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Electricity House, Erith February 1950


‘That woman could talk the hind legs off a donkey,’ Alan Gilbert said as he helped his wife, Sarah, into her coat. ‘I’m not sure I can be doing with women getting involved in politics. And I don’t need to sit and listen to a load of boring speeches just to decide who I will vote for.’


Sarah gave his arm a squeeze. ‘Good grief, Alan, you are becoming such an old fuddy-duddy. Dad says everyone thinks highly of Margaret Roberts. Look, here comes Dad now. Why don’t we see if he wants a quick drink in the Prince of Wales before we head for home?’


‘That sounds more like it,’ Alan said, loosening his tie. ‘You know I’m not one for dressing up and going to meetings like this. The only time I’ve ever been in this building is for wedding receptions and parties. They have the best sprung dance floor in town.’


Sarah smiled to herself. Electricity House was certainly Erith’s best venue for parties and official occasions, but she much preferred the informal hall behind the Prince of Wales pub. She only ever visited the building in Pier Road to go into its ground-floor showroom when not at work and look at all the shiny new appliances, daydreaming of what she would buy for her lovely new home when their ship came in. It might take time, but she had faith in her husband and his business. She hugged his arm. ‘There was a time, Alan Gilbert, when you enjoyed dressing up. And you looked so smart in your RAF uniform,’ she said, gazing up into his sparkling blue eyes.


‘Those days are long gone, and thank goodness they are,’ he said as he took her hand and held it tight. ‘I feel in my bones that our family will prosper. We have a bright future ahead of us, my love, and our children will want for nothing.’


‘I’m happy with our lot. I don’t need big dreams. I just want you and the children safe; is that too much to ask?’


‘What about that cottage with the roses round the door you’ve hankered after since we married?’


Sarah chuckled. ‘Youthful dreams, my love. I’m no longer that innocent bride who celebrated her twenty-first birthday on the day war broke out. Although I’d not say no to a cottage if it was going begging.’


‘You don’t look a day older than when you walked down the aisle towards me,’ he said, giving her an appreciative look. Her glossy dark hair was curled away from her face, showing her English rose complexion to perfection. ‘I’d give you the world, if that’s what you want.’


Sarah blushed, looking round to make sure no one was listening. ‘I’ll leave the big dreams and plans to others.’


‘Like our Maisie, do you mean?’


‘I’m pleased for her. She’s not doing badly at all, especially considering she never really planned to turn her sewing into a business. That little shop of hers in the High Street is always busy. And I have a feeling she’s up to something – I’ve not seen much of her lately. She wasn’t there when I popped in to collect my coat. She did a lovely job of the alterations, though,’ Sarah added with a glance down at her forest green woollen coat. It was nipped in at her slender waist, flaring out around her calves.


‘Not getting too posh for her friends, is she?’ Alan joked.


‘Who’s getting too posh?’ George asked as he joined them, kissing Sarah’s cheek and shaking Alan’s hand.


‘We were talking about Maisie and wondering what she’s up to lately,’ Sarah said, giving her dad a sideways look. Perhaps he would be able to fill them in? Ever since he’d become a town councillor, George always seemed to know everything that went on in their small town.


‘What, our Maisie getting too posh for the likes of us? Never!’ he said, raising his hand to wave goodbye to some of the other people leaving the hall. ‘She’s the salt of the earth. Nothing will change her – even if she does have big plans for the future.’


‘So you do know what she’s up to!’ Sarah said, looking triumphant.


‘I’m sure she will tell you when she’s ready. It’s not for me to say,’ George said, giving Alan a wink.


‘But we’ve never had secrets from each other,’ Sarah said, a little sadly.


Alan put his arm round her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. ‘Don’t go getting yourself upset. You’ve been friends with Maisie far too long for that. She will tell you in her own good time, I’m sure. She might not drop her aitches as much now that she dresses the important women of Erith, but she’s still the Maisie we know and love. Now – how about we take a brisk walk round to the Prince of Wales and have that drink? What do you say to that, George?’


‘I say it’s a good idea. I just need to say goodbye to somebody, then I’ll be with you. By the way, did you spot Betty and Douglas over there? Looks as though they’re making their way towards the door.’


Sarah stood on tiptoe, scanning the crowd until she spotted the Woolworths manageress, Betty Billington. Catching her eye, she waved energetically. 


Betty was dressed in a pillar-box-red coat with black accessories, her salt-and-pepper hair pinned back in a French pleat. She waved back, working her way across the crowded hall towards them with her husband, Douglas, not far behind.


‘That was a good evening, Norman,’ George said, turning towards a man in a black overcoat and trilby hat who was escorting the speaker and her small entourage towards the exit.


‘George! I thought I spotted you in the front row. Let me introduce you to our prospective member of parliament,’ Norman Dodds said, turning to the smartly dressed young woman beside him. ‘Margaret, this is one of our local councillors, George Caselton; and his daughter and son-in-law. Alan runs a business in the town. And,’ he added, as Betty and Douglas joined them, ‘here are Mr and Mrs Billington – Douglas is a funeral director, and Betty runs a branch of Woolworths as well as looking after their young family.’


Margaret Roberts shook hands with everyone. ‘You have an enterprising group of friends, Norman,’ she smiled. ‘I congratulate you all for helping to rebuild productivity in this town.’


‘It’s you we ought to be thanking,’ Betty Billington said to the prospective member of parliament. ‘You are showing the way forward for young women to be able to further their education and speak for all of us in the Houses of Parliament.’


Margaret Roberts gave her thanks before Norman led the little group towards the exit.


‘Come on, let’s go get that drink,’ Alan said. He turned to the Billingtons. ‘You will join us, won’t you?’


‘Do you need to ask?’ Douglas Billington said. ‘That’s the joy of having a housekeeper who lives in – it doesn’t matter if we’re a little late home.’


They left Electricity House, shivering as they stepped out into the cold night air. Betty took a deep breath. ‘Ah – that’s much better. I must say, it was a little fuggy in there, with so much cigarette smoke.’


‘And so many smelly bodies,’ Alan chuckled.


Sarah tutted. ‘You shouldn’t say such things, my love – many of those people must have come straight from work. I’m just pleased we had a good turnout and were able to listen to the people who will represent Dartford and Erith in the elections. I know who will be receiving my cross on the ballot paper . . . Alan?’


Alan had stopped to gaze into the showroom windows that looked out over Pier Road. ‘That’s the business to be in,’ he said, nodding to the display of wireless sets arranged around a television with a polished wood cabinet. ‘That’s the future, right there in that display . . .’


Sarah tugged his arm. ‘Hurry up, dreamer. The future is in our children, not a shop window full of electrical nonsense.’


