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To the people of Alexandra Road, Erith, past and present, and remembering with fondness our friend, Stella White, who will be much missed.









Prologue


[image: Image Missing]


October 11th, 1948


Police Sergeant Mike Jackson viewed the scene before him. In all his years in the police service, he had never experienced such an outpouring of grief and love. Although he was present in an unofficial capacity, he had worn his dress uniform as a mark of respect. Now, with an unseasonable chill wind blowing across the graveyard of St Paulinus Church in Crayford, along with a smattering of the rain that had been threatening all day, he wished he had his muffler to pull round his ears and the woollen gloves knitted by his wife, Gwyneth. He shuffled from foot to foot as he stood close to the lychgate, saying goodbye to mourners as they left. Everyone was heading back to Alexandra Road for a boiled ham tea, and something to drink to warm them up.


Gwyneth had gone on ahead to put on the large kettles loaned to them by friends at the Arthur Street mission hall. She was also keen to check on their baby son, who was being cared for by a neighbour. Mike’s heart swelled with pride as he thought of young Robert. Still only seven months old, he already possessed the sunny disposition of his Welsh mother and the sturdy build of the Jackson men. He smiled to himself as his thought of his father’s opinion that the lad would make a fine policeman; Robert already showed signs of having the required large feet, which would help when walking the beat. Yes, it would be good to have a fourth generation of coppers in the family, he thought with pride.


‘It’s a sad day,’ an elderly man said as he stopped to shake Mike’s hand.


‘It is, Derek, it is. It was good of you and the lads to turn out to sing at the service. Especially on a such a miserable day.’


‘It’s the least we could do,’ the man replied. ‘Not one member of the choir would have missed paying their respects. It’s an honour.’


Mike nodded and shook hands with the retired police officers who filed past. The Erith Police Male Voice Choir was part of the local community, and he had found it very moving to hear them singing ‘The Old Rugged Cross’ with such feeling. There was hardly a dry eye in the church.


Stamping his feet to keep his circulation moving, he spotted a police car pulling up and a young officer hurrying towards him. He hoped he wasn’t required to go in to work. Not today of all days. ‘Hello, Dave. Is there a problem?’


The constable whispered in his ear, aware of mourners close by, and then waited for Mike to make a decision.


‘Go and wait in the car and I’ll be with you as soon as I’ve said goodbye to the mourners. It’s not right to be hurrying people on their way,’ he said to the young lad, even though he knew speed was of the essence. He headed up the narrow cinder path, nodding to the vicar and shaking his hand. He found himself repeating the words he’d used with other mourners. It was hard to think of original comments on such a sad occasion.


As he came closer to where his friends were standing, he could see the headstone of Irene Caselton, late wife of his stepbrother, George. He stopped for a moment to pay his respects to the woman who had been killed by enemy action when a V2 rocket landed on a Woolworths store in New Cross almost four years earlier. Close by was the grave of Eddie Caselton, George’s father. So many people Mike knew were now interred in the grounds of this ancient church, along with the occupants of a German plane shot down over the nearby golf course, who were now at rest in one corner of the graveyard. He hoped to see the day when these lads were taken home so their families could pay their respects in their homeland. War shouldn’t mean young men could never be repatriated. Even though it was three years since the war had ended, its consequences lay heavily on everyone’s minds.


Mike snapped out of his reverie as an elderly woman dressed head to toe in black approached with a stern look on her face. ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Munro,’ he said, hoping the woman wasn’t going to stop him for a chat. Vera Munro, who lived up the road from Ruby Jackson in Alexandra Road, was a person who could find the dark side to a rainbow and enjoyed nothing more than a good gossip. ‘It’s a sad day,’ he added.


‘If you say so, Sergeant,’ she muttered angrily, hurrying past him.


Mike shook his head. ‘Nothing changes,’ he murmured to himself. Up ahead he could see the women he wanted to speak with. The three musketeers, he thought to himself as he approached, watching them huddled together while looking at the wreaths that lay beside a freshly dug grave. These three women had been through much during the war, but their friendship hardly ever wavered. Sarah Gilbert, George and Irene’s daughter, was wiping her eyes as the two other women, Maisie Carlisle and their younger friend, Freda Smith, gave her a hug. What brought them together today was nigh on as bad as the war, but these women were tough and would pull through, he was sure. ‘I’ve just had word from the cottage hospital. There’s a police car waiting just outside the lychgate, if you’re ready to leave?’


The women all nodded, and without saying a word they linked arms and set off down the path away from the grave.


Mike took a final moment to bow his head and say his goodbyes. ‘This world will be a sadder place without you,’ he whispered, as his words were carried away on the wind.
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July 1947


‘It is with the greatest pleasure that the King and Queen announce the betrothal of their dearly beloved daughter, the Princess Elizabeth, to Lieut. Philip Mountbatten, R.N., son of the late Prince Andrew of Greece and Princess Andrew (Princess Alice of Battenberg), to which union the King has gladly given his consent.’


‘It’s so romantic,’ Freda Smith sighed as she leant over her friend, Sarah Gilbert’s shoulder to read aloud the betrothal announcement from the newspapers spread over the table. They were in the staff canteen of the Erith branch of Woolworths, taking their morning tea break. ‘Listen to this: “The Princess wore a light grey coat over a yellow silk dress as she walked with him on the terrace of Buckingham Palace.” Maisie will want to know the fashion details. Her customers at Maisie’s Modes are bound to be asking for yellow frocks to copy the Princess.’


‘I doubt they’ll be silk, and with our rationing there’ll not be many women in Erith decking themselves out like royalty,’ her friend laughed, as she turned the page to look at the handsome naval Lieutenant.


‘Maisie can turn her hand to most things. She’ll find the fabric from somewhere, even if she has to pull apart dresses from the back of someone’s wardrobe. She’s the queen of make do and mend, is our Maisie.’


‘You can say that again. However would we all have coped without Maisie and her sewing skills? Nan reckons she’d give those London fashion houses a run for their money if she upped sticks and moved her business to the West End.’


Freda chuckled. ‘Ruby is right, but the West End’s loss is our gain. Oh, look: it says here that the wedding will be in Westminster Abbey. It would be wonderful to go up to London and watch all the pageantry! We missed out on the celebrations up town on VE Day because of Ruby and Bob’s wedding. A part of me wishes I’d danced in the fountains in Trafalgar Square.’


Sarah almost choked as she took a sip of her tea. ‘Freda, you don’t even like getting your feet wet when it rains, so I can’t imagine for one moment that you’d have jumped into the fountains. You’re also forgetting that we went to London for the Victory Parade last summer. So it’s not as if we missed out.’


Freda shrugged her shoulders. ‘It was a special occasion, I’ll give you that, but all rather formal, with the forces marching past and the bands playing. My feet ached from just standing there and cheering all day long. It says here that people went to Buckingham Palace last night and cheered their heads off to show the young couple how much they all thought of them. This is just what we need after all the years of war: a lovely wedding to look forward to.’


‘A pity she isn’t marrying an Englishman,’ one of their colleagues muttered from an adjoining table. ‘He’s a foreigner, and a Greek at that.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake. He grew up here, and relinquished his foreign title. He’s as British as you or me,’ Sarah snapped back.


