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FOREWORD


‘During the war, of the 9,000 people employed by Stewarts and Lloyds 56.6 per cent were women. The work done by women deserves special mention. Most of them had never been inside a factory before, yet they stood up to long and arduous hours on night and day shift. It is not often realised that women on some operations were handling one and a quarter tons of shell per hour, and in many special cases this physical effort was exceeded not only in shell manufacture but also in our steel and tube plants. This work was accomplished under blackout conditions, often during “alerts” and with all the irritations and afflictions which total war brings  . . .’


 


Stewarts and Lloyds










Author’s Note


Being a young child during the era in which this story is set I cannot claim to have had personal knowledge of factory procedures at that time. However the title ‘Shadow Factory’ as once applied to ‘New Crown Forgings’, a Wednesbury property of ‘Stewarts and Lloyds’, is still widely recognised in the town and living memory has supported my description of the removal of armaments under cover of darkness and then subsequent transportation via canal. Addressing the question of hours worked and wages paid information was supplied by family and friends employed in similar industries.


      Wartime wage was low for the long hours worked but as related from my own experience they had not altered a great deal by 1949 when I earned twenty two shillings and sixpence for a forty four hour week and then in 1964 the convenience of working part time paid a wage of twenty two shillings and elevenpence for a twenty seven and a half hour week.
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PROLOGUE


They would be sorry!


      The promise made to herself so long ago surged fresh and bright as a beacon in Katrin Hawley’s mind.


      They would all be sorry!


      Hazel eyes, glittering with the ice of vengeance, stared back from the mirror of a small dressing table.


      Yes, they would be sorry, every last one of them, and she would laugh. ‘He who laughs last  . . .’


      They had turned their backs on her! They had sent her away, ignored her as they would a pile of rubbish. Discarded her as they would throw away a broken glass!


      But broken glass was dangerous  . . . !


      Those hazel eyes watching from the mirror spewed darts of glacial venom.


      It could cut deeply!


      Silent, moving with the sinuous threat of a cobra, she smiled.


      It could prove lethal!


      And it would!


      But first it must cut, slash and tear at their lives, stab and thrust, rip each life to shreds as her own had been ripped eight years ago.


 


It had happened at school.


      The afternoon break, the fifteen minutes of freedom from the classroom was, whenever weather allowed, spent playing hopscotch in the school yard. The four of them, friends from the first tearful day at Infant School, were intent on the game, Katrin bending to slide her piece of broken floor tile across the chalk-drawn pattern of interspersed squares. The others had objected to her pitch, it was ‘more slidey’ than their pieces of shattered brick or stones found on the slag heaps of metal foundries; they said it was unfair. But she had stood her ground; hopscotch had no rule saying a piece of tile was not allowed.


      Among the shadows a golden-haired head turned sharply to darker-haired companions.


      ‘That’s cheating.’


      Becky Turner’s indignant cry rang again in Katrin’s mind.


      ‘. . . It were on the line . . . I seen it, your pitch were on the line!’


      ‘No it wasn’t!’ Her denial, equally loud, had followed the quick snatch of the tile into her hand.


      The golden head tossed again. ‘Yes it were, we all seen it. You seen it d’aint you Alice? And you Freda, you seen it as well d’aint you?’


      Two dark heads nodded clearly in the eye of Katrin’s mind.


      ‘Told you! We all seen it, your pitch landed on the line  . . .’


      ‘It didn’t! It didn’t land on the line! You are telling lies, you are jealous because I always win!’


      ‘And we knows how you win, it be cos you cheats, you be a cheat and a liar Katy Hawley, no wonder your folks d’aint want you . . . ! Well we don’t want you neither, do we girls? We don’t play with cheats!’


      Beneath the sheets Katrin’s fingers curled as they had curled about that piece of tile. Eight years had not dulled those words nor the determination which later understanding of them had given rise to.


      Explanation!


      Rejection swelled hard in her chest. What good had that proved? It had been meant to console, to dim the hurt of the barb thrown by an angry child, but it had merely cast a veil. Consolation had not been elimination; it had soothed the smart but not removed the sting! That had remained buried inside, remained to fester with every passing day becoming a longing, a longing time had cultivated, had nurtured, feeding it with anger until it had grown beyond a childhood need to punish three friends whose words had stung. It had become more than desire for revenge, it was an all consuming passion, a lust no words could eradicate.


      Caught in the grip of indignation at being called a cheat, an emotion not helped by being ignored for the rest of the afternoon, by being left to walk home by herself she had asked her mother, ‘Why, why would Becky Turner say I was not wanted?’


      ‘It be no more than a spat on their part  . . .’


      Her mother’s reply had been quick, so quick it could have been rehearsed, and that was what time had revealed it to be: a carefully stage managed response.


      But the response had held more. The words had been accompanied by a swift flash of alarm in her mother’s eyes, a strange expression on her face, a look which only years later had Katrin understood as being a closed ‘Ask no question.’


      ‘. . . no more than words!’


      Her mother had gone to stand at the kitchen sink, her attention given to the vegetables she was preparing for the evening meal, but though her face was turned away, she could not conceal the tightness of her voice.