‘Look, there are some empty seats over by the fire,’ Sarah said as they stepped into the crowded public bar of the Prince of Wales. She and Betty made their way quickly over to claim the spot while their husbands headed towards the bar.


‘That was handy,’ Betty said, unbuttoning her coat and pulling off the scarf she’d tied over her hair for the short walk. ‘I pray spring isn’t far away – I’m sick to death of these cold, drizzly days.’


‘I know what you mean. I’m having a devil of a job keeping the children’s clothes clean; I’m forever scrubbing mud out of Buster’s shorts. Goodness knows where he finds it all, when he’s usually playing with Georgina. Somehow she seems to keep twice as clean as her little brother.’


Betty flinched. Still, after all these years, she couldn’t quite believe her friend called her youngest child ‘Buster’ when his Christian name was Alan, just like his dad. ‘Thank goodness mine are too young to play outside,’ she said. ‘But I still have mucky clothes to launder, as Charlie seems to end up wearing most of the food I put in front of him. At least Clemmie and Dorothy are almost adults now and appreciate the clothes we buy for them.’


Sarah pulled off her gloves and tucked them into the top of her open handbag. ‘They are such pretty girls – quite the perfect young ladies. You must be so proud of them. Remind me, how old are they now?’


‘Dorothy is fourteen and Clementine is almost eighteen.’


‘Why, before you know it Clemmie will be married and off your hands,’ Sarah smiled.


‘Good grief, I hope not!’ Betty looked shocked. ‘We both have high hopes for her. Listening to Margaret Roberts this evening and seeing what a success she’s made of her life – well, I’m going to have a word with Douglas. I think our Clemmie might have a chance at getting into university. After all, Margaret Roberts’s father is in trade – a grocer, I believe – and look at her now.’


‘I understand he too is involved in politics, from what Dad told me, so not just a grocer; but that’s certainly something to aim for. Your Clemmie is extremely intelligent and that private school you sent her to sounds very good. But do you really think she’s got it in her for all those years of studying? And what would she do at the end of it?’


Betty had a faraway look in her eyes. ‘Well, as our Maisie would say, the world is her lobster.’ She smiled at Sarah. ‘So much has changed for working women since the wars. When you think what was available for me all those years ago, when I suddenly found myself without a fiancé and facing a life alone . . . there was very little for me to do. Why, even during the last war, women who succeeded in business had to give up their jobs for the men when they came back. I know one thing: I do not want to see Clemmie working behind the counter at Woolworths for much longer. Saturdays and the odd holiday cover are fine, as she’s earning some pocket money and learning to grow up. But I feel I would be letting her late mother down if I didn’t encourage her to aim a little higher.’


‘What about Dorothy? Many girls are working at her age.’


Betty sighed. ‘I have no idea, but there is time to decide. And at least she too has her Saturday job at Woolworths, where I can keep an eye on her while she continues with her education.’


‘Hello, you two! I’m glad I spotted you.’ Maisie appeared through the crowd, tall and leggy with an elegant little hat perched on her blonde head, and flopped into a spare armchair next to the roaring fire. Leaning down, she rubbed her legs. ‘I haven’t been warm all day.’


‘I thought your shop was warm and snug?’ Sarah said.


‘Yes, it’s very cosy in the shop, but it’s perishing cold at the . . .’ She caught herself and paused for a moment, weighing up her next words. ‘There’s something I need to tell you both. It’s been a bit of a secret – mainly because if it failed, I didn’t want to look a fool. But now everything is signed on the dotted line, I want to share it with my friends,’ she said, her eyes sparkling. Just then, the men arrived with a round of drinks.


‘Whatever have you been up to?’ Betty said to Maisie once they were all settled. ‘I hope it’s all above board,’ she chuckled.


Maisie snorted. ‘You know me well, don’t you, Betty? But I can assure you, this is all kosher. I’ve not got hold of a load of dodgy perfume, or cans of fruit from my mates who work on the docks.’ She grinned, giving them a crafty wink. ‘I’m expanding my business – and that’s all I’m going to say for now. If you’re both free tomorrow morning, I’ll collect you and drive you over to have a look.’


‘I’m afraid it’s my day in the store, although I’d love to play truant and come with you,’ Betty said. ‘And I know Freda is working, too, as I was looking at the rota just this afternoon.’


‘Not to worry. I can do another tour one evening for the rest of the gang. What about you, Sarah, are you up for it? Now I can talk about what I’ve been up to, I’d like to share the news with all my chums. It’s only right after we’ve been through so much together in the past.’


‘Wild horses wouldn’t keep me away. But there is one thing I’m concerned about . . .’ The women laughed. Sarah was known for her cautious ways.


‘What’s worrying you?’ Maisie asked.


‘Well, you mentioned driving. Since when have you been able to drive a vehicle?’


‘Ah, that’s something else I meant to tell yer – I’ve been having lessons. George has been teaching me in my van.’


Sarah frowned. ‘You kept that quiet, Dad.’


George ran a finger round his collar as if it suddenly felt tight. He’d known that when the news broke, he might get it in the neck from his daughter. ‘It was only a few times, and it slipped my mind,’ he said, looking uncomfortable. ‘Your Alan took her out as well.’


Sarah raised her eyebrows at her husband, who avoided her gaze. ‘Er, it slipped my mind as well,’ he muttered.


‘Oh, forget all that,’ Maisie said, waving her hand. ‘If you want to learn to drive, Sarah, I can teach you in the van. It’s a doddle really. You just have to toot the horn a lot in case anyone steps out in front of you, and remember to use the brakes. Be ready at half past eight tomorrow morning and we can be on our way, if that’s all right with you?’


Sarah couldn’t stay miffed at her friends or family for long. ‘It sounds intriguing and I’m eager to know what you’ve been up to. I’ll be ready and waiting on the doorstep. I can drop the children off round Nan’s, as she’s having them after school. In fact, why don’t you pick me up there to save me walking back home again, when you live just up the road?’


‘That sounds perfect. Don’t forget to dress warm. Where I’m taking you, it’s bloody cold. I think I’ve developed chilblains.’ Maisie pulled up the leg of her siren suit and poked a finger at her calves, still purple with cold. ‘You’d not think these legs once attracted wolf whistles.’


‘I haven’t seen you wear that outfit in a long time. Not since our days of spending time down in the air-raid shelters,’ Betty said as she sipped from her small glass of port.


‘Needs must, ducks. I don’t want to get my decent clobber dirty.’


Sarah raised her eyebrows. ‘Wherever are you taking me?’