‘Don’t let her rile you,’ Freda whispered. ‘She’s only just accepted me, and I moved here from Birmingham nine years ago. I swear she thinks anyone born outside of Erith is a foreigner and would murder her in her bed.’


Sarah agreed, and turned back to the newspaper just as a bell rang loud and clear through the store. ‘Oh crikey, our tea break is over already. I’d best get a cup of tea for Betty, to take back with me to the office.’


Freda didn’t hear a word as she gazed at a large photograph of Philip Mountbatten. ‘It’s just like a fairy tale, with the handsome Prince meeting his beautiful Princess and getting engaged.’


There was a roar of laughter from a nearby table where a trainee manager and a stockroom boy were having their tea break. Each held a hand over their heart and fluttered their eyes as they took the mickey out of the girls. Freda scowled. ‘That new trainee manager is so full of himself,’ she said. ‘Give me a royal prince any day over the lads who work here.’


Sarah laughed. ‘Life isn’t like a fairy story, Freda, although our Princess Elizabeth seems to have kissed the right frog. She’s a lucky woman – but I still prefer my Alan,’ she sighed, reaching for the silver sixpenny piece hanging on a chain around her neck. Alan had given her the necklace some years earlier, when he coined the name ‘sixpenny’ for her in recognition of goods once costing sixpence at the F. W. Woolworths store, where they had met and fallen in love.


‘You are very lucky, and I envy you, meeting your Alan right here in Woolworths,’ Freda said as she spotted a dreamy look cross Sarah’s face. ‘I only seem to kiss frogs that turn into wart-covered toads.’


‘Oh, you’ll find your prince one day. And I reckon it’ll be sooner than you think,’ Sarah said. She stood up, ready to return to her desk in the corner of the office she shared with store manager Betty Billington. Before walking away, she started to collect the dirty plates from the table.


‘It’s not for want of trying,’ Freda said as she brushed a few crumbs from the blue checked oilcloth table covering. ‘I wouldn’t say I’ve had many beaus, but they’ve amounted to nothing. I reckon I’ll end up an old maid, working in Woolworths until I’m too old to serve behind the counter. What’s that saying? Always a bridesmaid, never a bride?’


Sarah laughed at her young friend. She’d known Freda since the day they’d started work together at the Erith branch of the well-known high street store, back in 1938 – in the months before the war became a reality. The girl in front of her now looked nothing like that frightened, half-starved waif in a threadbare coat who’d seemed scared of her own shadow. Freda was now twenty-six, and a confident supervisor for Woolworths. She’d kept up her interest in motorbikes, which she’d been involved with while a volunteer with the Fire Service at the nearby Erith fire station; and when she wasn’t working in the store she could often be found in Sarah’s husband’s workshop, tinkering with engines and suchlike. Freda’s face had a healthy glow from the time she spent in the open air either with the Brownies and Girl Guides or out and about on one of Alan’s motorbikes.


‘You’ve been a bridesmaid many times because you have lots of friends who love you and want you to be part of their happy day. I wish I could say I’d been a bridesmaid at the wedding of Johnny Johnson, and waltzed with David Niven.’


‘It is tradition for the best man to dance with the chief bridesmaid,’ Freda replied, her cheeks turning pink at the memory of the happy event she’d taken part in. ‘All the same, it was rather surreal, wasn’t it? Who’d have thought that our Molly, an ironmonger’s daughter from Erith, would marry a matinee idol and hold her wedding right here in this town? It was like a dream to be part of Molly’s happy day.’ A faraway look came into her eyes as she recalled the Christmas wedding at Christ Church, followed by the journey to London in a Bentley for a swish reception at the Ritz. ‘It still feels like a dream.’


‘And she gave you her house in Alexandra Road – so if you are going to be an old maid, at least you have somewhere to live,’ Sarah joshed. She didn’t begrudge her young friend her good fortune; Freda had not had a very good start in life before coming to Erith.


‘I’m truly lucky, and that’s why I like to rent a room to some of the young women who work here at Woolies while they find permanent homes. I know what it’s like to live in a strange town and not be able to find a decent lodging house. Which reminds me, I must put a card up on the staff noticeboard. My last lodger has just left. It’s a shame I can’t put up one or two of the young chaps who come here as part of their management training.’


‘My goodness – could you imagine the gossip if you did? The old dears in Alexandra Road would have a field day,’ Sarah said, thinking of her nan Ruby and her neighbour and sparring partner Vera Munro. ‘Best you stick to young women from respectable homes,’ she grinned as she collected tea and a sandwich from her mother-in-law, Maureen, who was working behind the counter in the staff canteen. Balancing them carefully to take to Betty, her boss, she headed for the door. ‘I’m working for a couple of hours this afternoon, so I’ll say my goodbyes now.’


Freda waved back at her friend and tidied up their newspapers, thinking of the happy days ahead for the young Princess. It was half-day closing, and she had something to look forward to as well: a whole afternoon spent helping Alan Gilbert in his workshop stretched before her. The weather was lovely, and with luck she would be able to take one of the motorbikes out for a spin.


Her life was good, and she shouldn’t worry about being unmarried and without a boyfriend. To be honest, men were often more trouble than they were worth, she thought to herself as she straightened her uniform. It was time to go downstairs to the busy shop floor, to continue working for what remained of the morning.


Later that morning Freda waved goodbye to Betty, who was standing with a bunch of keys in her hand waiting to lock the front door of the Woolworths store after her staff departed for the afternoon. The sun was still shining, and she could see George Jones over the road at Misson’s Ironmongers, taking in the buckets and pans hanging from the display at the front of the shop. She waved to him. The old man waved back, as did several other tradespeople who were shutting up shop for half-day closing. Freda loved living in the town of Erith, set on the south bank of the Thames. It had become her adopted home after her sad childhood in Birmingham. Freda enjoyed working at Woolworths, and with the security of owning her own house thanks to the generosity of her friend, Molly Missons – or should that be Molly Johnson now she was married to the handsome matinee idol – she had her roots firmly in the friendly town, and couldn’t imagine ever leaving the area. 


Crossing the bottom of Pier Road into the high street, she headed on past the Odeon cinema, where an advert for A Matter of Life and Death caught her eye. She must remember to see whether Sarah and Maisie fancied a night out to watch the film. At once, the memories of attending the special Royal Film Performance in London came back to her – how she’d loved watching the film, and in the company of film stars and royalty. Yes, a night out with her chums would be fun. She smiled to herself, thinking back to the days when, without children, her mates could drop what they were doing and head out to enjoy themselves – be it at the cinema, dancing at Erith Dance Studios or taking the train to London to see a show, air raids permitting. Now, with the war firmly in the past, it was as if a weight had lifted from their shoulders and even though they still had rationing and the word ‘austerity’ had entered the nation’s vocabulary, spirits could not be dampened as they thought of a war-free future ahead of them all. Lifting her face to the sun, Freda felt the warmth on her face. Yes, it felt good to be alive, and with the excitement of a royal wedding in the offing, things were certainly good.