      ‘. . . that’s all it is, words  . . .’


      Potatoes scraped clean of skins had rained like blows into a saucepan set on the draining board.


      ‘. . . words you should take no notice of! It is just a bit of bad temper on losing the game, nothing more than that; things’ll be back to normal tomorrow you’ll see, you’ll all be friends again.’


      Yet ‘tomorrow’ had never come. Katrin Hawley’s life had never again been normal.
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He was gone. The man she loved was gone from her life. Miriam Carson watched the spill of cartridge cases drop into a large metal container. They were so pretty, like droplets of light filled water, a gleaming glittering cascade of gold. But that was where the beauty ended, for these small, shining brass objects would become bringers of death. Filled with gunpowder, a bullet at its heart, each one could take the life of a man, shatter the happiness of a family, break a woman’s heart as hers was broken.


      ‘We regret to inform you  . . .’


      The words had spun in her mind, whirled in her brain, danced like black confetti blinding her eyes!


      ‘We regret to inform you  . . .’


      Dark symbols, strokes and dots, marks made with a machine – but those on that small piece of buff coloured paper had been much more. Like the bullets she helped make, those lines and marks had been lethal, each letter, every word dealing a death blow to her heart.


      ‘. . . killed in action.’


      Killed! The finality of it had not registered at the time; how could Tom, her Tom, be dead? It was absurd! He was coming home on leave, hadn’t he said so in his letter? It had been a mistake, whoever had sent that telegram had got names mixed up, her Tom was not dead, she knew he was not dead.


      She had lived on that belief, fed on the hope, but hope could only nourish for so long before its strength began to wane. That had been almost as devastating as the telegram; losing hope was to lose faith and in that she would be failing Tom. But he had not come home, and in the end hope had withered.


      Love had supported her in those long dark months. Not the breath-catching, blood flaring emotion she had felt when in Tom’s arms, not his quiet whispered words. It had been the strength of another had carried her, his gentle arms comforted when tears could not be held back, that love which had been hers from birth: the love of a father.


      The last of the cartridge cases had trickled into the container, the whole lying like a golden lake, yet Miriam saw only a beach, a stretch of sand stained with blood, littered with men injured and dead. So many had died on those beaches of Dunkirk, so many lives had been swallowed by the demons of war, so many hearts broken. She had tried to think of others like herself, wives, mothers and sweethearts, tried in the loneliness of night to tell herself she was not alone in her grief, that thousands of other women were feeling the same pain, yet that brought no solace; drowning in an ocean of despair, she could think only of Tom. Her father had saved her. He had sat with her those dreadful hours when sleep had been a stranger, had listened to her cry her grief, understood when those cries had become ones of anger against a world which had deprived her of a husband; her father had understood, for he had lived through the grief of losing loved ones, the emptiness of life without the wife he had cherished, the life she must now lead.


      ‘C’mon Miriam wench  . . .’


      At her side, the gnarled fingers of Simeon Cartwright closed on the container.


      ‘. . . Can’t afford to slack. If we be a’ goin’ to put that ’Itler in ’is place, then our lads will be a’ needin’ o’ every bullet we can mek an’ they don’t get med if ’ands be still.’


      His eyes deep with sympathy, he continued quietly.


      ‘It be ’ard wench, God only knows ’ow ’ard, but we all ’as to go on. A wanderin’ mind be a luxury we can’t indulge. Daydreams be precious but like so many other things right now, Miriam wench, they ’as to be rationed, kept along of moments afore sleep, for dreams don’t win no war.’


      Too old for the armed services, long past retirement, Simeon Cartwright had returned – as had many who thought their days in the workplace to be long past – to take the place of sons and grandsons conscripted into the armed forces, engineered into a war begun by one man’s fanatical dream of world domination. We must all do our bit was their dogma, but with Tom as with thousands of men that ‘bit’ had been their life.


      Watching the elderly figure half bent from the effort of pushing the container, she heard Simeon’s words echo in her mind.


      ‘. . . dreams don’t win no wars.’


      Her throat tight with tears, Miriam turned back to the making of bullet cartridges. No, dreams did not win wars . . . neither did they return the lives war demanded.


 


She must not know. She must not ever know!


      Watching the slender figure shrug into a smart camel-coloured gabardine trench coat, Violet Hawley felt the sharp prick of conscience. That coat had accounted for more money than Jacob earned in a fortnight. ‘It won’t have the partin’ wi’ any clothing coupons; and as for style, you don’t get that outside of London nor will it be available there for very much longer . . . things of quality such as that coat are getting harder and harder to come by.’


      Harder to come by meaning less easy to steal? That was a question she had no need to ask. Jim Slater had a reputation for ‘coming by’ things, things often ‘lost’ during transport or, as seemed likely with this coat, taken from premises during or immediately following an air raid. It was a risky business. Black marketing was frowned upon but looting, stealing from blitzed property, was a crime which carried a heavy prison sentence. She had said as much the time she’d been offered a pound of butter. It was so strictly rationed . . . how come he had this? The question had been brusquely overcome.


