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To the people of Erith, and those


who remember ‘the good old days’
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The Woolworths Girls




Prologue


November 1944


‘You really need to be home putting your feet up,’ Betty Billington tutted at her friend, Sarah Gilbert. ‘How long is it until this baby’s due? I really can’t keep up with all the baby news amongst my friends,’ she added, a slight twinge of sadness in her voice. She so longed to be like her younger friends who were able to bring new lives into the world, but as quickly as those thoughts had come to mind she pushed them away again.


‘I have two months to go, as you well know, Betty. You seem to be so forgetful these days,’ Sarah joshed.


Another sign of my advancing years, Betty thought before giving herself a quiet shake to remember to stop being so miserable. She had much to be grateful for. With the war now in its fifth year she was blessed to know that her friends and family were still alive, despite Hitler’s attempts to prove otherwise. ‘I do feel you should be at home all the same, rather than here giving me a hand. Not that I’m not grateful,’ she added quickly.


‘Betty, if I don’t feel the ticket, I’ll take myself off home but believe me, it’s a joy to be here helping do the staff payroll with you. Georgina is well taken care of at Gwyneth’s house and being child-free and here adding up rows of numbers is pure joy.’


Betty nodded, fighting back the tears threatening to fall. Gosh, what had come over her?


‘At least put your feet up.’ Betty pushed a wooden chair close to her friend, who eased her legs into a horizontal position. ‘Your ankles are a tad puffy. You should take more care, you know,’ she advised.


‘That’s because I’ve been queuing for an age at the butcher’s rather than carrying this lump round with me. I swear it must be a boy – he was playing football against my ribs all night long. Little Georgina was a dream to carry compared to this little wriggler.’


‘Surely someone else could have queued for you?’ Betty scolded.


‘It was quicker to go there myself, as is so often the way. Plus, I’d heard a rumour they had some stewing steak in – I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed a good stew.’


‘And did he have any?’ Betty asked as she pulled a large leather-bound ledger from a shelf and opened it on the desk in front of Sarah.


‘It had all gone by the time I reached the counter but he did have some sausages and put in an extra one “for the baby”, as he said,’ she added with a grin. ‘There are perks to being an expectant mother.’


‘What has it come to that we’re pleased to receive an extra sausage from the butcher?’ Betty declared as she checked she had enough brown envelopes in which to put the staff’s wages. ‘Would you mind very much writing the names on the envelopes? The list is here,’ she said, pointing to the row of names neatly written in the ledger. ‘I just need to put through a telephone call to head office. The delivery of cups and saucers has still not arrived and I’d hate to disappoint our customers. It’s strange to think that we are so happy to see a few pieces of crockery on the counters. As for saucepans, I can’t remember the last time we had a shining display of pots and pans to sell. I’m not surprised people are travelling over to New Cross in order to pick up a pan before they’re sold out. Why, if I hadn’t heard that little snippet of information from head office, Maureen wouldn’t have been able to go there to replenish her battered pans that survived the roof of her house collapsing.’


Sarah giggled as she reached for Betty’s fountain pen and dipped it into the pot of black ink, then felt she should explain when Betty gave her a questioning frown. ‘All this talk of pots and pans reminds me when Alan proposed to me as he stood atop the pots and pans counter. It seems such an age ago now,’ she added wistfully.


Betty smiled. ‘It’s one of my most memorable moments of working here at Woolworths. Then Maureen burst into song and the customers joined in,’ she added with glee. ‘Such happy times we had before this damnable war started.’


‘At least I still have the set of pans that Mr Benfield gave us as a wedding present. It was a struggle but I held on to them for grim life when the Scouts came to the door collecting utensils to build spitfires.’


‘Dear Mr Benfield,’ Betty smiled, reflecting on her predecessor who had left the employ of F. W. Woolworth to join the army. ‘I was most upset to hear that he’d succumbed to measles whilst serving in the pay corps. It doesn’t seem right that a serving soldier should pass away from something our children suffer with.’ She ran her hand gently across the leather-bound ledger. ‘He taught me so much about running this store. Why, the first pages in this ledger contain his copperplate handwriting. I tried to be as neat in my early endeavours to enter the numbers of hours and pay earned by our staff, but try as I might, my handwriting isn’t as good as his.’


Sarah nodded, hoping against hope that Betty did not notice the large ink stain she’d left in the ledger when the temperamental fountain pen had leaked onto the lined pages. She hurriedly reached for blotting paper, doing her utmost to stem the flow. Mr Benfield would not have been amused.


‘Now, I must crack on and make that telephone call, then perhaps we could spare five minutes to go to the staff canteen for a cup of tea and a slice of the bread I can smell? Be with you in a minute.’


Sarah smiled to herself as she copied names and numbers onto the front of each envelope before blotting the ink and placing them in alphabetical order. Sarah thought about how much she enjoyed helping Betty in her small office above the bustling Woolworths store. To be able to pop in to help out with paperwork made her feel she was still part of the happy band of Woolies workers. Was it really six years since she had first stood with a group of eager young women in this very office listening to Betty Billington giving her serious talk about the responsibility of being a member of staff and how they would all be given an arithmetic test? It was also the day that she met Alan Gilbert and her glorious romance began as the dark days of war grew steadily closer. Who would have thought that Alan would now be a pilot in the RAF and that they would be the proud parents of beautiful four-year-old Georgina, with another child on the way? Sarah placed a protective hand over her swollen stomach. A son would be lovely. A son who looked just like his father and who would live in peaceful times rather than this awful war. Why, if what her nan, Ruby, said was true, the war could be over by Christmas. There again, she said the same every year.


With a smile on her face, she looked to where Betty was deep in conversation on the black Bakelite telephone. Her boss seemed to have a glow about her, which Sarah put down to being married to the handsome Douglas. Yes, it would be contentment. Something that all newly-wed women felt in those first few years after their wedding.