‘Hey, Freda!’ a voice called out as she approached Manor Road. ‘Wait for me, and I’ll walk with you.’


‘Hello, Sadie – are you doing some last-minute shopping?’ Freda asked as she stopped to wait for the red-faced young woman to catch her up. ‘Arthur’s getting a little big for that pushchair, isn’t he?’


‘You can say that again. He was whining to come with me, and if I’d let him walk we’d not have caught the shops before they closed. Nan needed her liver salts, and she’ll never let me forget it if she goes without due to me not getting to the shops. Last time she sent me back as I’d picked up the wrong kind. It seems Fynnon’s Liver Salts aren’t as effective as the Andrew’s ones. I swear she waited until the last minute before asking me to go, the cantankerous old so-and-so.’


Freda snorted with laughter. Sadie’s grandmother, Vera Munro, was known for her forthright opinions and stubborn ways, and she knew Sadie suffered at times because of the woman’s sharp tongue.


Freda liked Sadie, who’d had more than her fair share of bad luck in past years, although she now had her darling son, Arthur, to make up for it. Freda bent down to tickle the lad under his chubby chin, and was rewarded with a toothy smile. She thought Sadie was lucky to have the little lad in her life, and felt a twinge of envy. Would she ever have a child of her own? ‘Do you have time to pop in for a cup of tea, or will Vera be at the gate waiting for you?’


Sadie checked her wristwatch. ‘Oh, go on then, she can wait for a while,’ she said as they crossed over into Alexandra Road and headed towards the Victorian terraced property opposite the house where Freda had lodged for most of the time she’d lived in Erith.


‘I still can’t believe this is my home,’ Freda said, opening the door then lifting young Arthur out of his pushchair, watching as the lad toddled off down the long hallway.


‘You are lucky,’ Sadie sighed as she put the pushchair in front of the bay window in the small garden, and followed Freda inside. ‘Although I don’t begrudge you this for one minute. You’ve shared your luck with others, and I for one think that’s admirable.’


Freda knew without asking that Vera Munro would have been imparting her views on her good luck to all and sundry. ‘All I’ve done is to offer rooms to a few young women who work in Woolies. I know how hard it was to find decent lodgings when I first came to the town. If it wasn’t for Sarah and her family, I don’t know what would have become of me,’ she said with a catch in her voice. ‘I’d hate any person to be homeless.’


A cloud passed over Sadie’s face for a few seconds before she gave a knowing nod of her head. ‘Yes, I was at my wits’ end before this little chap was born. If Ruby hadn’t convinced Nan to help me, I’d have had Arthur taken away from me at the home for unmarried mothers. I had nowhere to go, after . . .’


Freda patted the young woman’s arm. Sadie had blossomed of late, now that she was living back home with Vera and had some money coming in. The petite blonde girl had filled out slightly, but she’d been all skin and bones a little while ago. Freda knew the story of how Sadie’s nan had all but disowned her until Ruby Caselton, as she was known then, stepped in and made Vera see sense. ‘It all worked out for the good. I take it you haven’t had any problems with Arthur’s dad seeing you all right?’ she asked as they walked through to the kitchen and Freda struck a match to light the gas under her kettle.


‘Although I want nothing to do with the horrid man, he does pay a little towards the lad’s upkeep. I do my best to save it now I’m working for Maisie looking after her brood. She has the little ones this afternoon, what with it being half-day closing,’ she added, seeing a small frown cross Freda’s face. ‘I’ve not left them on their own if that’s what you’re thinking?’


‘Not at all,’ Freda said quickly even though that was exactly what had crossed her mind. ‘Does that mean Maisie is taking the afternoon off for once? She works so hard in that shop of hers.’


‘She’d finished a special order for the mayor’s wife and decided to have a few hours off to get some sun on her face. For once her sewing workshop is closed and they’ve gone for a walk down to the river front. Maisie did ask if I’d like to join them, but I knew Nan wanted me to run some errands for her, so I declined. By the way, have you found someone to take on your back bedroom yet?’ Sadie asked. ‘That was a super idea to take in lodgers. Even Nan approved. She did say you should keep it to female guests who have good references, what with you being . . .’


‘A spinster living on my own?’ Freda finished for her, aware that on more than one occasion Vera had questioned her unmarried status. ‘I’m only advertising in the Woolworths staffroom, and Betty Billington is advising me. It’s such a shame my last lodger left to get married – she was such a sweet girl, and so quiet. Hopefully the room will be taken soon.’


Sadie looked wistful. ‘I’d kill to have rooms for me and Arthur, but if I moved it would have to be far enough away for Nan not to be knocking on my door every hour asking me to run errands. Speaking of which . . .’ She drained her cup and got to her feet. ‘Sorry to run so soon, but you know what Nan can be like.’


‘I do,’ Freda grinned as she caught hold of the little boy and gave him a kiss on his cheek. ‘I’ll see you later, young man. I’m going to put a few hours in at Alan’s workshop once I’ve changed out of my work clothes. By the way,’ she added as she followed them back to the front door, ‘I’m thinking of asking Maisie and Sarah to join me for a trip to the Odeon at the weekend. A Matter of Life and Death is on and I’d love to see it again. Would you like to join us?’


Sadie beamed. ‘I’d like that. Thank you for including me. It means a lot. People can be quite harsh with me not being married to Arthur’s father. Only the other day that horrid Mrs Martin up the road called something quite untoward out to me. Nan gave her a right old mouthful, I can tell you.’


The girls looked at each other and burst out laughing, as it was Vera Munro who was usually the one dishing out the comments to those she looked down on. Freda gave Sadie a quick hug. ‘Oh Sadie, what happened to you could have happened to any of us. Who are we to judge? I’ll look out for Gwyneth and see if she’d like to join us as well. Why, we could perhaps have afternoon tea in the Oak Room at Hedley Mitchell’s beforehand and make it an extra-special treat.’


‘That would be wonderful. Perhaps it would cheer up Gwyneth. She’s been a little down since the news from Wales about her dad’s job down the pit. I’m not one for politics, but I can’t help wondering if this nationalization of our coal mines will suit everyone. Why have the country run someone’s job, when a local boss would be better? I’m not sure I’d like it if I was a miner’s wife.’


Freda nodded. She’d noticed that their friend Gwyneth was rather down lately. An outing would do them all good.


As she watched Sadie set off up the road towards her nan’s house, she spotted Ruby wiping down the window ledge in front of the large downstairs bay window and crossed the road to say hello.


‘I thought you’d be off round to Alan’s place?’ Ruby said as she dabbed at an invisible spot on a windowpane.


‘I’ll be going shortly. I came home to change and stopped to have a cup of tea with Sadie. She’s a nice girl,’ Freda said as she rested against the wall and leant her elbows on top. The sun was warm on her face and she closed her eyes, enjoying the sensation.


‘You look tired, love. Why not put your feet up for a few hours?’


‘No, I’m fine. I promised Alan I’d help him out. He has a motorbike in for repair and I’d love to give it a spin before the owner collects it. It’s a Brough Superior that’s been under canvas since before the war, and the owner wanted Alan to give it the once-over before he ships it off to Canada. You don’t see many of them,’ she said with a dreamy look in her eyes.


