sadie works in London. In an office. It’s more fitting for a girl than shop work.’




  Ruby stood up, her face going bright red. ‘More fitting? Why, Sarah here has found herself a right good job that she’s looking forward to doing and you turn your nose up at

  it?’




  Sarah closed her eyes. Oh no, here we go again. Nan and Mrs Munro could have a right ding-dong of an argument one minute and be the best of friends the next. Sarah just didn’t want to be

  the subject of their latest row. Tears pricked her eyes. ‘Please don’t worry about me. I like my new job.’




  Vera bristled, ignoring Sarah’s plea. ‘Of course she’s done well. It’s just that she could do so much better, if she only tried. My Sadie’s doing very well for

  herself and will make some man a good wife one day.’




  ‘Well, we ain’t snobs in this house, Vera Munro, and no amount of good jobs can make a good marriage. Our dinner’s about ready to dish up, so I suggest you go home and get your

  own food on the table. Your Sadie’s gonna be right famished when she gets home from her fancy job in London.’




  Sarah sighed as Vera flounced from the room. She heard the front door slam shut as she wiped her eyes on the edge of the tea towel that Nan passed to her. ‘I like the idea of working at

  Woolworths. Do you think I should be training to do something else like Mum suggested?’




  Ruby went to stir the stew bubbling on the stove. She looked thoughtful. ‘There’ll always be a place here for you, my love, and you take any job you want to. Life’s about being

  happy. As long as you’ve a few pennies in your purse and food on the table, life isn’t so bad. The Caseltons aren’t ones for putting on airs and graces, and rubbing shoulders with

  the toffs. Even if your mum thinks we should be.’




  Sarah started to cut slices from the crusty loaf that was sitting on the breadboard ready to accompany their meal. ‘Thanks, Nan. I think I’m going to enjoy working at Woolworths.

  I’ve already made friends with a couple of girls who had their interviews at the same time as me. One of them comes from the Midlands.’




  Ruby turned from placing large dumplings into the top of the bubbling gravy. ‘Why did she come all the way down south to Erith? Has she got family here?’




  Sarah frowned. ‘She said she hasn’t. She’s a funny little thing. Very shy and doesn’t look as though she’s got two halfpennies to rub together. She’s living

  in lodgings round here somewhere.’




  ‘Well, you just bring her home for her dinner anytime you want to. There’s always food in the cupboard. We’ll take care of the girl. What about the other one? Is she

  local?’




  ‘She’s been living in the East End, but her husband’s local. She didn’t get a job at Woolies, as so many people applied. They’ve just moved in with her

  mother-in-law. Her husband works on the docks. You might know them. The name’s Taylor.’




  Ruby thought for a moment. ‘The only Taylor I know is that nosy old cow Doreen Taylor. She lives down the bottom end of Manor Road. I think she’s got a grown-up son. Blimey, girl,

  your mate’ll have her hands full if that’s her family. Tell both your friends they’re welcome here anytime. This is your home now and I want you to be happy.’




  Sarah put the loaf of bread down and wrapped her arms around her nan.




  ‘Here, what’s all this in aid of? You’ll make me spill the stew if you go all silly on me.’




  Sarah grinned. Nan pretended to be hard, but Sarah could see she had tears glistening in her eyes.




  Sarah was telling Ruby about Maisie’s sewing skills when they heard the front door open.




  ‘That’ll be your dad. Go tell him his supper won’t be long. He must be tired. He was out of here at the crack of dawn. Has he said anything about his job, love?’




  Sarah wiped her hands on a towel hanging on a hook by the sink and shook her head. ‘No. I just know that he was called to come up here as he was wanted for important work. Even Mum

  doesn’t know what it’s all about. Do you think this has got anything to do with all the talk about a war?’




  Ruby looked worried. ‘I don’t like people talking about war. I told Vera as much just now. There’s plenty of time to talk when it happens. God help us if it does. The last one

  was bad enough. We lost too many friends and family. We don’t want that happening again. I’m sure your dad’ll tell us in his own good time. Now hurry up and tell him about his

  grub or he’ll fall asleep in the armchair like he did last night.’




  ‘Make us a cup of tea, Sarah, love.’




  Sarah looked at the worried expression on her dad’s face as he pulled off his overcoat and headed for the quiet of the front room. It was only used for high days and holidays, and housed a

  piano in one corner even though her grandparents had never played. Ruby hadn’t had the heart to throw it out when they moved into the house. The street was known as ‘Piano Street’

  due to the many inhabitants, mostly shop owners, who kept a piano on view in the large bay window that looked out over the road. ‘Whatever’s the matter, Dad? Have you had bad

  news?’




  ‘No, not bad news for me, love, but your mum won’t be so happy. It looks as though my job will mean me travelling up and down from Devon for some time to come. Chances are,

  there’ll be a war before too long and I’m needed where I can do the best job. I’m sure your mum will understand.’