      Asking no questions resulted in hearing no lies. If she didn’t want what was offered there was many another who did. So she had taken the butter, and Jim Slater had taken the money. That had been the first of what had become regular visits, each one having an offering of ‘a bit o’ summat picked up, a bit on the QT’. A bit on the quiet! At first she had felt a sense of guilt but stretching meagre rations of food, of almost everything which had once made life comfortable, the constant stress of queuing hours at a stretch only to be told what she had stood in all weathers for was ‘sold out, there was nothing ’til next week’, had pushed guilt aside. Like the one who had brought this coat, she would take while she had the chance, take for Jacob and for their daughter, take anything which would return a little of that comfort to their life.


      ‘I will try not to be late home.’ Katrin touched a hand to her hair before turning to look at her mother. ‘But I can’t promise, air raids have work stopped so often it is piling up, chances are I might be asked to stay on for an hour or two and I really don’t feel I ought to refuse.’ She shrugged, ‘It has to be done.’


      ‘. . . it ’as to be done  . . .’


      They had been Ella’s words, her sister’s words! Violet’s nerves twanged at the memory. Ella had been right of course but what they had done . . . was it right? Ought they to have waited a while?


      ‘And then what?’ Ella had demanded, her thin mouth tightening. ‘Wait a bit, an’ then a bit more after that, what good’ll come o’ that? You knows an’ I knows this be best all round.’


      It had been best for Ella, her life had not been turned upside down, but what of that other life? What of Isaac?


      ‘Others will also stay on if need arises, there will be someone for me to travel back with so you don’t have to worry.’


      ‘I know.’ Violet met her daughter’s smile. ‘But you be sure not to come home by y’self, the blackout has the streets dark as pitch.’


      ‘I will, I promise.’


      ‘See you keep it, and should the sirens blow, you get to the shelter.’


      ‘The sirens will not sound today, I have personally arranged it. There is not going to be any air raid for a whole week.’


      Violet watched the smile curve her daughter’s mouth.


      ‘. . . So what will you do with the week of amnesty? Would you like me to arrange a trip . . . Rome? Or perhaps Madame would prefer Paris, she has only to say the word.’


      ‘You have heaven’s ear do you?’ Violet met the laughing eyes. ‘Then you might ask they put an end to all this rationing, that would be far more welcome than a jaunt to the Continent.’


      ‘Consider it done! You can go to the town this morning and buy as much as you wish.’


      Reaching the packet of sandwiches she had made using the last scraping of butter, the cheese sliced finer than a moth’s wing in order to make the weekly one ounce ration serve father and daughter, Violet Hawley searched for her own smile, which every day proved harder to find. The young could make light of everything, laugh problems away; but they did not know the hardship of holding life together, of trying to keep things the way they had always been.


      Violet ran a glance over the trim figure drawing the belt of the stylish coat. ‘Black market!’ The prick of conscience bringing a tinge of colour to her cheeks, she turned toward a table on which gas masks were kept. That coat had not been essential, so why had she bought it? Why spend money which could have paid for butter or bacon, could even have bought precious petrol coupons enabling Jacob to drive to work rather than travel on buses wedged among people dressed in clothes stinking of factories. She had tried to get Jacob to move but work was work, Jacob had said, fresh air was good for the lungs and green fields were pretty to the eye but neither could be eaten. So they had stayed in Wednesbury and Jacob had continued in that factory, gradually working his way up to production manager.


      Production manager! Violet’s fingers grasped a box holding a gas mask. He should have been a partner, after all it was his brains behind many of the improvements that had seen the firm prosper; but Jacob was satisfied, in his estimation he had done well to get where he was. But there must be more for Katrin, she must not spend the rest of her life submerged beneath a welter of factories, each belching smoke and soot.


      ‘Oh, better take that I suppose. I don’t want a ticking off from a police constable or the ARP for being without it.’


      Violet turned to the departing figure. The expense of a grammar school education, the cost of clothing bought not from Fosbrooks, Bishop and Marston nor even Rose Woolf, but from the more exclusive shops of Wolverhampton and Birmingham, none of that had been for Katrin’s benefit. Truth a scald in her brain, Violet acknowledged the truth. It had all been done – was being done – for Violet Hawley. Lavishing every penny on her daughter was a safeguard, it was buying loyalty, buying security, buying protection against the truth. Violet leaned against the closed door. Yes, it was buying that as well!
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‘Said it would serve as a lesson to others, have folk think twice before indulgin’ in black marketeerin’.’


      The conversation between Alice Butler and Becky Turner was listened to by all within earshot on the bus carrying them to work.


      ‘Think twice!’ Alice Butler’s voice was scathing, ‘Puttin’ her away for five years won’t ’ave effect on nobody but herself and her family, they’ll never live it down.’


      ‘Must say I didn’t think the penalty would be so harsh.’ Becky’s reply brought nods of agreement from several women.


      ‘Harsh? It be bloody brutal!’ Hair tucked beneath a paisley scarf tied turban fashion, Alice’s head swung emphatically. ‘Them there magistrates wouldn’t have come down near so hard were it a man had stood afore that Bench.’