Betty suddenly stopped talking and frowned at what she was being told. A look of horror crossed her face. ‘Oh my God!’ she exclaimed. ‘It can’t be true.’


Making a hurried goodbye, after asking to be kept informed, Betty replaced the heavy receiver in its cradle and turned to Sarah. ‘There’s been an incident at the Woolworths branch in New Cross. We don’t know if it’s a gas explosion or . . . or, enemy action.’ She sunk down onto the spare seat opposite Sarah.


The young woman’s face had turned a ghostly shade of white. ‘Is it serious . . . are there casualties?’ Sarah whispered, afraid of what the reply would be.


Betty nodded her head slowly. ‘There must be . . .’


‘Must?’ Sarah asked, hardly daring to breathe. ‘What do you mean, must?’


‘There’s nothing left of the store . . .’


‘But Mum and Maureen were going there.’ She looked at the clock on the wall opposite the desk. ‘They could have been in the store . . .’


Betty reached across the desk and took Sarah’s trembling hand. ‘Please, please don’t get upset. You have to think of your baby. Anything could have delayed your mum and Maureen getting to their destination on time.’


As the women stared at one another, their fellow coworker, Freda, rushed through the office door. She was still wearing the uniform of a dispatch rider in the Auxiliary Fire Service. Without making an apology for her hasty arrival, she blurted out, ‘I’ve just heard at the fire station that New Cross Woolworths has taken a hit. Our lads have to go up there to help out. I’m on my way there now. Betty, I thought you ought to know . . .’ She looked at the two shocked faces. ‘I take it you’ve heard already?’


Sarah nodded slowly, a sense of foreboding consuming every fibre of her body. ‘Mum and Maureen are there.’ She heaved her feet from where they were resting and, using the edge of the desk, she pulled herself to her feet. ‘I need to go and find my mum. I’ll come with you, Freda.’




1


March 1943


‘Don’t look now but that woman’s watching us again. I swear every time I visit Ruby’s house the bloomin’ woman’s curtains are twitching,’ Maisie declared as she pulled her pram close to the front wall of number thirteen and kicked the brake to stop.


‘Whatever are you talking about?’ Sarah asked, bumping her daughter Georgina’s pushchair up the small step and pushing it close to the bay window of the Victorian terraced house. ‘Wait a minute, darling, let me lift you out and you can go in and see Myfi. She’ll be home from school by now,’ she told her daughter, who was demanding to be freed from the reins that were keeping her secure. ‘My, you are growing into a big girl. It must be all those carrots you eat,’ she puffed as she lifted her daughter free of the blanket that covered her. ‘Now, run along and knock on the door, there’s a good girl.’ Sarah turned back to where her best friend, Maisie, was lifting baby Ruby from her pram. ‘Here, let me take her while you sort yourself out,’ she offered, taking the sleeping baby and holding her close. ‘She’s such a little sweetheart. I could just eat her up,’ she said, inhaling the aroma of baby milk and soap flakes that reminded her so much of when Georgina had been that size.


‘You wouldn’t say that if it was you she’d been keeping up most of last night. I’m fair whacked today. If it wasn’t for Freda telling us we had to get round here on the double to hear Gwyneth’s news, I’d not have ventured outside me front door today.’


Sarah smiled at her elegant friend. Her appearance was as immaculate as usual. Considering the country had been at war for well over three years, she looked as smartly turned out as any society hostess on the covers of the latest magazines. Even though Maisie complained about being constantly exhausted, she never once had a hair out of place or her lips not perfectly painted with the bright red lipstick she never left home without. ‘Now tell me, what are you going on about?’


‘Over the road at number sixteen. Yer nan told me a new family ’ad moved in but all I’ve seen of her is when she stares at us from behind those grubby nets. Don’t look,’ Maisie hissed as Sarah peered towards the house. ‘Come on, let’s get inside and find out what all the fuss is about, and I’m dying for a cup of something hot, this wind is blowing right through me. Be quick, mind, your Georgie looks as though she’s got her arm stuck in the letter box.’


Sarah handed back baby Ruby and hurried to extricate her daughter just as the door opened and Freda came out to help them, quickly followed by Myfi and Nelson the dog. ‘Come on in, we’ve been waiting an age for you,’ Freda said, sweeping the squealing Georgina up into her arms. You’ll never guess what’s happening?’


‘Don’t tell me that Mike Jackson has finally proposed to our Gwyneth?’ Maisie laughed and quickly apologized as she saw the crestfallen look on their friend’s face. ‘C’mon, Freda, it’s been on the cards for ages.’


‘Well, just don’t let on. Pretend you’re surprised, Maisie.’


Maisie promised she would as she followed her friends into the house and turned to close the door. Sure enough, the curtains moved again as the woman over the road observed the happy group.


‘Put that bloody curtain down, woman. Why you want to be forever watching those load of snobs is beyond me?’ Harry Singleton growled from his armchair.


‘They look like nice people. I don’t think they’re snobs; well, not like our old neighbours,’ his wife, Enid, answered meekly. ‘They seem to be friendly enough and I’m sure I’ve seen a couple of them working in Woolworths. You ought to go and speak to them.’


‘And a fat load of good working at that place ever did me – a bad back was all I got out of it and now we haven’t got a brass farthing to call our own.’


Enid Singleton knew well when her belligerent husband was beginning to lose his temper and often it meant she’d be at the sharp end of his harsh words. She also knew that they’d had to move away a bit sharpish. ‘The doctor did say that, given time, you’ll be fine so let’s hope you’ll be back on your feet before too long,’ she said, hoping to cheer him up.


Harry glared at his wife. ‘Don’t you think I’d be fighting the bastard Krauts if I could stand for longer than ten minutes at a time? Do you honestly believe I like being beholden to a woman to care for me and to earn a crust?’ He looked at the mahogany mantle clock. ‘It’s time you had a bit of grub on the table. A man could starve around here,’ he muttered, opening his newspaper to the back page and shaking it dismissively.