Ruby shook her head. ‘I can’t tell those motorbikes apart. It could be a penny farthing for all I know. They’re all noisy and dangerous, and then there’s the grease you get on your clothes. I don’t know, you’ve always been the same, wanting to get yourself mucky messing around with machinery and such-like . . .’ She tutted to herself. ‘Would you like to come here for your dinner later? It’s not much, but Bob’s up the allotment and I asked him to bring back some veg. I’ve told him we should think about giving up one of them. He can’t keep up with it all like he used to.’


Freda felt guilty. Since moving out of number thirteen, where she’d lodged for many years, she’d not helped Bob and Ruby as much as she used to. ‘No, he shouldn’t do that, not when everything is in such short supply. Let me have a word with Sarah and Gwyneth. Perhaps we can all muck in to help? After all, you help us all out with the veg Bob grows.’


‘That would be kind of you, lovey. I do worry about the state of things at the moment. I thought when the war ended we’d get back to normal within months. Here we are two years later and we still have rationing and have to make do as best we can. Mike was up there the other day, helping Bob put a lock on the old shed. Someone had been in and pinched some tools and seeds. Mike reckons we aren’t the only ones it’s happened to lately.’


Mike Jackson, the local police sergeant, was Bob’s son. Ruby was proud to have a policeman in her family since marrying her Bob on the day the war ended. She often warned Mike of any wrongdoings she heard about on the town’s grapevine, and in return Mike advised Ruby and her friends on how to stay safe. She’d been as proud as punch when he gave a talk to her local Women’s Institute recently.


‘Don’t worry about it, Ruby. We’ll all muck in and make sure everything is as it should be. By the way, have you read the news about Princess Elizabeth’s engagement? We were looking at the newspaper this morning on our tea break. The wedding will be a big boost to the country.’


‘You’re right there, love. I’m going to cut out all the pictures and put them in a scrapbook so the little ones can see them when they are older. Just think – she will be our Queen one day. Not that I’ll be around to see that happen,’ she said, picking up her bucket and cleaning cloth.


Freda’s face dropped. ‘Oh Ruby, please don’t speak like that. There’s nothing wrong, is there?’ she asked, her heartbeat quickening. The stout, grey-haired woman was the matriarch of the family that Freda was proud to be part of, if only as a dear friend. Please God she wasn’t ill.


Ruby chuckled. ‘No, love, I’m as fit as a fiddle. It will be many years before the King goes to meet his maker, and I was only thinking how the likes of me and Bob probably won’t be here here to see it. Life goes on,’ she added as she saw Freda’s sad face.


‘I suppose you’re right, but let’s not think about it,’ she pleaded.


‘Well then, you get yourself off to those messy motorbikes. And if you see my Bob, tell him to pull his finger out. He’s been gone ages.’


Freda promised she would look out for Bob, and hurried back over the road to her own house. Upstairs in her front bedroom overlooking the street, she took off her work clothes and pulled on a pair of navy blue dungarees and an old shirt that had once belonged to Alan. Folding a headscarf into a triangle, she tied it round her head, tucking in the loose ends and poking her curls underneath to keep them clean. Maisie had advised her to grow her light brown hair a little longer, so that it could be styled in many ways and wouldn’t look as childish as the short bob she’d had for many years. Freda had been surprised at the curls that had appeared with the longer length, although the upkeep of the new hairstyle was something she was still getting used to. At least she could tuck it all away while she worked on her beloved motorbikes.


Picking up her handbag, she hurried out of the house and round to nearby Crayford Road, where Alan ran his business in a rundown workshop set behind the two-up, two-down houses. She inhaled the smell of oil and petrol as she stepped in through a small door set in a larger door that was always kept locked. She was ready to work – but she wasn’t prepared for the angry voices that assailed her ears, wiping the smile from her face.


‘There’s something pleasant about having the store to oneself,’ Betty Billington said as she leant back in her seat in the office she shared with Sarah Gilbert.


Sarah chuckled. ‘Don’t let head office hear you speak like that! They may remind you that customers are the lifeblood of Woolworths. Joking aside, I know just what you mean. These few hours allow me to catch up on paperwork and have the decks cleared before I set to with the wages tomorrow.’


Betty placed her pen on the desk and folded her arms. Now in her mid-forties, she looked young for her years, although her brown hair, always pinned up whilst at work, was peppered with steel grey hairs. ‘Are you still happy to work here, Sarah, rather than be at home with the children?’


Sarah turned on the wooden seat to face her friend. ‘I won’t deny there are times I wish I didn’t have to pack Georgina and Buster off to be cared for by someone else while I go to work. But I like my job here, and the money comes in handy – especially at the moment,’ she added, her bright smile dimming for a second.


‘Is there a problem at home?’ Betty asked, looking concerned. ‘You know that anything you tell me will not leave this room.’


Sarah shrugged her shoulders. ‘It’ll pass, I’m sure. It’s just that these last couple of months, the motorbike workshop doesn’t seem to be as busy as it has been in the past. When I pop in to see Alan, the place only seems half as full as it used to. I’ve tried to discuss it with him, but you know what men are like.’


Betty smiled to herself. As the busy manageress of a Woolworths store, with a husband whose business she knew inside out and who she often advised during meetings with his business partner, David Carlisle, she’d never had a problem. But she did know that even after a war, during which many women had held down responsible jobs, there were men who considered it their responsibility to be the sole breadwinner and manage the family finances. She’d thought better of Alan Gilbert than to keep his wife in the dark; but who knows what goes on behind closed doors?


‘I’m sure things will sort themselves out soon, Sarah. Business can be like that. Someone once told me it can be feast or famine, and I’m inclined to agree. Look at how one minute we’re run off our feet here, and then the next it goes quiet and we’re worried that head office will start asking questions and making changes. It will all come out in the wash, as your nan would say.’


Sarah nodded in agreement. ‘I can see the sense in what you’re saying. But with Maureen about to move out to marry my dad, we’ll have the rent and upkeep of the house to find on our own. However, I do believe I worry too much,’ she added, trying to brush off her own comments. She didn’t wish to tell Betty that on a few occasions Alan had been unable to give her enough money for the housekeeping, and she’d dipped into her savings. He’d never given a real reason, which worried her greatly, but she didn’t like to ask what was happening in case it dented his male pride. Alan tended to get quite prickly if Sarah offered to pay for housekeeping items. He viewed providing for the family as a man’s duty.


Betty absorbed her friend’s words. Since leaving the RAF, Alan Gilbert had decided not to continue with his trainee manager job at Woolworths. Instead he had followed his dream of running a motorbike repair business. Betty’s own husband, Douglas, was an undertaker, and he had been able to advise Alan about going into business for himself; but he had confided in Betty that he feared the young man would try and run before he could walk.


‘I know Alan had big dreams, and he started out with such high hopes. However, you mustn’t forget what I said to you at the time: your Alan is welcome to return to Woolworths any time he wishes. Please do tell him that from me,’ she said, wondering at the same time if Woolworths was the right place for Alan to work after all this time.