      Becky took a ticket from the conductor, flashing a smile before tucking the small slip of white paper into her bag and answering, ‘I think you most likely be right.’


      ‘Most likely!’ Alice’s derision hooted along the body of the bus. ‘It’s a cold hard certainty! Had it been a bloke had up for handlin’ stolen goods he’d have been let off with a caution . . . “needed more in a factory or a mine” would have been the verdict. Justice . . . hah! Ain’t no justice where a woman be concerned, her can join up alongside men, do her bit along of them in every occupation ’cept coalmining, yet catch her doing what a lot of men be doing right under the noses of the bobbies and see what happens; a woman gets put inside.’


      ‘My mother was sayin’ it won’t end when that five years ends, the real hardship will come once Freda comes out of jail, says folk round here won’t want no truck with a wench convicted of dealin’ on the black market, mother says they’ll see it as takin’ food out of the mouths of kids.’


      From the front of the bus the conductor called the next stop then yanked on the cord, setting the bell to sound. Rising from her seat, Alice wormed past passengers standing shoulder to shoulder in the aisle, her righteous anger turned on the conductor whose double pull was the signal for the driver to continue the journey.


      ‘’Old on! This war has taught everybody a lot these past couple of years but it ain’t yet taught me how to walk through bodies as though they wasn’t there.’


      ‘We ’ave a schedule to keep an’ it don’t allow waitin’ of wenches too busy talkin’ to watch for their stop.’


      The man’s terse reply brought murmurs of approval from some of the passengers and Alice’s irritation flared to anger. Who did this smart arsed bugger think he was talking to! Clearing the last of the people blocking the aisle, she halted on the minute platform where the conductor stood.


      ‘We all ’ave schedules!’ Brown eyes blazing fire played on the man’s face. ‘My own bein’ a half past seven start in that munitions factory; now should it be I get quartered, that I lose fifteen minutes pay along of clockin’ on after that time cos you was in so much of a monkey’s wrassle to be away you didn’t give time for me to get off the bus, then you’re goin’ to ’ave a sight more to worry over than gettin’ to the depot canteen in time for a cuppa.’


      The conductor sniffed. ‘Oh ar, you goin’ to report me to the bosses for wantin’ to mek sure the rest of these folk gets to work on time? Fat lot of notice they’ll tek of that!’


      ‘No, I won’t do any reporting. Unlike the specimen standin’ afore me I don’t need no bosses to fight my battles, I can do that very well for myself.’


      The conductor laughed in open mockery. ‘You says the war has taught a lot of things, has it also taught you to box?’


      Resisting Becky’s push urging her to climb down from the bus, ignoring the murmurs attesting to several more concerns of ‘being quartered’, Alice’s icy reply did not cool the fire of her glare.


      ‘It had no need to, but it could be called upon to teach you how to wear a truss, for you see it won’t be your face will feel the blow. Though I guarantee you’ll remember the sting of it every time you wish you could use that which won’t never function the same way again. Like dough without yeast, it won’t rise.’


      Exclamations and tuts of disapproval at hearing such words from a young woman followed after the pair as they skipped onto the footpath.


      ‘That put the snotty nosed sod in his place!’ Alice glared defiantly after the receding vehicle. ‘He’ll think twice afore soundin’ that bell next time.’


      ‘He ought to have more sense than to have rung as quick as he did, he could see the aisle was blocked solid.’ Becky added her own condemnation as they walked along a street busy with people hurrying to various factories and steel foundries with which the town of Wednesbury was filled.


      ‘That bell will be the only thing he’ll be quick with should I tell our Rob he fingered my bum as I waited to get off the bus.’


      ‘But he didn’t!’


      ‘I know that and the conductor knows that,’ Alice answered airily, ‘but our Rob will know only what I tell him and I’ll tell him that man touched my bum.’


      ‘You wouldn’t!’


      ‘Wouldn’t I!’ Alice tossed her turbaned head. ‘One more smart arsed remark out of that one and it could be he won’t be able to talk for a month. In fact . . .’ She smiled, a wicked glint in her brown eyes, ‘if he’s on our bus goin’ home tonight I might just tell him my brother is wantin’ a word with him.’


      Passing through wide gates painted with splashes and streaks of green and brown, the whole camouflaged to resemble stretches of open heath, the two sprinted for the workshop as the gateman pulled a watch from the top pocket of a jacket as ancient as himself and mouthed the word ‘TIME’.