Enid hobbled off as fast as she could to the small kitchen at the back of the house. She thought it convenient that Harry’s bad back seemed fine whenever he took a walk to the New Light for a pint or two. Here on Alexandra Road, the air smelt cleaner than it had in the streets around their old home and she felt a lurch of excitement in her stomach at what the future held, as long as their past never caught up with them. It might even be possible to bring home their two boys, who had been evacuated in 1939. She tightened the ties around her pinny and peered into her stone pantry at the paltry supplies. But even if she was struggling, the piece of paper tucked into her pocket offered some hope. It was so lucky she’d walked past Woolworths just as the card advertising for a cleaner had been placed in the window. Even opening the door to the stone pantry and viewing only one egg, a couple of slices of bread and a few potatoes couldn’t dampen her happiness. Yes, she’d soon be able to put more food on the table and possibly send a few bob to the kids. If it weren’t for her Harry, life would be on the up.


‘So, why have we been summoned here?’ Maisie asked as she passed baby Ruby to her namesake before settling on the arm of the settee in Ruby’s best room. ‘It must be something important if you’ve put us all in here,’ she grinned, looking round Ruby’s front room at the faces of the Caselton family, each person balancing a cup and saucer on their knees whilst all speaking at once to catch up on news. Ruby’s lodgers, Freda Smith and Gwyneth Jones, along with Gwyneth’s daughter, Myfi, were grinning fit to burst.


Sergeant Mike Jackson stood nervously, trying to listen to Gwyneth and Freda’s conversation while his father, Bob, attempted to get his attention. ‘We really need to get locals involved in the allotment society. There are some allotments going begging and they’re starting to become overgrown. Do you think you could have a word down at the police station and get the lads to put out the word that we need more people to get involved in the “grow your own” campaign?’


Mike nodded his head, not taking in his father’s words. There were bigger things on his mind at the moment.


Ruby rocked the young baby in her arms and stroked the little girl’s button nose. She’d been chuffed to bits when Maisie and her husband, David Carlisle, had announced they would be naming their first-born Ruby Freda Carlisle. Personally, she felt her name was a little old-fashioned and would have preferred to see the girl named after Princess Elizabeth or Princess Margaret, but it was an honour she wore with pride and she had already declared the baby to be as precious to her as her own children and grandchildren. ‘Come on, Mike, let’s get the formalities out of the way then we can have another cuppa and a slice of the seed cake I made special for the occasion,’ she said loudly, putting a stop to all the chitchat in the crowded room.


Mike Jackson coughed politely before holding out his hand to Gwyneth, who got to her feet and took her place by his side. ‘The thing is . . .’


‘Come on, cough it out,’ Maisie urged the shy man.


‘The thing is . . .’ Mike said again, trying to clear his throat and loosen the top button of his police uniform. At that moment he felt rather sick and the room was closing in on him. ‘The thing is . . .’


Gwyneth patted his arm. ‘The thing is, Mike has asked me for my hand in marriage and I’ve accepted,’ she announced proudly in her lilting Welsh voice.


‘I said yes too,’ young Myfi declared from the floor, where she had been sitting playing on the rag rug with Sarah’s daughter, Georgina, which caused the roomful of friends and family to erupt into laughter at the same time as shouting their congratulations.


George Caselton slapped his friend on the back. ‘You kept that a secret, you dark horse,’ he exclaimed. He was pleased for his friend, who had remained a bachelor for many a long year. ‘You’ve made a good choice in Gwyneth.’


‘I’m sure Gwyneth did some of the choosing as well, George,’ Irene Caselton reprimanded her husband. ‘Many congratulations,’ she said, giving both a polite kiss on the cheek.


‘Thank you,’ Gwyneth replied politely. She had never felt comfortable in Irene’s company as the older woman always gave off an air of being more important than anyone else in the room. George Caselton, on the other hand, was a different kettle of fish and was as warm and welcoming as his mother, Ruby, and daughter, Sarah. ‘Mike asked me a little while ago but he wanted to do things properly and ask my father first.’


‘Even though you’ve been married before?’ Irene asked, arching her eyebrows. ‘Was it not a wasteful journey to go to Wales in wartime?’


‘It wasn’t possible for us to travel to my parents’ home, even though I longed to see them. It’s been a while since Myfi has seen her grandparents, but as Mike has to work I wrote a letter and we gave them a time when we would telephone so that Mike could ask my father for my hand, which is the correct thing to do.’


‘Why, you should have said, old man. You could have used the telephone in our house,’ George said.


Mike and Gwyneth murmured their thanks but both thought it would have been an extremely uncomfortable experience with Irene present. Huddled together in a public telephone box had been most romantic.


‘So when’s the big day?’ Maisie called across the room.


‘We need to find a home of our own first,’ Mike started to explain.


‘It needs to be close to the town for Mike to get to the police station and Myfi loves her school so I’d not want to take her away now she’s settled and happy,’ his bride-to-be continued. ‘We thought that the autumn would be as good a time as any and would give us time to get a few things together and be prepared. That’s if you don’t mind Myfi and me lodging here for a while longer, Ruby?’ she asked the elderly woman, who was collecting cups and placing them on the wooden tray held by Bob Jackson.


‘You’re welcome to stay here for as long as you like,’ Ruby replied, giving the woman a gentle smile. ‘I won’t say I’ll not miss you and the girl but you need your own home as there will be children of your own before too long, and a blessing they are too,’ she said, looking to where Freda was now holding Maisie’s baby.


‘Steady on, Mrs C,’ Mike stuttered as his face turned a mild shade of pink. ‘I’m getting on a bit to be thinking of babies and such like.’