‘I will. I’m sure it’s just one of those things that happens in business sometimes,’ Sarah said, trying to look brave. ‘As you say, trade goes up and down all the time.’ She didn’t add that she was worried her dad, George, who had helped them financially when they started out, would discover there was a problem. He’d been so generous, helping Alan set up the business. George Caselton had enough on his plate, what with his forthcoming wedding and also being a popular town councillor, not to mention holding down a responsible job at Vickers.


‘I’m surprised you’re paying rent. I thought Maureen owned her house?’


‘She does, and as she often says, the house will be Alan’s one day. We are the ones who insist on paying the going rate. Of course, she refused, so I’ve set up a post office savings account to put the money aside and will give it to her every quarter. I’ll not listen if she argues. Money will be tight, but we will just have to manage.’


Betty nodded thoughtfully. Maureen Gilbert, who was also Sarah’s mother-in-law, had been courting Sarah’s father George Caselton for the past couple of years, after Irene Caselton had died during a horrific rocket attack on the New Cross branch of Woolworths. ‘I was wondering if you could put in a few more hours here? I know the plan was for you to be part-time, but you can see how stretched I am with all that head office now throws at us. I can’t think of the last time I was able to stroll through the shop floor without feeling guilty that work was waiting for me in this office. I’ve even been taking work home with me! Douglas and the children are not amused.’


Sarah gave a small frown, suspecting that Betty was simply feeling sorry for her.


‘An hour a day would be just wonderful, if you think you could help me?’ Betty continued. ‘If not, I should really place an advert in the Erith Observer for a part-time office assistant.’ She looked expectantly at Sarah.


‘I’m not sure I could find someone to take on the care of the children. Georgina is at school most days, but Buster is only two and a half . . .’ Sarah said. At the same time, she was thinking that if Betty hired someone to work in here, the Woolworths head office might decide she herself was no longer required.


‘I’ll leave you to think about it,’ Betty said.


There was a tap on the half-open door and Maureen walked in, carrying a laden tea tray. ‘I’m slipping off now, Betty love. I thought the pair of you would like a fresh pot of tea to keep you going, and there’s a slice each of my bread pudding. The dried fruit’s a bit on the scant side, but the flavour is still there. I’ve left young Peggy scrubbing the floor, so she’ll be here a little longer, in case you were thinking of locking up.’ She collected the empty cups and gave Sarah a peck on the cheek. ‘I’ll collect Buster from next door, and we can walk up the school to meet Georgie. That way you won’t need to rush yourself,’ she added, leaving the office and closing the door behind her.


Outside, in the long corridor, Maureen stopped to think about what she’d overheard. She wasn’t one to listen at keyholes, but the door had been open, and she’d heard Sarah mention her own name as she left the staff canteen. With the building being almost empty, voices echoed along the upstairs corridor.


In a way, she was thankful she’d overheard what she had. Sarah and her Alan were ones for keeping things to themselves, and would not want to burden her. She squared her shoulders and made her way back to the canteen. She’d have to do something to help her loved ones, as she hated to think of them scrimping and scraping – but what? She would have to bide her time and be there if and when it was obvious the young couple needed help. Perhaps after the wedding she’d have George get more involved in Alan’s business again. If only she’d taken that tea tray to Betty a few minutes earlier, she might just have heard why Sarah was being offered more hours at work and why Betty sounded concerned. However, one thing she did know was that the money Sarah intended to pay her for rent would be returned – she was adamant about that.
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Three pairs of eyes looked towards Freda as she pushed open the rickety wooden door and stepped into the workshop. Pretending she hadn’t heard the men arguing with Alan, she picked up a broom and gave him a smile. ‘Sorry I’m late. I bumped into Sadie and we had a quick cup of tea, then got chatting. I’ll make you one when I’ve swept up. Are your friends staying?’


The two burly men, dressed in long black overcoats with wide shoulders, pushed past her as they headed towards the door. ‘Don’t forget. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll have the money with us by Friday – or we’ll be seizing goods to the value, as they say,’ the taller man said, as his eyes roamed over the workshop.


‘Accidents can happen in places like this,’ the second one added. He smiled menacingly at Freda before tapping the rim of his hat and following his companion through the door.


Alan slumped against his workbench and ran a hand through his sandy-coloured hair. ‘You shouldn’t have heard any of that,’ he said in a low voice.


‘It’s a good job I came in when I did or goodness knows what would have happened,’ she said, throwing down the broom and going to his side. ‘I could hear them threatening you from outside.’


‘Then you should have turned round and gone away. The last thing I want is for them to harm you, kid.’


Freda perched herself on the workbench so she could easily look into his face. ‘What if that had been your Georgina or your mum that came in? They could have been hurt if those chaps had turned their threats into actions. I’m going to put the kettle on, and then you are going to tell me all about it. A trouble shared and all that,’ she said as she hopped down and went to fill the battered kettle at a tap over a chipped sink. Alan’s eyes were bright with tears, and she didn’t want him to see she’d noticed. It would have hurt his pride to cry in front of her.


‘I’ll tell you everything, but you are not to repeat what I say to a living soul. Do you promise?’ he said gruffly, blowing his nose.


Freda stayed silent until the tea was made, and she placed a mug in front of him before dragging over a packing case to use as a seat. ‘Come on – let’s be having it. If I’m to share this secret, I want to know it all. I want to help you, Alan,’ she added gently, not wanting to appear too bossy. Alan had been like a big brother to her, and he called her his kid sister – hence the nickname of ‘kid’ that he’d given her. She didn’t like to see him in trouble, no matter what it was.


He stared into the mug of tea rather than look her in the eye. ‘The takings haven’t been so good lately, kid. You might have noticed I’ve not had any bikes in from the GPO since they hired their own mechanics.’


‘Oh God, Alan. I’d hoped that was a temporary problem.’


‘A change of manager in the depot didn’t help. By all accounts the new chap has his own contacts in the trade. I’d begun relying on that work, and now it’s dropped off you could say I’m on my uppers. The rent on this place was due and I didn’t have the wherewithal to pay it, so . . .’ He picked his mug up and took a gulp without noticing it was still scalding hot.


‘So you borrowed the money?’ Freda prompted him. ‘But who from, and why did those men come knocking?’


‘I overheard someone down the pub mentioning a chap who lent money to businesses, and I followed it up . . .’


Freda slammed down her mug. ‘You bloody idiot. You mean you went to a moneylender, and then you couldn’t pay him back? Christ, Alan! They charge the earth in interest as it is, and once you don’t pay back, they double, treble what’s due and then . . . I thought any fool knew that. If you don’t pay . . .’ She stopped speaking for a moment to catch her breath.


‘They beat people to death and dump their bodies in the Thames,’ he finished for her.


‘Oh, Alan, you bloody, bloody fool.’ A sob caught in Freda’s throat and she threw her arms round him. ‘There’s any number of people who could have helped you.’


Alan pulled her away and held her at arms’ length. ‘That’s the thing; I don’t want help, or to be beholden to family and friends. I want to sink or swim on my own merits.’