      Breathless from the dash across the wide yard, Alice snatched her card from a rack attached to the wall then slotted it into the large dialled time clock, breathing relief at seeing the resulting time stamped black and clear on the buff coloured card: seven twenty nine. One more minute and her pay would have been docked. In fact, it didn’t allow a minute, one second past seven thirty and a quarter of an hour would have been taken from her pay, and that would mean less pocket money given back from the wage packet which must be handed unopened to her mother every Friday teatime. Less! Alice’s irritation at the exchange of words with the bus conductor became sudden mutiny. Any less and her mother might as well keep the lot! With so many men pulled from the workplace and drafted into the forces, women had been put into the jobs left vacant; they did the job of a man but they did not receive the same wage. So much for government gratitude! ‘You are doing well to be earning as much as you do, many girls of twenty one and older earned nowhere near that sum.’ That had been the management reply when she had voiced dissatisfaction at a wage of seventeen shillings and ninepence in return for slogging her heart out sixty-one hours a week. Seventeen shillings and ninepence! And all she was handed out of it was half a crown. Two shillings and sixpence, her mother keeping the rest!


      A measly two and six! Alice’s thoughts were acid. How far did that go when it had to provide every article of clothing, every item of make-up? Lord, a lipstick, supposing you could get one, cost three bob on the black market, and stockings – the ‘spivs’ selling them asked no less than six. Six shillings for stockings which had cost three and elevenpence before the war.


      ‘When you finally gets to wakin’ up yoh might shift y’self an’ let a body get to that time clock!’


      A shove making her stumble a few paces, Alice turned a furious glare to a stockily built woman, steel curlers jutting from beneath a turban lying like a line of silver caterpillars on her brow.


      ‘Who d’ya think you’re pushin’!’ Alice’s demand sizzled like fat on a hot stove.


      ‘I don’t ’ave to think.’ The woman slotted her own card into the clock, slamming the lever down with a vicious thump. ‘I knows who yoh be, an’ I also knows yoh be a cheeky young bugger.’


      ‘You knows that does you? Then you must know this, but I’ll tell you again just to refresh your memory. A cheeky young bugger be a sight better than bein’ a miserable old bugger with a face ugly enough to stop that time clock should you look straight at it; but then you can’t look straight at anythin’, not with them cock eyes you can’t.’


      The woman’s one turned eye seemed to turn even more inward to touch her nose as she aimed a blow which Alice adroitly dodged.


      ‘Yoh waits ’til I sees your mother, see ’ow free y’be wi’ that tongue o’ your’n when ’er be finished!’


      The woman stomped away, threats rapidly lost among the slap of leather drive belts and the din of machinery.


      ‘Eeh Alice, you’ll be for it when your mum gets to hear of what you just said, and her will, Lizzie Baker isn’t one to lose the opportunity of makin’ trouble.’


      ‘Then somebody should tell Lizzie Baker the trouble that’ll bring on ’er. Her’ll find two can play the tittle-tattle game and who’ll come off best. Ain’t only Lizzie Baker knows of her rentin’ out that back bedroom to any who can pay five bob for a bit of hows-your-father.’


      Fastening the heavy duty green twill overall she preferred to the boiler suit type worn by most of the women, Becky cast a glance at the flushed face of her friend.


      ‘I can’t get over the difference in you,’ she said, the last button secured, ‘at school you wouldn’t say boo to a goose yet now you’re ready to have a go at anybody. Talk of a turnabout, yours isn’t so much a change as a transformation.’


      ‘I don’t know about transformations,’ the voice of the foreman boomed, ‘but I does know about transfers an’ that be what you pair will be gettin’ should it be I tells the management you don’t be pullin’ your weight, you’ll be gettin’ your callin’ up papers in next week’s post an’ the government don’t allow no pickin’ and choosin’ o’ jobs, you goes where they say, an’ seeing the shortage o’ farm workers I’ll be placin’ no bet on you both not gettin’ sent to one; see ’ow you likes workin’ sixty an’ seventy hours a week ankle deep in pig muck!’


      Wouldn’t prove much of a change, she already worked sixty hours a week! Head at a defiant tilt, Alice walked to her place then, as she touched the button which brought life to the as yet silent machine, called to Becky.


      ‘You know what his trouble is?’


      ‘Trouble?’ Becky’s film star copied eyebrows rose in a questioning arch.


      A sideways glance telling they were both still being observed by the foreman, Alice pulled sharply on a lever securing the machine’s heavy jaws about a rounded bar of metal before setting it to rotate.


      ‘Ar.’ She turned the turret of the Ward 3A Capstan, bringing into position the sharp cutting tool then watching it bite into the bar and slice away steel in fine silver ribbons. ‘He’s like a hoss left too long in the field . . . he ain’t gettin’ his oats.’


      Her brain a minefield of irritation, Alice let her dissatisfaction ride. Sixty hours slaving in this place week after week with the foreman watching every move, Lord you couldn’t go to the lav for what he didn’t count the time it took. The work was tiring, twisting that turret every couple of minutes, heaving long rods of steel, feeding them into the machine had her longing for the clock to reach six. But that labour, hard as it was, she didn’t mind, it was her way of fighting this war, and she should really look for no reward other than the knowing of that. But there ought to be more! Certainly more than a half crown a week.


      ‘Your Country Needs You.’


      The slogan on the posters pasted onto the walls of almost every building flashed its picture into Alice’s mind. It needed every man and woman . . . but not necessarily working in a ’munitions factory.


      ‘. . . You’ll be gettin’ your callin’ up papers . . . the government don’t allow no pickin’ an’ choosin’  . . .’