She was rewarded with a wink and a grin from her friend.
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‘Are you sure you’ll be all right with the children, Nan? Buster can be a right little handful at times. Be strict and don’t give him too many biscuits; I know what you and Bob are like. He’s taken to refusing to go into school, so if you have any problems when you get to the gates, call out to his teacher. I’ve put clean clothes in the bag for later, as he’s bound to get mucky – I don’t want his school clothes spoilt. He can get messy just standing still.’


As her granddaughter paused for breath Ruby Jackson chuckled, shaking her head. ‘Honestly, Sarah, I can cope with the pair of them. As for little boys getting mucky, your dad was a right one for that, so perhaps that’s where Buster has got it from. I’ll have Bob drop them off at Crescent Road School; he can handle the lad. Buster idolizes him, I have no idea why.’


‘Oh Nan, so do you! Bob’s the apple of your eye,’ Sarah said. She sighed. ‘You should see Alan when he’s been tinkering with that motorbike – there’s more oil and grease on him than on the bike. I wouldn’t mind, but it’s hell trying to get things dry in this weather. Roll on the spring and some sunshine, that’s all I’m hoping for. I seem to be running out of clothes, the pair of them are growing so quickly. I’m forever letting down hems and adding longer cuffs onto jumpers. Who’d be a mum, eh?’


‘Don’t you worry about messing with things like that. I’ve got some wool put by from unpicking one of your dad’s pullovers. It had worn at the elbows, so I had it off him and unpicked before he asked me to patch it,’ Ruby chuckled. ‘I can get the kiddies a couple of jumpers out of it. I bet our Freda will help me, she’s quite a dab hand with the knitting needles these days. Mind you, by now I’d have thought she might have a little one of her own to knit for.’


‘The babies will come; she should stop counting the days. One day Freda will have a brood of her own running round her legs,’ Sarah said, thinking of her youngest friend, who lived just across the road with Tony, her husband. 


She smiled to herself at the thought of the young couple. They suited each other so well, and Tony adored Freda. He was not a tall man, but with his slim frame he suited his sport of cycle racing, which kept him busy when he wasn’t working at Woolworths as a manager. ‘They’ve only been married fifteen months,’ she added, turning to look as a vehicle pulled up and the driver honked the horn noisily.


‘Crikey – Maisie can’t really be driving that van, can she?’ she said, hardly able to believe it despite their conversation the evening before.


‘She certainly is.’ Ruby shook her head, looking worried. ‘I’ve seen her go up and down this road a dozen times at least, and she’s got the biggest smile on her face. You must tell me what she’s up to when you come to collect the kiddies after you finish work this afternoon. Don’t worry how long it takes. We’ve got a busy time planned once they’re out of school. Bob said he’ll take them down the allotment. As for me, I intend to sit down in front of the wireless with them and listen to that new radio programme for children. It’s called Listen with Mother, have you heard about it?’


‘Oh yes. Our Georgina adores it, although I’m not sure Buster will sit still long enough to listen. He’s partial to a bit of music and might jump up and down and dance; he’s got a bit of a singing voice as well, just like his dad and his nanny Maureen.’ She smiled, leaning over to kiss Ruby’s cheek. ‘I’ll see you later.’


She hurried over to the van as Maisie hopped out and opened the passenger door for her daughters, Bessie and Claudette. ‘You’ll have to climb into the back, girls, your Auntie Sarah needs a comfy seat.’


‘I don’t mind—’ Sarah started to say, but Maisie shushed her.


‘No, it’s a rule of mine that adults get the seats and kids climb in the back. So you can stop looking at me like that, young madam,’ she added, wagging a finger at her older girl.


Bessie pouted and tossed her dark hair. ‘I hope none of my friends see me, that’s all. I’m not a child, you know.’


‘And yer not an old woman, either. You might be sixteen and old enough to go to work, but yer still a kid in my eyes, so shut up. That’s if you want to live long enough to see your seventeenth birthday.’


‘Maisie, that’s a bit harsh,’ Sarah whispered as she climbed into the vehicle. Pulling the door closed, she turned to the two girls, who were sitting on boxes in the rear of the small van. ‘How are you both? It’s an age since I’ve seen you.’


‘I’m very well, thank you, Auntie Sarah,’ said Claudette.


Sarah thought how different the two girls were. Claudette, with her fancy film-star name, was the slightly tubby, mousey-headed younger sister, the more affable of the two; Bessie was the glamorous one, just entering adulthood. Sarah hoped Maisie wouldn’t have problems with her later. The girls were actually Maisie’s nieces – she had adopted them after her brother’s death – but she had taken naturally to parenting them and seemed able to read them like a book, keeping them strictly in hand even though she adored them both. 


‘Are you enjoying working at Woolworths?’ Sarah asked, twisting in her seat to speak to the girls. ‘I don’t work Saturdays, so I haven’t seen you in action in your Woolies overalls.’


‘I love working there,’ Claudette grinned.


‘She likes the dinners in the canteen more,’ her sister sniffed, giving Claudette a dig in the ribs with her elbow.


‘Ouch! That hurt. I do like working on the haberdashery counter. And Mrs Caselton makes nice cakes for afternoon tea breaks.’


Sarah smiled. When she’d first started work at the store in 1938, along with Maisie and Freda, they too had enjoyed the cakes – until rationing started. Even now, with things so tight, she could produce something from nothing. Maureen, who still ran the staff canteen with a rod of iron, had eventually become Sarah’s mother-in-law; and in a strange turn of fate she was now also married to Sarah’s dad, George.


‘Just like me,’ Maisie guffawed as she honked her horn at a cyclist riding in the middle of the road. ‘Me and Freda worked that counter. I was in my element amongst the sewing thread and ribbons, and always had first dibs on anything new. I swear it’s not so much fun now I get it all from a warehouse up the East End.’


‘What about you, Bessie? Will you stay working at Woolworths, now you’re old enough for a full-time job? Or will you work with your mum?’


Maisie didn’t give the girl time to answer. ‘They’ll both be working for me. They need to learn the ropes. It’s all part of my plan.’


As Sarah turned back to face front, she caught a glimpse of the grimace that crossed Bessie’s face. ‘Where are we off to?’ she asked, changing the subject.


‘You wait and see,’ Maisie grinned. ‘I’m taking you to see the next stage of my business empire. You never thought you’d hear me say that, did you?’


‘Is it another shop? That would be wonderful. I know how busy you are at Maisie’s Modes.’


‘Nah, this is something else.’ Maisie turned to give Sarah a broad wink. Then she had to swerve to straighten the van as it veered dangerously to the right, causing Claudette and Bessie to scream as they slid across the floor.


‘I’ve told you before, hold onto the rope,’ Maisie called over her shoulder. ‘You kids never listen to me!’