‘If we don’t get you out of this mess, you’ll sink, all right,’ she said forcing a grin to her face.


‘Yes, wearing concrete boots, like one of those gangsters in the films you like to watch at the Odeon.’


She snorted, brushing off his suggestion even though she knew it could well be true. ‘I have a bit put by you can have, if it helps? You know I’ve always fancied working for you. I could be your sleeping partner. How much do you need?’ she asked, already imagining her name above the door. ‘Gilbert & Smith’ had a certain ring to it.


Alan didn’t speak as he leant across the workbench and slid a sheet of paper towards her.


‘Blimey, Alan,’ she exclaimed, clapping a hand over her mouth. She didn’t often swear, but this time there just weren’t the words to explain her shock. She realized she’d been fairly vocal in that department this afternoon, and it wasn’t ladylike. ‘I didn’t realize you’d borrowed this much.’


‘I didn’t – it was a quarter of that. They’ve added on a bit of interest.’


‘Couldn’t you have asked for time to pay?’ she said as she picked up the piece of paper and stared closely at the numbers written at the bottom. At the top were the words ‘Frank Unthank and Sons, Financial Investments’. ‘I take it your visitors were the sons?’


‘I wish. The sons are better dressed and more polite, even though they can be just as threatening. Those chaps were the hired help. I’ve got two weeks to pay them, or else.’


‘Then we’ve got two weeks to come up with a plan,’ she said as brightly as she could. ‘What work do you have outstanding that we could turn into cash?’ Watched as Alan looked up from his tea, she saw the despair in his eyes.


‘Hardly anything at all. The Brough goes back later today, but the owner paid me a large deposit and that’s already been accounted for. Sarah needed her housekeeping; I couldn’t refuse her, and the rest went on parts to go back into stock. In fact, I need to collect them this afternoon and hand over the payment.’


‘How much does Sarah know, Alan?’


He gazed into the distance, deep in thought, not seeing the rough brickwork walls and the tin roof of the workshop that dripped water every time it rained. ‘She doesn’t know I’m a failure, if that’s what you mean.’


‘Oh, Alan, you can’t keep secrets like this. Sarah will be so angry if she knows you kept this to yourself. You’ve been married for how many years?’


‘It’ll be eight later this year,’ he muttered, avoiding her eyes.


‘And I was there in church when you made your promises to each other. I don’t recall you saying you’d not tell her when you had a problem.’


‘And I never said I’d get myself in trouble with a bloody moneylender either,’ he said bitterly, slamming his fist down on the wooden bench. ‘She must never know about this. I couldn’t face her if she knew how much I’ve let her down. It would be the end of our marriage. I know it would,’ he exclaimed as his anger surfaced.


Freda could see how emotional he was. ‘You’ll get through this, Alan, and I’ll be here to help you all I can. You can have the money in my post office book, and I’ll see what else I can do to rake in some more,’ she promised. This time he reached out and hugged her.


‘I don’t want to take your money, kid. It feels like stealing from my little sister.’


Freda felt herself choking up. ‘Well, I’m giving it to you, so shut up and take it. It’ll only make a small dent in the debt, but it’s a start.’


‘I’ll not take it all the same. I’m going to sell Bessie. She’s old but she’s sound,’ he said, looking to where his faithful motorbike stood close to the workshop wall covered in a tarpaulin.


‘Oh no, you can’t do that. You love that bike. Why, it was your dad’s, wasn’t it? You need to hang onto your memories, Alan, whatever happens. Besides, Sarah will notice if it’s missing. I know she’s never liked motorbikes, but she knows what that one means to you. How will you explain why you’ve let it go?’


He shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’ll say it’s too old to ride so I let it go for spare parts.’


‘Please don’t start to tell untruths because one day you will find your life is built on lies and you won’t be able to talk yourself out of them. You owe it to Sarah and the kids to be honest.’


Alan looked glum. ‘I couldn’t get away with anything, let alone murder, with you watching me, could I?’


Freda shook her head and sighed. ‘I hope you don’t ever consider such a thing. I’d rather see you walk away from this business than tell lies and, God forbid, think of murder. Now, let’s see what can be done this afternoon to improve matters, shall we?’ She tried hard to keep her voice upbeat. ‘Did you say something about some spare parts needing collection? I can do that, while you make yourself a list of work that can bring in some money. I’ll help when I get back. Can I borrow a motorbike to fetch the bits?’


‘Take Bessie and the duffel bag. It’s all small stuff.’ He turned to open a drawer under the workbench, pulling out an envelope. ‘Here’s the cash. Remember to ask for a receipt, won’t you? I wish I’d thought about this more; I could have done without the spark plugs and carburettors. Too late now, as I can’t renege on an order,’ he shrugged.


Freda grinned. Even with the cloud of Alan’s debt hanging over them, she was thrilled at the thought of riding a motorbike once again. During the latter years of the war she’d absolutely loved her work with the Fire Service as a dispatch rider. The money in her savings account had been going towards buying her own motorbike, but that could wait. For now, she’d enjoy the wind in her hair and being able to ride the beloved Bessie, even if it might be for the last time if Alan had his way. ‘Do they know someone’s collecting the parts this afternoon?’


‘Yes – I was going to shut up earlier and go to Bexleyheath myself for them. If those thugs had arrived ten minutes later they’d have found the workshop doors locked and bolted.’


‘I’m glad you didn’t because now I know what’s happening and I’ll be able to help you all I can. I may have another lodger soon, so I’ll give you the rent money to add to what they’re after.’


‘It’s good of you to think of me, kid, but it won’t help much. I’m thinking it may be better for me to take the beating and get it over with.’


Freda became angry. ‘You mustn’t do that. They could kill you, and then they’d just go after Sarah for the money. Keep your chin up, Alan, and don’t be so defeatist. We will sort this out between us.’


Alan hugged her. ‘What would I do without you? We have to keep this secret to ourselves, as it will destroy Sarah if she finds out.’


From outside the workshop, Maureen Gilbert froze with her hand on the door handle. Why was it that she kept hearing news at half-opened doors these days? She hoped no one thought she was a nosy parker. Knowing Sarah was working late at Woolworths, she’d decided on the spur of the moment to take her son a sandwich; otherwise he’d not bother eating until he came home later. She’d not expected to hear him speaking in confidence to young Freda. A secret between them – what was this all about? She rapped on the door loudly and called out in a cheerful voice. ‘Are you there, Alan? It’s your mum with food!’ As she stepped through the door she spotted Freda pull away from her son’s arms, and they both pinned smiles to their sad-looking faces. Whatever was going on here?


Betty reached for a cardboard box on a side table in her office, and slid it towards Sarah. ‘Goodness, I forgot to put these in the staff canteen. Would you be a dear and unpack them? Remember to keep one back for Maureen, as she has a day off tomorrow.’


‘I can’t believe Maureen will be marrying my dad next week,’ Sarah said as she opened the top of the box and pulled out a handful of magazines including The New Bond, the Woolworths magazine. ‘Ooh, that’s good, I do enjoy reading The New Bond – if only to be nosy about what’s happening at the other Woolworths stores.’