      No it didn’t. Alice swung the turret, excitement adding strength. Not if you waited for conscription, the government order for every able bodied woman under forty years of age to take employment of her choice or be compelled to accept that ordained by them, refusal resulting in imprisonment. That would not be the case should she volunteer for the forces; if she did that she would be able to choose which service to join.


      ‘. . . See ow’ you likes workin’ sixty an’ seventy hours a week ankle deep in pig muck  . . .’


      But she would not be ankle deep in pig muck, nor in any kind of muck. Messing about with animals or grubbing in fields was not for Alice Butler; but the WRNS, the Women’s Royal Naval Service – the uniform alone was worth anything the job called for. Or maybe the WAAF, the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force – that uniform was equally sexy.


      Pique vanishing beneath a mental aura of glamour, Alice gave herself to the romance building in her mind.


 


Another of those letters. Violet Hawley stared at the white envelope on the hall carpet.


      She had known it would come. Fingers woven tight together she felt the blood chill in her veins. She had known it would come, and now it had.


      What would it say? What demand would it make this time? For that was what that letter was, a demand. She did not need to open it to see that, she had seen it twice before. And twice before had refused to acknowledge it.


      This would be no different, whatever it dictated she would not do it, they could not force her!


      She must act exactly the same way as those other times: she must burn the letter, destroy it, pretend it had not been received. That was the logical thing to do, the sensible thing; if it had not been received then there was no demand to answer.


      Slowly, a step at a time as though approaching some living threat, Violet walked to where the letter lay. Nobody would know it had been delivered, nobody could hold her word in question. Sustained by the thought she snatched up the envelope and carried it quickly into the kitchen.


      She turned to the dresser and took from a shelf the box of matches kept along with a supply of candles for use in the Anderson shelter Jacob and some of his fellow members of the Home Guard had erected in the garden. Shelter! Violet shuddered. A few pieces of corrugated sheeting bolted together and covered with soil, what protection could that afford against a bomb? And being inside it, spending hours in near total darkness lying on those narrow framed bunk beds covered by rough grey war issue blankets, the dank smell of earth filling the nostrils, fear leaving you almost unable to breathe as the whistle of a falling bomb came ever nearer . . . It was like being buried alive, alive to the horror of waiting, listening, praying the next bomb to rock the earth would not land on your little bit of it. A living nightmare. She had tried to make it more comfortable. Every day she aired the blankets and every day sprinkled ‘Aunty Sally’ over the metal strips of those beds, splashed it on the walls and the packed earth floor but disinfectant did not eliminate the sour odour of damp nor did it deter spiders and beetles. Like the prayers she whispered night and day asking this war be ended, her efforts were ignored.


      Ignored! She turned again to the unopened envelope. That was what she must do. She must ignore this letter, what was not read could not be worried over. But what if someone came to the house, if the demand written be made in person?


      Dread snatched breath into her throat. They would knock  . . .


      Anyone coming here would have to knock, have to announce their arrival and thus warned she would refuse to answer.


      Solution arrived at, she struck a match and held the flame to one corner of the envelope, watching the gleam of orange gold lick across the paper, leaving in its wake a blackened curl. The flame almost touching her fingers, she carried the charred remnants to the sink a smile on her lips as the last vestige burned to a crisp. Should anyone call to enquire after that letter? She turned on the tap and flushed away every shred of evidence. She would simply not be at home.


 


‘Might be a long time before you buy any more of them.’ A trace of envy in her voice, Becky Turner spoke to the young woman who was twisting about to check the seams of her stockings were straight.


      Damn! Katrin swore silently. She had hoped to be gone from the washroom before any of the factory girls came to wash their hands prior to eating their packed lunch. There really should be a separate washroom for office personnel; she could most definitely do without the smell of slurry oil wafting from grimy overalls onto her clothes. She ran both hands along each leg in turn before replying. ‘Why is that, are they all sold? I was really hoping to get another pair.’


      She wanted a pair, another pair at six bob a go? Becky felt the swift pang of envy.


      Katrin Hawley was allowed to keep half of her wage, so she said, and considering the style she kept herself in there was no denying it. Envy bit again. She could afford a pair of them stockings every week while Alice and Becky needed to save sixpence a week out of their pocket money and in the time it took to reach the price of one pair they had long gone.


      ‘It must be great being able to wear them every day.’ Becky sighed wistfully.


      Katrin took a deliberate moment, savouring the knowledge that neither Becky Turner nor Alice Butler could afford to wear stockings such as these except perhaps once in a blue moon. Disguising the pleasure the thought inspired, she said matter of factly. ‘It is nice, you should do the same.’


      ‘I wish.’ Becky sighed again. ‘But they come too pricey.’


      ‘Mm. They are expensive, but then quality never does come cheaply and Kayser Bondor Fully Fashioned Pure Silk are the best, so if that is what you want then you have to be prepared to pay, no matter that the price may be rather high.’


      ‘And you certainly done that, seeing who it was you bought them stockin’s from. They come by way of Freda Evans; tell me if I’m wrong.’