‘We wouldn’t have to if you could drive properly,’ Bessie snapped back as she righted herself. ‘We told you to buy a car, or borrow David’s car.’


‘I wish you’d call him Dad rather than David,’ Maisie said. ‘It’s not respectful. I haven’t dragged you up to be rude. Next time I’ll borrow one of his hearses and you can travel in the back of that,’ she added, giving the steering wheel another jerk that sent the girls grabbing the rope anchored to the side of the van. ‘That’ll shut them up,’ she laughed out loud.


Sarah, who had been gripping the sides of her seat, took a deep breath. She felt quite queasy. ‘Perhaps you could drive a little slower, Maisie, the girls will be covered in bruises.’


‘Don’t worry about us, Auntie Sarah, it’s fun,’ Claudette called back.


‘Speak for yourself,’ Bessie muttered, leaning sideways to rub her backside.


Sarah burst out laughing. Maisie might not have given birth to the two girls, but in many ways they were just like her. It made her wonder about their real dad, Maisie’s late brother, and what life would have been like for his daughters if he’d not been killed in a brawl on the night the country celebrated Victory in Europe. Would he have taken them away? If he had, it would have broken Maisie’s heart; by that time, she’d already been caring for the girls for several years. 


‘We will never know,’ she sighed, before clapping a hand over her mouth. ‘Sorry. I was just thinking aloud . . . things might have been so different for them.’


This time Maisie kept her eyes on the road. ‘If you mean what I think you mean, the girls would have stayed with me regardless. I’d fight to my dying breath to keep them with me. David feels the same. You know he was going to pay my brother off before . . . well, before he was killed,’ she said, lowering her voice for once.


Sarah glanced over her shoulder. Bessie and Claudette were busy looking out the small rear window, and the rumble of the van would keep them from overhearing. ‘Do they know?’


‘Yes, we’ve no secrets from them. They know we love ’em just as much as little Ruby and the twins. I would almost say I love ’em even more, after me and Freda had to fight to get them out from that crush of bodies at Bethnal Green. They’ve had charmed lives, that’s for sure.’ Maisie cuffed a tear from her eyes and kept driving.


Sarah patted Maisie’s knee. ‘They are lucky to have you, and you them. It was meant to be.’


‘Yer could say that. That’s why I want to build my business, so they’ve got something for their future. And they can look after me when I’m in my dotage,’ she added with a grin, sounding more like the Maisie Sarah knew so well. Nothing much kept her down for long. ‘Do you know where we are?’


‘Of course – this is Slades Green,’ Sarah said as they came to a stop at the crossing gates. They waited for a steam train pulling an array of goods wagons to pass before the man in the signal box turned a large wheel and the gates slowly opened.


The van jumped and lurched as Maisie drove forward.


‘Oh, we’re heading towards the Thames,’ Sarah said, wondering why Maisie had driven in such a wide loop from Erith, through North End towards ‘the Green’, as they called it. ‘My Aunt Pat’s farm is over this way. I have to confess to not having been here for years. I usually see her when she pops in to visit Nan with a basket of veg; she’s always been so generous. Of course, for much of the war she was down in Cornwall with my young cousins . . . I’m not sure the farming life would be for me, but they seem to love it.’


‘Me neither,’ Maisie said, as they left the road to join a dirt track.


‘Nan once told me Aunt Pat wanted to be a farmer when she was a kid. Even Dad knew he wanted to work for Vickers when he was a little lad. I’ve never been like them.’


‘Thank goodness you decided on working for Woolies, or me and Freda would never have met you,’ Maisie commented thoughtfully. ‘I’ve never asked, but why Woolies?’


Sarah shrugged her shoulders. ‘It seems a lifetime since I moved up from Devon to live with Nan after Granddad Eddie died. I’d not been living at number thirteen for more than a day when the Erith Observer dropped through the letter box. Betty had placed an advertisement for Christmas staff, so I jumped at the opportunity and wrote a letter straight away. It saved queuing down the Labour Exchange.’


‘Just as I did. And who’d’ve thought that staff supervisor was our Betty? She scared the daylights out of me.’


‘Me too,’ Sarah agreed. ‘At least you never showed how fearful you were. Me and Freda thought you were so glamorous and self-assured.’ She heard a movement behind her and turned to see the two girls had moved closer, just behind their seats.


‘We like hearing about the old days,’ Claudette said, making Maisie and Sarah laugh. ‘Why are you laughing? It was over eleven years ago!’


‘My love, that’s a mere hop in time. Wait until you’re our age, then you’ll be talking about the old days. When your old mum drove like a demon and made you work your fingers to the bone in her business empire.’


The girls groaned good-naturedly while Sarah frowned. What was Maisie up to? 


‘Are we there yet?’ she asked, sounding just like her own children when they were taken to the coast by train.


‘Almost. You know, I’ve been thinking of moving down here, away from the busy town. It would be good for the little ones to grow up in the countryside. David’s keen, too, but then his family are country people.’


‘No, you can’t!’ Bessie howled in horror. ‘I’d hate it in the country. I’d need to catch a bus just to get into Erith to see my friends. Besides, you’d not have anyone to come out here and look after little Ruby and the twins while you’re working.’


‘It won’t be long before you’re too busy working to gallivant about with your mates. Besides, aren’t they working as well? I’m sure I spotted one of them in the Co-op shop standing behind the cheese counter. Just be thankful you’ll have a decent job to go to before too long.’


Bessie stuck her tongue out at her mother’s back.


‘And don’t think I didn’t see what you just did. You should know by now I have eyes in the back of my head, young lady.’


‘I wouldn’t mind moving, if it meant I had my own bedroom,’ Claudette piped up.


‘By the time we move, you two will be married and out of my hair. Let’s forget I even mentioned it,’ Maisie said. The van slowed down, and she pulled on the handbrake so fast that it juddered to a halt. ‘Everybody out. Let’s go look at the future of Maisie’s Modes.’


Sarah climbed from the van and rubbed her back as she looked around her. Maisie had driven further down a dirt track, stopping in the middle of a group of old factory buildings set around a courtyard. A few of them were no more than walls, without windows or roofs.


‘Why on earth are we out here? Surely you can’t have a shop in the back of beyond? Your nearest customers would be from the ships on the river, and I doubt many sailors would want to buy a frock.’


Maisie looked at Sarah as though she were mad. ‘Why would you think I was going to set up a shop close to the banks of the Thames? No, follow me, there’s so much for you to see.’


She strode off towards one of the buildings, then stopped in front of a peeling blue-painted wooden door and fumbled with a large set of keys before finding one that opened it. ‘Mind the step,’ she called behind her as she made her way into what, as far as Sarah could see through the gloom, appeared to be a small warehouse. Clouds of dust were stirred up by the breeze as they entered.