Betty smiled at her friend’s excitement. ‘It wasn’t that long ago you would have had more to say about George and Maureen marrying.’


Sarah looked up. ‘I was rather an idiot, wasn’t I? With them being so close and not a year having passed since Mum . . . left us, it was all too much for me,’ she said with a slight wobble in her voice. ‘But with Maureen being my mother-in-law, and her looking after Dad so well, it made me see what a wonderful woman she is, and life has to go on . . .’


Betty knew it had taken a lot for Sarah to accept that her father had found new love with Maureen Gilbert. But by all accounts they had been friends long ago, before he’d married Sarah’s mother, the elegant and rather superior Irene. Irene hadn’t been everyone’s cup of tea, but Betty had got on well with her and had grieved when she’d died, not long before Sarah gave birth to Alan Junior. Betty shuddered inwardly at the young lad’s nickname of Buster, but the name, given to him when he survived a near miss at the Hainault maternity home when only a few hours old, had stuck fast. ‘All’s well that ends well,’ she said, giving her friend a gentle smile before starting to open a pile of correspondence on her desk. ‘Hmm – this looks rather official.’


‘Please don’t say it’s another letter about the trainee manager programme?’ Sarah said as she placed several copies of The New Bond on her boss’s desk. ‘I’m forever calling these young men, who arrive for a few weeks then move on to another store, by the wrong name. They all look the same in their brown warehouse coats. Why can’t we have one sent to us for office training, instead of being the store where they learn about warehouse and stock control?’


‘Because Erith 397 has a reputation for keeping a tight ship, that’s why,’ Betty replied proudly. ‘I do confess to calling one young man Barry when his name was Malcolm. I’ll make a note for them to start wearing name badges. That will solve the problem. Hmm,’ she added, looking more closely at the letter. ‘I fear this is a bigger problem than our trainee manager programme. Head office has noticed Erith 397 has not contributed to The New Bond of late. They suggest that we enter one of our female staff members into the cover girl competition.’ She looked up from the letter.


‘Don’t look at me,’ Sarah said, taking a step back from the desk with a fearful look. ‘I can’t think of anything worse than seeing my face on the cover of the magazine! I enjoy reading about fellow workers, but it’s not for me. We need a young, single staff member who has been with Woolies for a while and who has led an interesting life.’


The two friends looked at each other and in unison said, ‘Freda!’


‘She would run a mile if we suggested it,’ Betty said. ‘Perhaps if I had a quiet word and told her it was for the good of the store. Remind her how you were featured in The New Bond when you were Erith’s carnival queen.’


‘Gosh, that was back in 1939,’ Sarah said, thinking fondly of that time. ‘Before the world went to war, and before I married my Alan.’


‘I was still unmarried, too,’ Betty added, remembering again how fortunate she was to have found her Douglas in her forties after facing a life of spinsterhood.


‘And now you have two stepdaughters, and your own daughter,’ Sarah said. ‘Oh, that gives me an idea . . .’


Betty raised her hands as if to ward off whatever Sarah was about to say. ‘Please don’t suggest I should appear in the magazine. I’m too long in the tooth, and I’ve worked for Woolworths far too long to be considered a cover girl.’


Sarah chuckled at her horrified expression. ‘No, not that I don’t think you’d look super on the cover. I was thinking we could send in a photograph of Maureen and Dad when they get married. Look at all the wedding announcements and photographs,’ she said, opening the magazine to show rows of blushing brides and grooms in their wedding finery beaming out of the pages. ‘Dad has loaned me his Box Brownie to use on the day, so I’ll make sure that there’s a nice one I can contribute to the editor on behalf of Erith 397.’


‘What a marvellous idea. I’m sure the happy couple will be pleased to be included in the magazine to represent Erith. Well done, Sarah!’


Sarah nodded as she slipped a copy into her handbag. Another thought had come to her, but she’d keep it to herself for now.


‘It’s only me,’ Vera Munro shouted through the letterbox after banging loudly on the door of number thirteen Alexandra Road. She ran her finger along the bottom of the glass panel and inspected the dust she found. ‘You need to clean your windows,’ she sniffed as she pushed past Ruby and led the way to the living room, plonking herself down on a wooden seat with a sigh. ‘You’ll not guess what I’ve just seen.’


‘No doubt you’re about to fill me in,’ Ruby said, expecting nothing better of her neighbour.


‘It was a shock, I can tell you. I’m fair whacked after hurrying to let you know.’


‘Well? Spit it out, woman, before the anticipation kills me.’ Ruby sighed, knowing it would be something and nothing. She was busy washing mud off the vegetables Bob had brought back from the allotment before thinking about their dinner. Was that what Vera had really come for, she wondered? She never missed a trick to beg a free bit of food. Mind you, there was a time when Vera was on her uppers, Ruby thought to herself, so she’d try not to think too badly of the woman even though she was a pest.


‘I saw one of them darkies, and he was talking to our Sadie,’ Vera huffed, with a pleased look on her lined face. Time had not been good to Vera, and the war could not be blamed. It was as if all the years of moaning had added more lines than necessary on her round face until not a single one more could be squeezed in. Her grey hair, cut in a short, harsh bob to just below her ears, did her no favours and she continually squinted through a pair of wire-framed spectacles. ‘Do you think he’s chasing after her, knowing she’s a loose woman?’


Ruby sat herself down at the table. This wasn’t going to be a quick visit after all; she could feel it in her bones. ‘Whatever are you talking about?’


‘Well, I’d popped out to look for our Sadie. She’d gone and picked up the wrong liver salts and I’d sent her back to change them. That girl would lose her head if it weren’t screwed on. Only the other day . . .’


Ruby knew that if she didn’t cut into what Vera was saying, they’d be there all day. ‘What did you see, Vera?’


‘Oh yes, well, I got down as far as the Co-op and spotted her talking to one of those darkies at the bottom of Crayford Road. She hadn’t seen me as she was busy pointing something out to him, going by the way she was waving her hand, so I ducked up the alleyway and made my way back to Britannia Bridge and came down our road the long way.’


‘And?’


‘Well, that’s it really.’


‘You went a good quarter mile out of your way rather than speak to your granddaughter? What’s wrong with you, woman?’ Ruby was starting to lose her temper.


Vera squirmed in her seat. ‘She might have seen me, and I didn’t want to be seen talking to the . . .’ She looked at Ruby’s angry expression. ‘I didn’t want to be seen talking with him. What would people think?’


‘People would see you were talking to someone in the street. Why would they think anything else?’


‘Because he’s different from us!’


‘Who’s different from us?’ Bob asked as he came in through the back door from the garden, followed by their dog, Nellie.


‘A gentleman Vera saw chatting to her Sadie,’ Ruby said quickly, before Vera could comment.


‘What’s wrong with this gentleman?’ Bob asked, knowing only too well Vera would soon fill him in with all the details. ‘Let me wash my hands and I’ll stick the kettle on,’ he added, giving Ruby a sly wink.


‘You don’t know he’s a gentleman,’ Vera huffed. ‘How can he be, when he’s not like us?’


‘What’s he got – two heads or something?’ Bob called out.