‘Well, Gwyneth is still in her prime so don’t dismiss having half a dozen or so,’ Maisie hooted with laughter.


Gwyneth fell silent, and stared down at the floor. Granted, she and Mike had not discussed having a family but she knew that her life would not be complete without children she could call her own. For all intents and purposes Myfi was her daughter, even though her dearly departed twin sister had given birth to the child, but she so wanted to be able to have Mike’s babies. They needed to have a quiet chat, and very soon.


‘You know, Ruby,’ Bob said as he followed Ruby to the kitchen carrying the wooden tray laden with crockery, ‘it would make life simpler for Mike and Gwyneth if we married sooner rather than later. I could move in here with you and let them have the house to themselves.’


‘Now’s not the time to talk of such things, Bob. I’ve got a houseful of people dying for a cup of tea,’ Ruby said, avoiding his gaze.


Enid took a deep breath and pushed open one of the dark-wood-framed doors of the Erith Woolworths store. Why was she so nervous? Not only had she shopped a few times in this very store since moving to the town but she had worked in one of the East End branches for many years with her Harry. However, this time was different: she desperately needed a job, not only to keep their heads above water due to her husband’s injury but also to help keep her sane and give her life an interest away from him. She’d made a point of checking where the staff door was after receiving a letter with an appointment for her interview from someone called Betty Billington. It made her smile to think she could have a female boss; times were indeed changing if women could have such important jobs.


Taking a deep breath and checking her reflection in the mirror tiles that decorated a pillar close to the first counter, she felt happy her hat was on straight and that the wisps of greying hair were clipped back tidily before pushing open the door marked ‘staff only’.


‘Come in, Mrs Singleton,’ Betty said as she opened the door to the last of the ladies due for interviews that day.


‘Now, tell me a little about yourself,’ Betty said after Enid had taken a seat to one side of the desk. ‘Your letter says that you have worked for Woolworths in the past,’ she prompted.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ Enid replied nervously. ‘I worked for ten years at the Canning Town branch of Woolies . . . I mean Woolworths,’ she corrected herself. ‘My husband also worked there.’


Betty nodded. She could see the woman was very nervous, gripping a shabby bag on her lap and fiddling with the handle between her fingers as she answered. ‘Can you tell me what you did whilst in your last job?’


Enid felt so nervous. She hoped no one would ever find out why she had left the East End of London and Woolworths. All she wanted was a quiet life and to be able to put food on the table – and for her Harry to be a little kinder to her. ‘I was a cleaner, ma’am, and I also helped out in the kitchen when the cook was busy or off sick. She was a martyr to her bad feet.’


Betty tried not to smile. ‘We most certainly could use your services in this store, Mrs Singleton. May I ask if you ever worked as a sales lady on the shop floor?’


Enid wriggled a little uncomfortably. ‘I’m not that good with numbers or spelling and I know as how Woolworths like to employ clever people to work on their counters, ma’am. Besides, I’ve got this gammy leg since having polio as a kid. It’s always been a dream of mine to serve on the counters, though. But I’m happy enough to have any job.’


Betty nodded thoughtfully. She prided herself on being a good judge of character. ‘Never say never, Enid. If someone had told me that I’d be managing this store one day, I’d have laughed out loud. Women are the backbone of this country and we can all play our part in bringing this war to an end.’


For all of her forty-two years Enid had never felt so inspired in her life. Perhaps working here would give her life more purpose. ‘I hope so, ma’am,’ she answered politely.


‘Do you have a family, Enid?’ Betty asked, trying to find out a little more about the woman.


Enid’s face lit up. ‘I have two boys, Fred and Wilf. They were evacuated but I’ve managed to see them a couple of times. I’m just so pleased they’re safe and by jingo, they’re growing up fast,’ she said proudly.


‘Your husband is in the forces?’ Betty prompted.


The look of joy left Enid’s face. ‘No, he’s an invalid. He would like to join the army but it’s not possible at the moment.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Betty responded. ‘Let me outline the hours I’d like you to work and then we will need you to complete a form so we have some records. By the way, do you have any references?’


Enid looked flustered. ‘Er, no. We lost everything in the bombing.’


Betty thought that she’d be able to write to the Canning Town branch for details of Enid Singleton so assured the woman it would not be a problem. Reaching into her desk, she pulled out a file and handed a form to her along with a pencil. ‘Are you able to compete this? It’s just a little information for my records.’


Enid shook her head, a look of panic crossing her face. ‘No, I told you I’m no good with numbers and words.’


Betty got to her feet and put a comforting hand on the woman’s shoulder. ‘Please don’t be distressed. I’ll call one of my girls to help you.’ She left Enid and opened the door, calling to a staff member who was passing by on her way to the staffroom. ‘Freda dear, can you spare me a few minutes, please?’


‘Certainly, Miss Billington,’ Freda said politely, noticing there was someone in the office. Betty was only referred to by her first name when the women were outside of work or talking privately. She entered the office and gave the woman a broad smile as a way of offering a hello.


‘Freda, I wondered if you would take Enid to the staffroom and help her to complete her paperwork? I’m sure a cup of tea and one of Maureen’s cakes would be most welcome.’


‘Certainly, Miss Billington. Maisie has popped in to see everyone; she has baby Ruby with her. Shall I ask her to come up to see you – that’s if you aren’t too busy?’


‘I’d be upset if she didn’t spare me five minutes. I can always find time to see my latest goddaughter. We are a very close family here,’ she explained to Enid. ‘Who doesn’t enjoy a cuddle with a baby?’


Enid nodded politely and got up to follow Freda. Although she was overjoyed to be starting a new job, the thought of mixing with strangers was terrifying.