‘There’s a light switch here somewhere . . . That’s it.’ Maisie turned to them in triumph as the room was flooded by the glare of a row of lightbulbs. ‘What do you think?’


Sarah blinked as the light cut through the gloom. ‘It’s a workshop – rather like the one my Alan had for his motorbikes. This one looks a little larger,’ she replied, gazing around at the space. It must have been all of a hundred feet in length, and just as wide. ‘I’m still none the wiser as to why you’ve brought me here, or what it has to do with Maisie’s Modes?’


Maisie grinned at her friend. ‘I know it don’t look like much at the moment. But once the sewing machines are delivered and the place has had a good clean, this will be the hub of my business, and where much of my stock will be made for the shops.’


Claudette took Sarah’s hand. ‘Let me show you around. This is going to be where Mum has all the clothes made,’ she said proudly as she led Sarah to the far end of the room. ‘We are going to have a cutting table and sewing machines – big ones, not like the one we use at home. Through here . . .’ she opened one of three doors, ‘. . . we will keep the material and stock, and the room off that will be where the completed frocks are hung before they’re taken out to the shops.’


Sarah shook her head in amazement. ‘You have been busy. And you, young lady, seem very involved. I take it as you left school at Christmas, you will be working here for your mum – and you too?’ she said, looking at Bessie, who was staring at her feet and didn’t seem interested.


‘I’m sorry not to have told you sooner,’ Maisie said as she joined them. ‘I really wanted to, but it all depended on whether David’s inheritance came through. Otherwise we might not have got this place.’


‘Inheritance? Oh Maisie, I’m sorry; I didn’t know he’d lost one of his parents? The couple of times I met them, I thought they were pretty decent people, considering how rich and posh they were.’


‘They’re very much alive, thank goodness! It was his godfather who passed away, in America. That’s what made it all a bit tricky. David wanted to invest in both our businesses and perhaps have a family holiday. I felt that if I shared the news too soon, it might jinx our plans; you know how superstitious I am,’ Maisie explained, leaning over to touch a wooden window frame. ‘It still doesn’t feel real; that’s why I keep touching wood all the time. To think I didn’t even want a shop in the High Street, and had to be convinced by all of you that it was a good idea. Now I want much more – if only to give my children a good start to their working life. Come and see the rest of the place,’ she said, opening another door that took them to an office and what would become a small canteen for staff.


As Sarah followed Maisie, feeling excited for her friend, she looked back to see Bessie turning away and wiping tears from her eyes. Why was the girl so upset?
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‘You’re back earlier than I expected.’ Ruby looked up from where she was sweeping the front path of her bay-fronted terraced house in Alexandra Road.


‘I’ve not been into work yet. I thought with Maisie bringing me home, I’d stop off for a cuppa with you. She said I could tell you her good news.’


Ruby stopped sweeping and rubbed her back, wincing. ‘I must get Bob to put a longer handle on this broom so I don’t have to bend over as much,’ she said as they walked back indoors.


‘I’ll finish the sweeping for you, after that cuppa – I’m parched after wandering around a dusty building. There’s an hour before I need to be at my desk in Woolies. Sit yourself down, Nan,’ she instructed, going into the kitchen to fill the kettle and put it on the hob before joining Ruby and sitting opposite her at the table.


‘So, what’s Maisie been up to? Don’t tell me there’s another baby in the offing – I’d have thought five was enough? I know she gets some help from Sadie, looking after the little ones and doing a bit of house cleaning, but it’s still a lot to take on.’


‘Maisie is a wonderful mother, but no, it’s nothing to do with babies or children. She’s expanding her business,’ Sarah said, watching Ruby’s reaction. Her nan was looking tired these days, but in her seventieth year she was still insisting on doing all her own housework. Today she was as smartly turned out as ever in one of her favourite flower-patterned crossover pinnies.


‘What do you mean? How can she make that shop any bigger than what it is already? She’ll end up spreading into the undertaker’s next door,’ Ruby cackled.


‘No, Nan, it’s nothing like that. It seems she’s got all sorts of plans. David’s godfather died and left him some money, and he is generously investing not only in his own business but also Maisie’s. They see it as securing the children’s futures by providing them with jobs. She’s renting a small factory down near the Thames. You have to travel out by Slades Green, then back down the lane to get there. No wonder she’s got that van – she couldn’t rely on a bus as it’s still too much of a walk at the other end.’


Ruby was interested. ‘What’s she going to make in this factory? I thought she liked her sewing and making something out of nothing for her shop?’


‘What she plans to do is make as much of the stock as possible for the High Street shop, as well as another that she’s planning to rent in Bexleyheath Broadway. There was even mention of a special shop just for brides.’


‘Well, fancy that.’


‘Indeed. But that’s not all: in time she wants to be able to sell her clothing to other shops. My head was spinning with everything she told me. I’m quite excited for them, in a way, but it’ll be hard work.’


‘What do you mean, “in a way”? The eldest two are of working age. They already work at Woolworths part time. I should think they’ll be glad of being able to work with their mum.’


‘That’s true,’ Sarah said as she went back to the small kitchen to warm the pot. She spooned in tea leaves, added water from the boiling kettle and put on a colourful knitted cosy. ‘I do feel Maisie’s got a problem on her hands, though,’ she called back through the open door to the living room, where Ruby sat at the large square utility table. Although number thirteen had a comfortable front room that looked out through a bay window onto the busy road, it was kept for best. Many in the street only used the front room for Christmas, or for laying out loved ones.


‘Why? Do you think she’s running before she can walk? It must cost a fair bit to set up a business like that. I wouldn’t be able to sleep if it were me.’


‘You’re right there, although she has got David’s business head to rely on. And you know Maisie’s always had a knack for making something out of nothing and making money. It’s more young Bessie I’m thinking about,’ Sarah said thoughtfully. ‘Maisie told me her plans and Claudette kept chiming in with her own ideas, but Bessie had nothing to say. She looked so sad. And sometimes bitter, as if she was unhappy about the whole venture.’


‘How can a sixteen-year-old be bitter, when they don’t know the meaning of the word?’ Ruby snorted. ‘I’d think it more her not fancying having to work every day. That girl can be a bit airy-fairy at times. Working Saturdays at Woolworths and helping out at her mum’s shop when she’s busy hasn’t stretched her enough. I’ve often spotted her leaning on the counter, chatting or gazing away into the distance while the queue got longer. Why, Vera from up the road told me she had to have a short word with the girl just to get her to take her hands out of her pockets and serve someone. Would you believe Bessie turned round and poked her tongue out at her? Honestly, I don’t know what’s become of the staff at that store.’