      Lowering the hem of her fashionable straight knee-length grey worsted skirt Katrin met the stare of a young woman entering the washroom.


      ‘Don’t bother,’ Alice Butler went on, ‘I know it’s true. You weren’t the only one purchased from the black market. There are other wenches here bought stockin’s but they likely won’t get the next pair as easy, least not from Freda Evans they won’t.’


      ‘Lord, it was so awful Freda being caught, if only . . .’ Becky bit her lip.


      ‘If only what?’ Alice asked sharply. ‘If Freda hadn’t brought them stockin’s here? Then her would have sold them some place else, there are always some ready to buy no matter what’s offered nor no matter the price asked.’


      Was that a dig at her, a reference to not only pure silk stockings instead of lisle but also her stylish new coat? That could hardly have gone unnoticed. But then she would hate to think it had. Katrin smiled to herself. Any advantage she could boast, any emotion she could effect in Becky Turner and Alice Butler: envy, resentment, inequality, all or any of those feelings were sweet to her, and Katrin Hawley had a penchant for all things sweet. She turned to the wash basin. Eyeing the tablet of coarse brown soap, its uninviting appearance rendered more so by streaks of oily black left by its previous user, she let it lie, simply holding her hands beneath the running tap. These two had forgotten that day in the school playground, forgotten words thrown in childish anger. Shaking droplets of water from her fingers, Katrin watched them fall like tears . . . tears she had shed many times since that day. Yes they had forgotten, but Katrin Hawley had not forgotten. Nor would she ever forgive.
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‘Of course I didn’t put a false date of birth, I’m not that stupid.’


      ‘Not stupid but vain.’ Ella Robson looked at her sister perched so nearly on the edge of a chair as to not be sitting on it at all. ‘You’ve been that way from Jacob gettin’ the job of manager along of Titan Engineerin’, treating folk who’ve known you from being born as though they be beneath you. Remember Violet, walkin’ with your nose in the air, talkin’ as though pound notes grows on trees in your back garden don’t make you no different, we all comes from the same stock though you likes to pretend otherwise, but vanity brings its own rewards and could be the reward you gets will be one you’ll ’ave no liking for.’


      Feeling the sting of truth, Violet retorted sharply. ‘I did not come here to listen to talk like that!’


      Ella’s head lifted sharply, her glance noting the tight mouth, the eyes which did not slide away quickly enough to hide the flash of recognition.


      ‘No you d’aint come to hear talk such as that, you come hopin’ to hear the lies you needs to bring you comfort of mind.’


      ‘Lies! Just what do you mean by that?’ Her patience exhausted by long hours of the previous night in the air raid shelter, tired in mind and body, Ella rounded on her sister. ‘Mean!’ she snapped, ‘I’ll tell you what I mean, you be as noggin’ ’eaded now as you was years ago, you be still daft if you think to pull the wool over the eyes of them sendin’ that letter.’


      ‘I’m not pulling the wool  . . .’


      ‘Oh for God’s sake Violet!’ Ella banged the teapot onto the table. ‘I said a minute since it were vanity has you act the way you do but I were wrong, it be stupidity. But I warns you, keep your ’ead in the sand, refuse to face up to reality an’ sooner or later you’ll get your arse kicked.’


      ‘I can’t be forced!’ Violet’s mouth snapped like a clam.


      Drawing a long breath, Ella poured tea into two heavy pottery cups using the moment to suppress an anger she found more difficult to combat with her sister’s every visit. ‘No I suppose you can’t,’ she said at last, ‘but the consequence of refusal could be just the straw needed to break the camel’s back.’


      ‘You think you be so clever, but talking in riddles is as useful as a sty with no pig in it.’


      Ella stirred the few grains of sugar she allowed herself from the weekly ration into tea as spared of milk, then looked at the figure on the opposite side of the kitchen table. Violet was regarding the heavy cups with undisguised dislike. But then cups given by the rag and bone man in exchange for a bundle of old clothing, or a tin pot with so many holes it could double as a colander, was not the only thing Violet Hawley found distasteful. Truth was another, but like it or not, she was going to hear that now.


      ‘Then let’s put the pig back in the sty. You think that pretending not to have received that letter is all it be goin’ to take. But that be a blindness of the sort you suffered from twenty years gone, a blindness you be sufferin’ still if you thinks Jacob ignorant of the fact that by marryin’ you he walked a trodden path. Oh no, he weren’t told by any of the family but by the man who put a child in your belly, the child old mother Hanley took from you with a long knitting needle, almost takin’ your life the same time she took that of the babe. Yes, Jacob knew of your lying with a man who refused to wed you, just as he must have known it was no miscarriage you had twelve months after his taking you to the altar. Your so called loss was a pretence to cover the fact you could never again carry a child, that your backstreet abortion had deprived him of a family.’


      Violet was attempting to hold the cup with little finger affectedly raised.


      ‘That’s a lie.’