‘Here you are,’ Freda said as she put a large mug of steaming tea in front of Enid and slid a plate holding a generous slice of gypsy tart alongside it. ‘It’s on the house,’ she added as Freda noticed Enid reaching for her purse. ‘Our cook Maureen said welcome to the store. Well, you’re almost staff and we don’t charge our friends before they’ve earned their first pay packet. Mind you, you’d best make the most of it, as we don’t often find the ingredients for the gypsy tart these days. No doubt Maisie had a hand in this. She seems to know people who can lay their hands on most things.’


Enid turned in her seat to call her thanks to the dark-haired woman who was pouring out tea whilst speaking to a pretty blonde girl holding a baby. ‘Oh, it’s the posh lady,’ she exclaimed before turning bright red. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound rude. I’ve seen her before with her pram and she’s always so well turned out.’


Freda frowned for a moment. ‘I thought I’d seen you before. Aren’t you the lady who’s not long moved in over the road? I’ve spotted you at your window.’ She didn’t like to add that Enid had been the topic of conversation on more than one occasion as the inhabitants of number thirteen had discussed the lady who watched from behind her net curtains. Her landlady, Ruby, had twice knocked to welcome the family to the road but the door had never been answered.


‘I’ve not long moved into rooms in Alexandra Road,’ Enid answered. ‘It’s just the old man and me as my two boys have been evacuated to the country.’


Freda called out to Maisie. ‘Can you join us for a minute? There’s someone I’d like you to meet. You too, Maureen.’


Maisie sat down at the table after passing her baby to Freda while Maureen wandered over still wiping her hands on her pinny.


‘This is Enid. She’s just moved into rooms opposite Ruby’s house. She’s going to be joining us here at Woolworths.’


The two women murmured words of welcome.


‘I’ll be back to work ’ere as soon as I’m able,’ Maisie said as she raised her pencilled eyebrows at Freda to acknowledge she knew Enid to be the lady from behind the net curtains.


Enid was astounded. ‘You work at Woolies? I thought you’d have had a posh job somewhere.’ She looked to where the cherubic baby was sleeping soundly in Freda’s arms.


‘What, me? Blimey, girl, there’s nothing posh about me,’ Maisie said as she burst into laughter. ‘I’m more than ’appy to work ’ere with me mates.’ She then went on to explain how they’d all met at the store before the outbreak of war and who had lived at number thirteen. ‘Even Maureen ’ere had a room there when the roof of ’er house caved in last year. Number thirteen welcomes all waifs and strays.’


‘Where are you from?’ Maureen asked as she waved to a staff member waiting at the serving counter to acknowledge she’d spotted her there. She had also been briefed about the lady opposite who watched the world go by from behind her curtains and had found it funny when the girls came up with suggestions about the unknown occupants of the house.


‘I’m from Canning Town, born and bred,’ Enid said proudly, before adding quickly, ‘We was bombed out and my husband wanted to get away from the area.’


Maisie liked the look of Enid straight away. She seemed a little timid but that would change once she got to know everybody. ‘Just let me pop in and see Betty . . . I mean Mrs Billington, then I can walk back wiv you. I’m going round to see Ruby as I’ve some wool to drop in to her before I head fer me own place. I take it you’ve all but finished up here?’


Enid felt a little shocked by the suddenness of not only being accepted by the women but that someone so smartly turned out should wish to speak with her. ‘I thought you called her Miss Billington?’ she said to Freda.


‘I did, but I keep forgetting that now she’s Mrs Billington,’ Freda laughed, seeing Enid’s confused look. ‘I’ll let Maisie explain that when she walks home with you.’ Handing the baby back to her mother, Freda picked up the form that lay on the table. ‘Why don’t I fill in the questions for you while you eat your gypsy tart and finish your tea, then you’ll be ready to head off with Maisie?’ She’d seen the woman giving the sheet of paper a worried look and guessed that possibly Enid wasn’t up to completing it.


‘And I’ll love you and leave you to get back to work or else there’ll be a right ruckus over there,’ Maureen said. ‘It’s been good to meet you, Enid, and I’m sure we’ll see much more of each other before too long.’


Maisie bumped her large Silver Cross pram off the high pavement and hurried across the road as a brewer’s dray turned the corner nearby on its way to the pubs down by the river. She was keen to get home as soon as possible as David was off duty and she wanted to make the most of having him around for a few days. He was always in London or travelling away from home doing something or other for the RAF. She was never certain what it was but one thing was for sure, she was grateful that he didn’t have to fly a plane like Sarah’s husband did. She could think of nothing worse. Once she’d introduced Enid to Ruby and whoever else was at number thirteen she’d get herself off to her own place to see David.


Thinking of Enid made her slow down to accommodate the slower pace of the woman with the limp. ‘I’m sorry, ducks, I was miles away and there’s you trying to keep up wiv me. What must you think?’


‘It’s not a worry. I can get about quite well with my gammy leg. It’s never held me back,’ she explained, although she never mentioned the merciless bullying she’d received as a child as she wasn’t able to join in so much with the other kids in her street and had tired easily.


‘All the same, I feel bad for hurrying you. You will come in and meet Ruby, won’t yer? I know she’ll be happy to meet a new neighbour.’


‘I’d like that,’ the woman answered, even though she knew Harry would have something to say about her mixing with the locals. He wanted to keep himself to himself in this town.


‘Were you upset to leave your ’ometown?’ Maisie enquired.


‘In a way I was, but then again I may be able to get the boys back home a bit quicker now we aren’t in the East End of London anymore. It seems so peaceful around here.’ She looked sideways at the pretty young woman and frowned.


‘What’s up?’ Maisie asked, noticing Enid’s stare. ‘’Ave I got a smut on me nose or something?’


‘Sorry,’ Enid replied, feeling embarrassed. ‘It’s just that you remind me of someone I used to work with. If she wasn’t a good bit older, you could be sisters,’ she said before frowning. ‘There again, it was a few years ago when I first joined Woolworths. She retired last year when her husband was poorly. I thought she might have returned to work but I never did see her again. Perhaps she moved away,’ she added thoughtfully.