Sarah held her stomach as she laughed. ‘I’ve wanted to do that plenty of times over the years. I know it’s naughty of Bessie, but I’d have liked to see it. Vera must’ve been outraged.’


‘I’ll say she was. She was like a terrier with a bone. Every time I see her lately, I get it in the ear about my grandchildren being rude and how I should have a word with them.’


‘But Maisie’s kids aren’t really your grandchildren. It was unfair of Vera to say such a thing. I know you’ve always looked on Maisie, as well as Freda, as your own; but in times like this it’s best to keep your nose out. Well, that’s what I think, anyway,’ Sarah said, putting cups and saucers on a tray along with a small milk jug and carrying them through to the table.


‘All the same, perhaps we ought to keep an eye on the girl. I’ll make some excuse to have her down here for a cup of tea and a chat. She’s a nice enough kid and is bound to listen to a word of advice.’


‘I’ll do the same, even if it’s just to keep an eye on her. I don’t usually work on Saturdays, but Betty Billington has been asking me if I can fit in another day. She’s putting in more time as well while her Tony is away on Woolworths business.’


‘Hmm,’ Ruby muttered, thinking of Freda’s young husband, who had started out as a trainee manager but was now promoted to temporary manager, which meant being at the beck and call of head office. ‘What with him going off doing all this bike training, then the Woolworths bosses having him off with their team inspecting other stores and whatnot – not only does it keep our Betty away from her own family, but it makes me wonder how the goodness Freda’s ever going to have a baby? It needs a husband at home for that to happen.’


‘You’ve got a point there, Nan, but I can assure you Betty has her home life well organized. It helps having a live-in housekeeper. The Erith store wouldn’t be the same without our Betty being in charge, even if Tony is sometimes around to assist her.’


Ruby considered her granddaughter’s words. ‘Now, tell me more about this factory of Maisie’s, will you? Exactly where is it, as I’m a bit confused? I do know Slades Green, but you lost me talking about the side roads and her driving.’


Sarah poured the tea and explained how they’d headed towards the river, up no more than a dirt track, before driving past derelict buildings and arriving at the small factory on the marshes not far from the river. ‘It will need some doing up,’ she started to say, before noticing her nan’s face turning pale. ‘Why, whatever is wrong? You look as though someone has walked over your grave.’


‘In a way they did, love. I’ve never told you about when I was younger, have I? I was injured in an explosion down at Gilbert’s munitions factory. It was your Granddad Eddie that saved me – otherwise I could’ve died alongside the others. There were twelve women who perished.’ The pain of the memory was clear on Ruby’s face.


‘Oh Nan! I had no idea you were caught up in all of that,’ Sarah said, horrified. ‘No one ever mentioned it, not even Dad. I remember reading about it in the paper on the twenty-fifth anniversary last year.’ She spooned sugar into Ruby’s cup and slid it across the table towards her.


‘You know I don’t have that stuff in my tea. I gave it up in the war and I can’t stand it now.’


‘It’s for the shock – you look as though you need it. You never know, perhaps when you go down to have a look round, it won’t be the same as you remember? After all, it’s not the same factory.’


‘I’m not sure I want to go anywhere near there,’ Ruby said, biting her lip. ‘It took all my strength to go back to visiting . . . well, to go to Brook Street cemetery, knowing I had to walk past the memorial to those who died.’


Sarah was confused. ‘Why would you even want to go up to Brook Street, when all our family are buried at Saint Paulinus? Mum, Granddad Eddie . . .’


‘There is someone. My daughter, Sarah, was laid to rest at the Brook Street cemetery.’ Ruby paused to let Sarah take that in, then added, ‘I should’ve told you about her years ago, but it never seemed to be the right time. And then, as the years passed, I thought it best just to let it rest. But now . . . well, I would hate to go to my grave thinking that no one knows about my Sarah. You’re named after her, you know.’


Sarah put down her cup. ‘If I may, I would like to use your telephone to let Betty know I’m going to be a little late. And then you and I are going to have a fresh cup of tea and a good chat. Is that all right, Nan?’


‘I’d like that,’ Ruby said, giving her granddaughter a weak smile. ‘It’s time I told you all about the past.’


Sarah placed her hands on the heavy double doors that led into the Erith branch of Woolworths and pushed them open. It was just after eight o’clock in the morning and already Pier Road was looking busy, with shop owners opening up for the day. 


She raised her hand and waved across to where the manager of Missons’ Ironmongers was putting out an array of brooms, buckets and dustbins while chatting to a customer who’d just left the shop. They always opened earlier than any other shop in the street; she wasn’t sure why, but it was handy at times. Just around the corner she knew that her husband, Alan, would be setting up for the day in his bicycle repair shop. In the couple of years since his motorbike workshop had caught fire and his consequent move to the High Street shop, he’d all but given up repairing motorbikes. Instead he concentrated on bicycles in the small back workshop, while the front of the shop displayed gleaming new bikes along with an array of puncture repair kits, bells, lamps and all kinds of other things that cyclists seemed to require. He had good staff working with him these days, and seemed much happier.


‘Hello, girls,’ she said as four chattering young women came in, taking the weight of the door from her. ‘You all seem rather excited this morning.’


‘I really like working here, Mrs Gilbert. I want to learn all about Woolworths. Betty – I mean my stepmother – I mean, Mrs Billington . . .’ Dorothy Billington blushed. ‘She has told me so many exciting stories about what’s happened here in the past. I must admit, it’s going to be hard remembering to call her “Mrs Billington”,’ she added, turning even pinker. ‘I’m sorry, I’m so excited. I know I’m talking too much.’


Sarah smiled at the young girl. At fourteen years old, she stood shorter than her sister Clementine but both had similar blonde hair, although Dorothy’s was longer and hung in a plait down her back. 


‘You’ll get used to it, Dorothy. How about you, Clementine, do you enjoy working here as a Saturday girl?’ Clementine smiled politely without saying a word. ‘This is the first time I’ve worked a Saturday in ages, so I’ve never seen you all at work before.’ Sarah turned to the other two girls, Maisie’s daughters Bessie and Claudette. ‘I suppose you’ll both be leaving before too long, once your mother’s factory is up and running and she’s opened her second shop?’


Bessie muttered something Sarah didn’t quite catch and pushed past them, running up the staff staircase without looking back.


‘Oh dear. I seem to have put my foot in it,’ Sarah said to the younger sister.


‘Don’t worry about her. She doesn’t know what she wants to do,’ Claudette said. ‘I do like working here and look forward to my Saturdays helping customers and learning how a big store runs. I’ve told Mum that for now I want to remain a Saturday girl at Woolworths, even though I’ll be working at her factory during the week. Do you think that’s the right thing to do, Auntie Sarah?’