  ‘Does that mean you’ll be moving back here for good?’




  ‘I can’t see that happening at the moment, love. I don’t think she’d like it. Too set in her ways down in Devon. I’m needed at the factory in Plymouth, but meetings

  at Vickers mean I can see my favourite daughter more often.’




  Sarah hugged her dad and giggled. ‘I’d take that as a compliment if it wasn’t for me being an only child.’




  After telling her dad that his dinner was ready, Sarah headed to the kitchen to make the much-needed cuppa. She wasn’t so sure that her mum would see things the way her dad had said. She

  wasn’t sure at all. However, it meant she would enjoy her job at Woolworths more knowing she’d at least see one of her parents more often. It wasn’t likely that she’d be

  able to get down to Devon much with only one and a half days off each week. At least there’d be time to spend with new friends, and she might even get to see more of Alan. She hugged herself

  as the thought sent a shiver of excitement through her body.
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  Freda gazed with awe at the buff-coloured envelope. ‘Our first pay packet. I can hardly believe it.’




  ‘You’ll believe it all right when it’s empty and you ’ave to wait a week for another one,’ Maisie said as she tore open her own envelope and poured the contents

  into her purse.




  ‘And I still can’t believe that you ended up working here,’ Sarah exclaimed, ‘and only three days after we started. Who’d have thought that tall girl with the

  spectacles would have left so soon? Do you think it was because she didn’t like serving on the vegetable counter?’




  ‘I heard it was because she spent too much time chatting to the lads rather than serving the customers and someone complained.’ Freda frowned. ‘There’s a name for girls

  like her.’




  ‘Whatever the reason, I’m bloody glad I’m here. You could ’ave knocked me down with a feather when the letter came from Bossy Billington. I was round here like a flash, I

  was that surprised.’




  Sarah nodded. She too was surprised. She’d heard Maisie before she’d seen her as she’d bellowed across the shop, ‘Oi, what the ’ell do you think you’re up to,

  my lad?’ Sarah had turned to view Maisie in her Woolworths uniform pulling a young boy by his ear towards the front doors. ‘Now don’t you come back in ’ere till you’ve

  learnt some manners.’ It seemed Maisie had caught the lad rolling his wooden train across the rear end of a portly woman in a tweed coat as she bent over the haberdashery counter. Maisie had

  caught the lad just as the woman had shrieked in surprise.




  Maisie snapped the clasp of her purse shut. ‘Once I’ve given the mother-in-law her whack and put some away for a rainy day, I’ll still ’ave a few bob left. Thank

  goodness.’




  Freda nodded. ‘I have to pay my landlady for my room, and at least I can pay extra for more hot water so I can have a proper bath.’




  ‘I think she’s got a bloody cheek charging you for so many extras. Whoever heard of a landlady wanting more money for ’ot water and a slice of toast? If I was you, I’d

  tell her to go take a jump and find another lodging house.’




  Sarah had been as shocked as Maisie when she heard of the landlady’s demands on her young tenant. ‘I agree with Maisie. I’m sure you could find somewhere more suitable. Nan

  said she’d listen out for decent lodgings for you.’




  Freda tucked her pay packet away safely in the pocket of her overall. ‘It’ll do me for now. Once I know I have a permanent job, I can plan for the future. I’ll think about it

  more in the new year. We’d best get back to our counters or we won’t have a pay packet to collect next week. See you later, Sarah. Don’t be late.’




  Sarah watched her friends disappear back to work. She’d started her afternoon tea break later than they had. She was surprised how much Freda had blossomed in just one short week. The

  young girl now had colour in her cheeks and was so much happier than the day they’d first met. She finished her tea and stood to take it back to the counter in the staff canteen.




  ‘Whoa – watch it, Sixpenny. You nearly knocked me over.’




  Sarah turned to see Alan Gilbert staggering in an exaggerated way. She grinned at his antics. ‘Don’t be so daft. I didn’t even touch you.’




  Alan straightened up and grinned back as he placed his mug of tea and a sticky bun on the table that Sarah had just vacated. ‘No harm done. How’s your first week been? I’ve

  only seen you at a distance and not been able to stop and talk. I don’t know about you, but I’ll be glad when Christmas is over.’




  ‘I love Christmas. This year particularly, as there’s been so much doom and gloom about. At least it’s taking people’s minds off things. The snow’s helping with

  that as well.’




  ‘You can say that again. Mr Benfield’s had me outside clearing the pavements every half-hour so our customers don’t slip over and can still get inside to spend their

  money.’




  Sarah didn’t mention that she’d seen Alan outside and watched him as he worked. In fact, a few times she’d been so busy watching him that customers had to call her for

  assistance. Thank goodness Miss Billington hadn’t spotted her being slack. Alan seemed to have a word and a smile for every person who walked by. He was certainly a charming young man.
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