‘Poor cow looking like me,’ Maisie grinned. ‘What was ’er name?’


Enid thought for a moment. ‘Queenie . . . Queenie Dawson.’


Maisie froze. That was her mum’s name. What was she doing in Canning Town and did Enid say Queenie’s husband . . . her dad . . . was poorly? She couldn’t make sense of what she’d been told. She needed to get home and think about things.


‘Do you know the name?’ Enid asked, noticing how Maisie had lost her happy smile.


‘You could say that,’ was all Maisie would say as she turned into the bottom of Alexandra Road. ‘Look, there’s Ruby at her gate. Watch out, though. She’s talking to Vera Munro from up the road and Vera’s the nosiest woman on earth. She’s got a tongue like a razor blade as well.’


Enid absorbed Maisie’s words. Perhaps Harry’s idea to move away from the East End wasn’t such a good idea after all? Friendly work colleagues could lead to all kinds of problems without having nosy neighbours as well.
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‘Let me get this straight,’ David Carlisle said as he ran his fingers through his hair whilst pacing the floor in front of Maisie, who was bouncing their baby on her lap. ‘You want to go racing off to goodness knows where—’


‘Canning Town, David. It’s in the East End of London.’


‘You want to go racing off to Canning Town to look for parents that you’ve not thought about for God knows how many years? Maisie, whatever hare-brained scheme will you think of next?’


Maisie knew that her adored husband was referring to when she decided to head back to Erith rather than give birth to their child at his mother’s home. ‘It’s not harebrained, David. Since this little one has come along I’ve got to thinking about how she has a family she don’t know. I want her to know all her grandparents.’


David shook his head in disbelief as he sat down in the armchair opposite his wife and reached out to take his daughter’s small hand. ‘Maisie, our little princess only just recognizes us, let alone strangers. I know it may still be a few years yet, but can’t this wait until the war is over and we can travel around London without fear of being bombed to smithereens?’


‘Don’t yer think I wanna know how they are? Enid told me Dad had been poorly and by the time this war’s over, both me parents could be six feet under. It’s all right for you, you’ve got a family,’ she huffed, feeling close to tears. Enid’s mention of her mum the day before had made her think about her past and how she had walked away from her parents after being accused of playing a part in the death of her little sister, Sheila. ‘And what’s all this about the war taking years to finish? You kept that quiet,’ she added stubbornly, sticking out her chin.


David raised his hands in surrender. ‘I give up,’ he sighed. ‘If you really need to rush off to London, then do as you please. You’ll get your own way whatever I say, you usually do. But you will not take our daughter with you, do you understand?’


Maisie nodded her head in agreement. She knew when it was best not to argue with her husband. She loved him too much to disobey him over something as important as their daughter’s safety. She had imagined walking into her parents’ home and showing off her child and her wedding ring but perhaps that could wait for another time. It was best she reached out to them first. They could meet David and little Ruby another time. ‘And the war?’ she asked.


‘My darling wife, however important you think my part is in this war, I do not have the ear of Winston Churchill, or Adolf Hitler come to that. Now, how do you intend to find your parents, or are you planning on walking the streets of London until you find them?’


Maisie felt her stomach lurch at his words. She knew he’d voiced them in all innocence but she was still ashamed of some parts of her life that she’d only shared with a few of her closest friends. If David knew everything, it would be the end of their marriage. Of that she was sure. ‘I’m going to ask Betty to help. Enid told me that someone going by mum’s name, and who looked like me, had worked at the Canning Town branch of Woolworths. I’m sure that with her contacts she can find an address for me. What do you think?’ she asked, hoping that David would be impressed with her plan.


‘Possibly Betty can advise you,’ he said carefully. ‘However, if she cannot help you, please don’t go rushing off on a wild goose chase. And if Betty does have useful information, I insist that we discuss this carefully and, when you are ready to travel to London, you take someone with you. There is no urgency.’


‘Would you—’


David held up his hand and smiled. ‘No, my darling wife, as much as I love you I refuse to join in with—’


‘My hare-brained schemes?’ Maisie said with a grin. She had a gut feeling that her trip to the East End of London would reap success. ‘I’ll ask one of the girls ter go wiv me.’


‘But not at the moment, Maisie,’ her husband said as a serious expression crossed his handsome face.


‘Why ever not? If Betty can ’elp me, then there’s nothing stopping me going at once.’


‘I have my reasons,’ he said.


‘Don’t tell me, Hitler’s tipped you the wink that he’s visiting the East End after all?’ she grinned as she ribbed him about his earlier comment.


‘Let’s just say it’s something like that,’ he answered warily. ‘Please don’t go rushing off without thinking about this, Maisie.’


‘I’ve not decided when or if I’m going yet. But you know me. Once I get a bee in me bonnet I’m likely to do anything, but I promise I’ll leave our Ruby here if that makes you ’appier?’


‘Slightly happier,’ he said seriously, ‘but I’d rather you were home here with me.’


Gwyneth slipped her gloved hand into Mike’s as they stood staring out over the River Thames to the bank on the other side of the river. The tide was out and ahead she could see a stretch of water with its steel-grey ships and barrage balloons bobbing overhead. But as twilight cast its glow over the river, she thought it was the most romantic place on earth. She’d taken to walking down to the nearby police station to meet Mike when he came off duty. For a few minutes they could be alone together, away from the busy households in Alexandra Road. ‘I like this river,’ she whispered almost to herself. ‘I imagine the ships heading overseas to goodness knows where and then returning home. Or the small tugs going upstream to the port of London and the bright lights and excitement.’


Mike pulled her into his arms. When they were alone like this he was no longer the shy police sergeant; Gwyneth brought out the protector in him. ‘Only you can see the magic in this dirty old river,’ he smiled down to her. ‘Do you know that as a young boy I swam out from this mudbank along with George Caselton? Our mothers gave us what for when we returned home stinking to high heaven.’