Although they weren’t blood relatives, Sarah was touched that Maisie’s children all called her their auntie. They also referred to Ruby as their nan, and always treated her with respect. She was sure that when the time came and Freda had little ones, her children would do the same. They were all one big family.


She smiled at the young girl. ‘It’s an exciting time in your life, Claudette, but don’t overdo things, will you? You’ve got to go out and enjoy yourself sometimes. Why, it may not be too long before you have a boyfriend – and no lad wants a girlfriend who can never go out because she’s too tired for a social life.’


Dorothy and Clementine giggled at Sarah’s words, but Claudette considered them and thanked her. 


Sarah didn’t know why, but she didn’t seem to get on as well with Betty’s two stepdaughters. Dorothy wasn’t so bad, but the older one, Clementine, was a right little snob and not as friendly as the other girls. Sarah couldn’t put her finger on it, but the girl just didn’t seem happy.


As they reached the top of the staircase leading to the long corridor on the upper floor of the building, Sarah bade them goodbye, wishing them a nice day on the shop floor. Her own small office was next door to where Betty Billington worked as store manager. These days she shared the workload with Tony Forsythe, Freda’s husband. When Betty had her own babies she had given up working for Woolworths, but the lure of the store where she’d had such happy times had kept calling her back to help out during busy periods. When the opportunity to share shifts as manager with Tony had been offered to her, she’d jumped at it. Fortunately Douglas approved, and they’d both agreed it was time to hire a live-in housekeeper to take care of the family. 


Sarah nodded to herself. Betty was lucky to have an understanding husband and the wherewithal to enjoy a lovely home and hire staff, making it possible for her to go out to work. Not many women had that privilege – even after the war, when their lives should have changed so much for the better. Instead, many had given up their jobs to the returning men.


‘Thank goodness I’ve caught you,’ Freda said as Sarah was going into her office. ‘There’s something I need to talk to you about. If I promise to bring tea and a bun, can I join you during my morning tea break? I can’t stop now, as I have to check which counters need Saturday girls assisting – and try to find someone who will keep an eye on . . .’ She nodded discreetly over her shoulder to where Clemmie Billington was propping up a wall, chatting to another Saturday girl.


Sarah couldn’t help smiling at her friend. Freda was like a live wire, dashing about. If it wasn’t her job as a supervisor for Woolies, it was helping out with the Girl Guides and Brownies. She was so different to the small, shy girl in ragged clothes Sarah had first met in 1938, when they’d both interviewed to become shop assistants. 


‘By all means. You only have to mention sticky buns and I’m all yours,’ Sarah giggled as her youngest friend hurried away down the passage, still fastening the belt of her supervisor’s uniform. ‘I too have something to talk to you about,’ she called after her.


Sarah’s plan had been to clear her desk of filing and set to work on a pile of queries that had mounted up during the week. Half an hour later, there was a tap on her door and Betty Billington walked in. 


‘I’m sorry to interrupt,’ she apologized, looking at the neat piles of order sheets and invoices scattered over Sarah’s desk. ‘I need to discuss something with you.’


‘Oh dear; that sounds ominous.’ Sarah removed a leather-bound ledger from a wooden chair so that Betty could sit down.


‘It’s not meant to be,’ Betty reassured her. ‘If I’m not smiling much, it’s only because I’m concentrating on keeping my eyes open. The youngest apple of my eye kept us awake most of the night – why, Douglas went to work this morning looking as deathly pale as his clients.’


Sarah couldn’t help but chuckle; Douglas owned the local undertaker’s business, along with Maisie’s husband David. ‘Oh Betty, you have my sympathy. I thank God my two are past that stage.’


Betty had the good grace to laugh. ‘If we couldn’t chuckle together about such things, Sarah, I don’t know how I would cope at times. I love my family dearly, but there are moments when I look back to before I was married, when I had my own little house and could do as I pleased . . . Well, you know what it’s like.’


‘I certainly do. Living in what was once Maureen’s house is lovely, but it’s still a two-up, two-down with a scullery on the back. With the children getting older, I’m wondering how much longer it will hold us all. Having a daughter and a son can be a problem in a smaller home – but then I think of people who only have one room to live and sleep in, and I feel guilty for my thoughts.’


‘We need to chat about this more often and remind each other that we are indeed very lucky women. We have good husbands and lovely families.’


‘Even if they do keep us awake at night?’


‘Yes indeed, and even if the older one can be a right little madam.’


‘I thought she had settled into her Saturday job. What’s happened?’


Betty sighed. ‘She’s a clever girl – extremely bright – and as you know, since that night we went to hear Margaret Roberts speak, I’ve hankered after getting her into university at some point. She could have such a bright future. Did you know that Miss Roberts is some kind of scientist?’


Sarah shrugged her shoulders. Like most people, she’d followed Margaret Roberts’s speeches in the Erith Observer. She wasn’t generally one for politics, but she did admire the woman, even if it was partly for her stylish clothing. She thought it would do the area good to have a woman MP, and could see it would put a few men’s noses out of joint. Her dad had said as much, too. ‘Does Douglas not wish to put Clemmie through university, is that your problem?’


‘No, it’s Clemmie herself; there is no talking to the girl these days. She won’t say what she wants to do with her future. We’ve kept her in school long after the leaving age and the only work she does is here on Saturdays – and that’s very half-hearted at the moment. I don’t know what to do. Perhaps I should spend more time with her. Being a stepmother can be so hard at times. If I put my foot down too much, she reminds me I’m not her mother, and that can be painful. Douglas is a wonderful father and it’s been a few years now since our marriage, and many years since their mother’s untimely death; but at times I still feel like an outsider and have to watch my step. That’s why I wanted to have a word with you.’


Sarah was alarmed. ‘Do you mean you want me to take Clemmie under my wing? I’ve got enough with my pair . . .’


‘God forbid, no. I just thought that if I could distance myself from her here at Woolworths – so that I’m not her mother at home and her boss at work – we might get on slightly better. Also, I won’t have supervisors coming to me complaining that my daughter isn’t pulling her weight.’


I take it Freda’s not the only one to have commented about Clemmie, even if it was only to me, Sarah thought to herself. ‘What is it you’d like me to do?’ she asked, still confused.


‘I’ve had a word with head office – no, not about Clemmie,’ Betty said as Sarah raised her eyebrows. ‘I’ve told them it’s time we had a manager to look after our Saturday and part-time staff, as neither Tony nor myself has time, with our heavy workloads. After all, these young people are the future of the country, and if we look after them well, they may decide to stay with Woolworths throughout their careers. That’s why I’d like to offer you the promotion.’