‘Worse – he’s a darkie,’ Vera snarled, sensing Bob was about to take the mickey out of her. ‘And he was chatting to our Sadie, and people will talk. She’s already got a reputation.’


Bob joined them at the table, still wiping his hand on a towel. ‘Now look here, Vera. Your Sadie is one of the nicest girls you can meet, and she loves that kiddie. She works hard and she will do anything for anyone. Why should one mistake in her life mean she’s about to jump on some poor chap and get pregnant again?’


‘Well, I never,’ Vera squirmed. ‘There’s no need to talk like that. Men should keep such thoughts to themselves. I’ll not have that tea if you don’t mind, Ruby,’ she said, rushing out of the house the way she’d come in.


Ruby hurried after her and checked the front door had closed. ‘There was no need to be so blunt,’ she said, trying not to laugh. ‘She does get her knickers in a twist at times. I wonder who Sadie was chatting to?’


Bob snorted with laughter. ‘Blimey, woman, you’re getting as bad as Vera. Next you’ll be saying we’ll all be murdered in our beds by a stranger visiting the town – and you can stop looking at me like that. It doesn’t matter what colour a man’s skin is, there’s good and bad in all. Now, shall I make that tea or will you?’


Freda fired up Bessie and headed down Crayford Road towards the centre of town. Considering what had gone on in the workshop, she felt remarkably calm and relaxed. Maureen had arrived just before Freda left, and she knew that although he’d not share his alarming news with his mum, at least Alan would have company for a while as they shared the sandwiches she’d brought along for his lunch. Freda considered taking the motorbike for a longer spin, enjoying the wind in her hair and the thrill of the open road; but mindful of the task ahead, and her own plans, she followed the row of terraced two-up, two-down houses to the junction of Avenue Road before heading up the High Street until she could see the expanse of open ground that bordered the Thames.


The river had been like a magnet to Freda ever since she’d arrived in this small Kentish town. She was fascinated with the people who earned a living on the river and also the large ships, many painted battleship grey, that were anchored there. On a clear day, she could see the Rainham marshes and the small figures going about their day-to-day lives. Trips on the Thames down to the seaside towns on the Kent coast were always a treat, especially when the trip was on the Kentish Queen paddle steamer owned by friends of the Caselton family.


Soon she was travelling through a much seedier side of town. West Street was full of river-related businesses, pubs and old houses that had seen better days. She soon spotted the address she’d memorized from the piece of paper Alan had shown her. She parked Bessie close to the property and called to a group of scruffy children who were playing in the street, ‘Here, would you like to earn yourself thruppence?’


The older child looked at her suspiciously. ‘Who wouldn’t? But what d’yer expect us ter do fer yer?’


‘If you keep an eye on my bike while I go in there, I’ll give you the money when I come out. Deal? If I come out and find you’ve messed with it I’ll tell my friend, Sergeant Mike Jackson. I take it you know him?’


‘We all know Sergeant Mike. Is he really yer friend?’ he replied, giving her a respectful look. The local bobby was well known and admired by the law-abiding people of the town, and also those who moved outside the law.


‘He’s a very good friend, and he’s my neighbour,’ she said, holding the coin out so they could see. ‘Keep an eye on my motorbike and this is yours when I come out.’


‘All right, missus,’ the lad said, stepping closer to the bike and folding his arms across his chest. ‘Nuffink’ll ’appen while I’m ’ere.’


Freda nodded her thanks, and entering the building she found a small room with a high counter. Beyond it stood a weasel-faced woman holding a telephone to her ear. She made her goodbyes and gave Freda a hard stare without speaking a word.


Freda pulled herself up to her full height and did her utmost to speak the way she’d heard her boss, Betty Billington, address people whom she did not favour. ‘I would like to speak with Mr Frank Unthank, please,’ she said, wondering too late if her plan to visit the moneylender and beg for time to pay Alan’s debt had been rather foolish.


‘Mr Frank Unthank Junior is away on business. You will have to leave a message,’ the woman said without smiling.


‘It is the senior Mr Unthank I prefer to deal with, if you don’t mind. I can wait,’ she added as she saw the woman check a large round clock on the wall behind her.


The woman nodded her head, still wearing a stern look. ‘Take a seat,’ she said before disappearing through a door and reappearing a minute later. ‘You will have to wait. He’s busy.’


‘I can only wait five minutes, so if he wants the money I have, he will have to hurry,’ Freda glared back. She knew she’d have to hold her nerve if she were to get results.


The woman disappeared through the same door, closing it behind her. Freda sat with her insides churning until the door opened again and the stern woman popped her head through the opening. ‘You can come through.’


Walking behind the counter and entering the room, she was faced with an elderly man sitting behind an oak desk. The two rough-looking men she’d seen earlier in Alan’s workshop stood close behind him.


‘’Ere, boss, that’s the one I was telling you about. Her that walked in while we was paying a visit ter Gilbert’s place.’


Freda felt her heart start to thump fast in her chest. She had to stay calm. As long as she could escape out of the door behind her, she would be safe. That’s when she realized the stern-faced woman had slipped behind her and was guarding the door. Without turning, she said in as harsh a voice as she could muster, ‘I want to talk to Mr Unthank on my own. Surely you don’t think a mere slip of a girl could cause trouble?’


Frank Unthank nodded his head, and Freda felt a cool draught as the door was opened and the woman left. Freda stepped aside to make room for the two large men to follow her. Unthank nodded to a chair set opposite his desk. She took it thankfully as her legs were beginning to turn to jelly, but she’d be damned if she was going to let him see how frightened she was. ‘Thank you for seeing me . . .’ she began before he raised his hand to stop her.


‘You mentioned money,’ he said in a low, gravelly voice. ‘I take it you’re here to settle the foolish man’s debt?’


‘Alan’s no fool,’ she spat back at him. ‘He was unlucky and you took advantage of him. We can pay you what he borrowed and a little on top, but not the extortionate sum you’ve added that your thugs were demanding this afternoon. Why, that’s daylight robbery. You should be ashamed of yourself. A man of your age should know better.’ She bit her lip and felt worried. Perhaps she had gone a little too far. Now what would he do? She waited, watching his face for a sign of anger.


Frank Unthank stared at the young woman in front of him, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. ‘I like you. Not many women would come in here and give me a piece of their mind. I take it you and this Gilbert are fond of each other, and he sent you here to negotiate with me? He’s not much of a man to send a woman to do his work for him. I assume you don’t have the money, and are here to pay me in . . . in kind?’ He gave a thin smile, his tongue running along his lips.


Freda shivered. This was not going the way she had expected. Alan would be livid that she’d put herself in danger. Apart from the kids outside, no one knew she was here. If she didn’t reappear before long they’d most likely take off with Bessie. God, whatever should she do? Reaching into the duffel bag, she pulled out the envelope full of cash that was supposed to pay for the motorbike parts. ‘Here – you can have this, and I’ll get the rest of it to you by next week. That is, I will pay you ten per cent on top of what you lent Alan Gilbert. We don’t have any more money, so you can take it or leave it and I’ll go to the police,’ she said, not feeling at all brave as she placed the envelope onto the desk.
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