Gwyneth smiled. ‘I can’t imagine you as a small boy.’


‘Our parents called us a pair of mudlarks as we always came home with old clay pipes and suchlike we found in the muddy banks. I do believe my haul is still in Dad’s garden shed. I’ll show you sometime.’


‘It looks as though I shall need eyes in the back of my head when our children come along,’ Gwyneth chuckled as she snuggled close. There was a nip in the air and she was starting to shiver. She felt his body freeze for a few seconds before he relaxed and held her closer.


‘I cherish these moments we have together,’ he said before gently brushing her lips with kisses.


Gwyneth sighed. Whenever she mentioned children Mike would change the subject or simply ignore what had been said. Before too long she would need to have this out with him but for now she’d enjoy his kisses. It could wait for another day.


‘I’m sorry, Maisie. I’m not sure I can help you with your request,’ Betty Billington said to her friend as they sat across the table from each other in Hedley Mitchell’s tea rooms just over the road from the Woolworths store. It hurt her not to be able to assist her friend.


In the corner of the room a string quartet was playing a Strauss melody whilst waitresses in black-and-white uniforms scurried about supplying tea and hot water to waiting customers. If it wasn’t for the absence of savoury fillings for sandwiches and the usual abundance of pastries, one would hardly know there was a war on, Maisie thought to herself. But try as she might, Maisie’s thoughts could not escape the harsh realities of war, as she peered through the crisscross of sticky paper on the windows to catch a glimpse of a woman weeping as her uniformed companion was saying his goodbyes. She nodded quietly. ‘It was a silly idea ter even ask you. I’m sorry, Betty. I ’spose I was grasping at straws thinking I could make amends with my parents after all these years.’


Betty was thoughtful. ‘Are you sure that it was your mother who worked at the Canning Town branch?’


Maisie shrugged her shoulders. ‘I’ve no reason ter doubt her. There can’t be many women called Queenie Dawson who look like me. I just thought it’d be nice for our Ruby to know she had grandparents other than David’s mum and dad. Don’t get me wrong, they’ve been pretty decent to me, considering how I legged it ter get back here last Christmas before she was born.’


‘How about another pot of tea?’


Maisie nodded. ‘Yes please. So, in a way you’re the only person who can ’elp me to find me parents,’ she added, looking hopefully at Betty.


‘Perhaps it is time to build bridges with your family, Maisie, but I’d be in trouble with head office if I gave you information about Woolworths employees. As it is, I’d have to write to the personnel department and ask for your mother’s address and they would no doubt want me to explain why I was making the enquiry.’


‘I don’t want ter get you in trouble,’ Maisie said. ‘P’raps it’s plain daft of me to want to see them after all this time. They may show me the door but at least I’d have done something,’ she added sadly.


‘Are you sure they moved away from . . . Bermondsey, was it?’


‘Yes. I wrote to let them know when I married my first ’usband and the people who lived in their house answered to say they’d moved away from the area but didn’t know where to. I wasn’t that bothered at the time as I’d done me best and thought it wasn’t ter be but now, with our little Ruby being ’ere, I ’ad this foolish idea of us all being one ’appy family,’ she said, looking sad. ‘But I never thought they’d move north of the Thames. That seems a bit on the strange side.’


Betty waved to get the notice of the waitress, the full weight of Maisie’s dilemma bearing down on her. She too had cut links with her parents when she left home to start work at Woolworths but at least she knew where they were and could send the occasional postcard. How she would dearly have loved her parents to know that she was happily married. But they were long gone. There must be a way she could help Maisie? ‘I know!’ she finally exclaimed, making the young woman who was clearing their table, ready for the fresh pot of tea, jump out of her skin. ‘I know what we can do.’


Maisie grinned in delight as Betty told her she would give a letter of introduction to the manager of the Canning Town branch of Woolworths explaining how Maisie was a valued staff member and friend and hoped her colleague could help her in her search for her family. Jumping to her feet, Maisie rushed round the small tea table and hugged Betty, again startling the same waitress, who was approaching with a laden tray. ‘Aw, Betty, I don’t know what ter say. This means the world ter me,’ she exclaimed, reaching into her brown suede handbag for a handkerchief. ‘Are you sure you won’t get into trouble?’


Betty smiled and reached for the teapot after thanking the worried waitress. ‘I’m doing nothing wrong. A letter of introduction is simply a formal way for a person to be introduced to a mutual friend or colleague. I’ll type the letter myself when I get back to the office. Now, drink your tea while it’s still hot. I may even attempt to eat one of these biscuits,’ she added, looking at the slightly burnt objects that had been placed on the table, even though her stomach lurched at the thought.


‘I can’t wait to tell David,’ Maisie grinned.


‘I’m sorry, Maisie, but I’m putting my foot down over this. You’re not taking our daughter up to the East End of London and putting her in danger,’ David said, slamming his newspaper down by the side of his armchair. ‘I thought we’d already discussed this?’


Maisie sighed. She’d cooked her husband a decent meal, although the small piece of steak was as tough as old boots and could possibly have been horsemeat. She’d hoped that after a long day at his desk in London doing God knows what for the RAF she could put him in a good frame of mind before breaking her news.


‘I mean it, Maisie, so don’t look at me like that. I will not be changing my mind over this,’ David fumed.


‘But—’


David raised his hand. ‘I’ll not be swayed on this. What if there’s an air raid? Where will you go with a pram and a young baby? It’s sheer lunacy. I’m amazed you’re even considering taking our child into danger.’


‘I want her to meet my parents and for them ter know I’m happily married and settled,’ she said quietly, feeling stinging tears threatening to fall. She wasn’t one for crying but David’s words had really hurt. She held her head high but her chin started to quiver uncontrollably. ‘I’m sorry you think so badly of me,’ she gulped before turning to walk away.