Sarah was surprised to hear she’d been discussed as a possible candidate for promotion. ‘Of course, I’m honoured to be offered the job – although I’ll have to talk to Alan, as I’m assuming it would mean longer hours? I only work mornings at the moment, and I’d have to work on Saturdays. But I’d be delighted,’ she beamed.


‘I hoped you would be,’ Betty smiled in return.


‘But what about Tony? He shares the management of this store with you; what is his opinion? I’d have thought he might want his own wife to be promoted to manager; Freda would do a super job. And she is a full-time employee.’


‘Now you’re going to think badly of me, because I had the same thought, and I did discuss it with Tony. However, you’ve always had some seniority to Freda, even though she’s currently a full-time supervisor. I didn’t say this to Tony, but my other thought was that Freda could very soon be expecting a baby – and then, of course, she might well leave our employ. Why, they may even move away from the area if Tony is given a store to manage elsewhere by head office. He’s a bright lad and at the moment, with all this extra work he’s been doing, I feel he could quite easily be given a much larger store. So you see, I have thought it through; and even if you weren’t exactly my first choice, I’d still like to offer you the promotion.’


‘But if it wasn’t for Freda possibly having a baby or moving away, she would have been offered the job first,’ Sarah said with a serious expression.


‘I’m so sorry if I’ve offended you . . .’ Betty looked concerned.


Sarah couldn’t keep a straight face any longer, and laughed. ‘Oh Betty, if I can agree with Alan, and we are able to sort out who will have the children while I’m working, then I’d be more than happy to take on the challenge. Although it is a shame Freda has to be ruled out because of a possible pregnancy. That’s something men don’t have to worry about.’


‘We can only hope that in years to come, there will be more opportunities for women who want families and a job in management too. Until then, we can only do our best to show the world that women are just as capable.’


‘I’d say we are more than capable. But then, we have a forward-thinking manager who happens to be a woman.’


Betty got up from her seat and hugged Sarah. ‘I was worried there for a moment; you girls always tease me. I should know by now what you’re like. I’ll leave you for now, as I can see you’re busy. Perhaps, when you’ve had a word with Alan and chewed things over, we can talk about money and hours and such like. You know this will move you up into junior management? In fact, you could become a potential manager eventually, if this works out.’


‘I didn’t realize . . .’ Sarah faltered as she wondered how Alan would take the news. Men could be so funny about wives who had a more senior position than they did, or indeed brought in more money. A couple of years ago, when his motorbike repair workshop hadn’t been doing so well, this would really have hurt Alan’s pride. However, he’d all but turned his business round and was now doing quite well. He’d even intimated Sarah should give up work and they should think about having another child. Would her news be welcome?


‘I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have doing the job,’ Betty said. ‘I’ve never told you this, but the day you came for your interview, way back in December 1938, it was my first day as a staff supervisor. I was petrified I’d make the wrong choices when hiring you girls. Thankfully I was right in my decisions,’ she smiled, turning to leave Sarah to her work. Her own slightly larger office, in the room next door, was shared by visiting people from head office, furnished with a mish-mash of old furniture and piles of stationery that had not yet found a home.


‘You came across as a formidable person who knew her job,’ Sarah smiled. 


But as she watched Betty go, her thoughts returned to what her husband might have to say about her new promotion, and how it would change their lives.
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‘That was delicious,’ Freda said, brushing crumbs from her sticky bun off the front of her overall. Both girls were savouring the break from work as they sat in Sarah’s office. ‘Although I really shouldn’t have eaten it – I swear I’m putting on weight around my middle. Tony commented on it just the other day.’


Sarah raised her eyebrows and gave her young friend a knowing look.


‘And there’s no need to look at me like that; my friend made her monthly visit last week, so I’ve no news for you on that front,’ Freda admonished her, looking a little sad.


‘It’ll happen. I know it’s no comfort at the moment, but babies arrive when you least expect them. I was only saying as much to Maisie the other day.’


‘I didn’t know my lack of a baby was being discussed amongst my friends.’


‘Oh no, it wasn’t about you,’ Sarah said hastily. ‘We were talking about babies in general, and I asked Maisie if she planned to have any more. She was adamant she didn’t want another, what with her business plans, but as I said, just look at our Betty and how late in life she had them – and they were just as welcome as if she’d been a slip of a girl. You have much to look forward to, Freda, so don’t be too unhappy. Enjoy your time with Tony; believe me, once the children come along you’ll never be alone with your husband again.’


‘I suppose you’re right. But what’s this about Maisie?’ Freda asked, brightening up at once. ‘Whatever is she up to now? I was thrilled when she started selling wedding dresses in her shop, especially the ones that came from old fabric so brides would be able to walk down the aisle in white – that’s if they wish to. I know my wedding day wasn’t so lucky, with what happened, but it is still a good thing she is doing.’


‘That had nothing to do with you or the dress,’ Sarah sympathized with her. ‘It’s like this . . .’ She started to explain Maisie’s plans, describing the rather run-down building that would soon be her factory. ‘If you hadn’t been working the other day, you could have come along with us when she showed me around. She’s promised to take us all again, that’s if I can talk Nan into joining us.’


‘Why – is there something wrong with Ruby? She’s always interested in everything we do. She was over the road like a shot when I said I’d made new curtains for the bedroom.’


Sarah sighed. ‘Maisie told me to share her news as she was too busy to meet up with us all, but Nan didn’t give me permission to say . . . Oh, I’m sure it will be all right. It’s all in the past, but Nan was upset when she told me.’


‘Oh dear; now I’m upset. I hate to think that something in the past is weighing on Ruby’s mind at this time in her life.’ Freda crossed her hand over her heart. ‘I promise it’ll go no further.’


‘Nan told me something, and it was awful to think she’d kept it to herself all these years. When she was a young woman, she almost died in an ammunition explosion down on the riverbank. I didn’t even know she’d worked in a factory; I just assumed she stayed at home, looking after Dad and Auntie Pat when they were kiddies.’


Freda’s eyes grew wider as she listened. ‘Blow me down, to use one of Ruby’s favourite sayings. You know, I’ve never given a thought to what life was like for Ruby before I came to Erith, although that was . . . eleven years ago now,’ she said as she stopped to count on her fingers. ‘So much has happened to us in that time. It stands to reason that her earlier life would be filled to the brim with all sorts of incidents. When was she born?’


It was Sarah’s turn to stop and count on her fingers. ‘Well, Dad will be fifty very soon . . . and I can recall her saying she was twenty-five when they moved to Erith in 1905. Auntie Pat hadn’t been born at that time, so that makes her . . . blimey, that makes Nan seventy on her next birthday. We really ought to do something to celebrate. That’s quite an age, considering she’s had the war to contend with.’
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