David leapt from his chair as he saw how distressed his wife was. ‘Oh my darling, please don’t cry,’ he said, pulling her into his arms. ‘I don’t wish to see either of you in danger. How do you think I’d feel if I waved you off only to hear that the Luftwaffe had taken you from me?’


He caressed her hair as she clung to him and sobbed. ‘I’m sorry, David. I’m a bloody fool,’ she said when at last she could speak. ‘I just had this longing to see my mum and show her our baby. I wanted to tell her how I’d made good . . . and I wanted her to say she’s proud of me.’


David sat back in the armchair and pulled his wife onto his lap. Maisie felt safe and secure. ‘Maisie love, why not wait a couple of weeks and by then I can get a few days off and accompany you? Then you can impress your mother with your handsome RAF officer husband,’ he grinned cheekily. ‘But please don’t travel with Ruby. London is such a dangerous place right now. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened . . .’ The smile left his face as he gazed into her eyes. ‘Promise me?’


Maisie thought for a moment. ‘I promise I won’t take our daughter to London,’ she whispered before kissing him deeply. ‘I love you, David Carlisle,’ she said as he returned her kiss and all thoughts of her parents and Canning Town were swept away by their passion.


‘Of course I’ll have the little poppet and don’t you come rushing back. I’ve looked after more than my fair share of babies in my time,’ Ruby said before returning to coo over her sleeping namesake.


‘Are you off somewhere interesting?’ Freda asked as she walked into Ruby’s front room rubbing the sleep from her eyes. ‘You look smart,’ she added, admiring Maisie’s tweed two-piece suit and jaunty brown felt hat. ‘Going somewhere posh with David?’


Maisie shrugged her shoulders. ‘Oh, this? It’s something I’ve had at the back of my wardrobe since before the war.’ She looked excitedly from Ruby to Freda. ‘I’m going up the East End to look fer me parents. Enid reckons Mum was working at Woolies in the East End not long ago.’


Ruby frowned. ‘On your own?’


‘Why not?’ Maisie replied defiantly. ‘It’s perfectly safe.’


‘So safe you’re leaving your baby with me?’ Ruby answered back quickly. ‘Does David know about this?’


‘He knows I won’t take the little one up ter London,’ she replied, trying hard not to look Ruby in the eye. She didn’t want to lie to the woman who had been like a mother to her.


Ruby folded her arms over her chest and huffed. ‘I thought as much. You and your mad ideas; I’d feel better if you didn’t go alone. What are you up to today?’ she said to Freda, who was watching the conversation between her friend and her landlady.


‘What, me? Nothing really. I’ve got the day off and I was going to give Bob a hand down the allotment. I’m due at the fire station this evening for a late shift but the past few nights it’s been quiet so I might just polish my motorbike,’ she explained.


‘Well, get yourself dressed. You can go with Maisie and keep an eye on her for me,’ Ruby instructed the young woman. ‘You,’ she said, giving Maisie a light-hearted glare, as Freda hurried up to her bedroom to change, ‘you can come into the kitchen and help yourself to a bowl of porridge. It’s none too warm out there and I’ll feel better knowing the pair of you have gone out with a bit of grub inside you. There’s no knowing when you’ll get to eat again.’


‘What about Bob and the allotment?’ Freda called down the steep staircase.


‘I’ll be helping him so there’s no need to worry yourself. Now hurry up or the breakfast will get cold,’ Ruby scolded. She was looking forward to walking young Ruby down to where her family shared an allotment with Bob Jackson and his son, Mike. She made a note to bring back a few vegetables for her friend Vera. The woman hadn’t looked herself for the past week or so. Even if she was a bit of a curmudgeonly woman, Ruby had a soft spot for her as they’d known each other for many a year. Besides, Vera hadn’t had the best of lives. She’d have to get to the bottom of what was bothering her before it festered too long and Vera started to upset people again.


Ruby laughed to herself as she headed to the kitchen. It would be lovely to have a bit of peace and quiet for a few days. What with this blooming war and all the toing and froing in her house, she never knew what would happen next. As it was, she had a feeling in her water about Maisie going to look for her family and she feared the consequences. The girl had been through a lot in her short life and Ruby didn’t like to think she was heading into more trouble.


Across the road Enid watched from behind her net curtain as Freda and Maisie left number thirteen. She’d heard that the blonde woman wanted to go and find her mum and hoped beyond hope that mentioning she’d seen Queenie Dawson when she worked at Woolies wouldn’t open up a can of worms for Enid and her husband. That would never do.


‘That hit the spot nicely,’ Bob declared as he drank the last of the tea Ruby had passed to him only minutes before.


‘Why don’t you park yourself for a few minutes and rest your bones? It can’t be comfortable leaning your elbow on that garden spade,’ Ruby said from where she sat on a plank of wood Bob had placed on a pile of bricks to form a bench. ‘You’ve been working since breakfast time. Here, I’ve got a bite to eat for you. I must say, you’ve done a good job down here. I’m not much of a gardener but even I can see you’ve made a difference.’


Bob joined Ruby on the bench, passing back the empty mug after throwing the dregs over a nearby compost heap. ‘You do look after me well,’ he grinned as she delved into her shopping bag and pulled out a sandwich wrapped in a clean tea towel. ‘What have we here?’ he asked, rubbing his earth-covered hands together.


‘It’s only meat paste with a touch of pickle but it’ll fill your stomach for now,’ Ruby answered, wrinkling her nose at his grubby state. ‘Is there somewhere to wash yourself before you eat?’


‘Only the water butt and there’s a layer of slime on top. My next job is to empty it out and give the inside a good scrub before the next rainfall. Mind you, that oil drum is so old it may well fall apart if I’m not careful. I’ll have to ask the lads down the docks if they’ve got something to replace it with,’ he said, biting into the sandwich.
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