      ‘Then why not bring him here to this house, have him stand at this table while I repeat what I’ve just said. Let me ask him if he was on the verge of leaving you when you were both asked to take the child of a dying woman, to be father and mother to it; it were that child kept Jacob Hawley at your side. It was duty, you hear that Violet, he felt it his duty to care for and rear that child, a child he came to love. You tricked Jacob Hawley but be warned, others might not fool so easy, and that could mean not only the loss of a husband but also a daughter and that be the root of your fears don’t it Violet? Deep inside you knows that once the girl be married and gone from your house then will Jacob leave it and with his going so will go the lifestyle you’ve built for yourself. It be this knowledge has you dress that wench like a band box, only the best for the daughter of Violet Hawley . . . except it don’t be the girl you be thinkin’ of do it? It be yourself, yourself as it has ever been. That were why she went to grammar school while every other kid in the street went to the council school. That’s why you pays a fortune for clothes from Jim Slater and his black market friends, why you scheme to ensure her were given no job workin’ on a factory floor but were taken on for office work. That way her stands a better chance of bein’ noticed by them as has money, a better chance of landing a fish wealthy enough to keep Violet Hawley in her trumped up little world. It be your future you be lookin’ to Violet, your future, not that of the wench and that be a truth even you can’t deny.


 


As the third bus, already packed to the seams, passed the long queue of would-be passengers, Alice Butler tutted her vexation. The day had not gone well, a broken die had meant her machine lying idle for more than half the morning until the part could be repaired. ‘We don’t ’ave no spare.’ The tool setter had been crusty as a fresh baked loaf. ‘I can’t go puttin’ in what don’t be ’ad, I ain’t no magician.’


      He was no Clark Gable either! His rat-like features and whining voice made even Peter Lorre look like a sex god. Half a morning! She shuffled restlessly, her eyes in search of the next bus. Half a morning she had been forced to log as day work, the flat hourly rate which paid half that she could earn at the newly introduced piece work; with piece work the more she produced the more money went into her pay packet, but for all the extra she worked her heart out, she saw no more of it than the regular half crown. ‘You don’t never miss what you ain’t never had.’ Her grandmother’s saying whispered in Alice’s mind but the answer was a shout in her brain. She did miss what she never had! She missed the pleasure of drawing pure silk over her legs, of seeing herself dressed in expensive fashionable clothes instead of those she wore now, government controlled Utility, drab things which might well have been designed by Methuselah.


      Casting a furtive, beneath the lashes glance at the figure next in line in the queue, a figure who could have stepped straight from the pages of one of those woman’s magazines she herself only ever glanced at in the newsagent’s shop, Alice felt the hot rise of envy. Why? Why did Kate Hawley have so much while she had so little? How come her clothes even now were ultra smart? They were certainly not bought from Peacocks or Appleyard’s draper shop.


      Alice’s covetous glance ran over the smartly tailored camel coloured coat, the brown leather bag slung across one shoulder, a gloved hand grasping the box containing a gas mask. She felt bitterness join with envy. Young ’uns! Why have as many kids as her mother had borne, as most women in these parts seemed to have? Kids older brothers and sisters had to work to help feed and clothe. She loved every one of her family, of course she did, but that didn’t mean she ought to have to finance it quite so heavily.


      ‘About time!’ An exasperated voice heralded sight of another bus. ‘My feet be singin’ and it don’t be no Vera Lynn toon.’


      ‘What do they be singin’ then Edie . . . “Underneath the Arches”?’


      Edie shook her head over the ripple of laughter. ‘Don’t know about “Underneath the Arches”, Bert,’ she answered, ‘but I’ll ’ave fallen arches if I be standin’ ’ere much longer.’


      Caught by the shuffle of bodies pressing forward as the double-decked vehicle approached the stop Alice stumbled slightly. Murmuring an apology to the person she had knocked against she saw the fully laden bus sail past once again. ‘Lord, we ain’t never gonna get home!’


      ‘We ain’t if we depends on them there buses!’ The woman who moments before had complained of aching feet shook a fist in the wake of the bus. ‘What do the government be doin’? It be damned sure they ain’t standin’ in no bus queue after a ten hour day sloggin’ away like a Trojan. It be one thing bein’ called up, conscripted into factories and the like doin’ the work of a man; doin’ our bit they tells we and God knows we all be happy to, but the least them lot sittin’ along of the House of Commons could do is mek sure there be buses enough to get women home o’ nights.’


      ‘Well I’m not standing here any longer.’


      ‘Me neither.’ Making to follow Alice, Becky Turner cast a glance at the girl behind. ‘What about you Kate? Could be half a dozen more will pass before you get one with space enough for a fly; you far better walk with Alice and me.’


      This was the last thing she wanted, to be seen walking home with girls who worked in a factory, girls dressed in clothes the rag man might well refuse, girls with scarves tied turban fashion over curling pins. Katrin Hawley gauged her situation. Refusal would no doubt offend, not that offending either Alice Butler or Becky Turner would worry her unduly, but for a while she needed to remain on speaking terms with both.


      ‘Seems you may be right Becky.’ Smiling, Katrin too vacated her place in the line of hopeful travellers.


      ‘Edie Jones was only saying what everybody else is thinking; folk shouldn’t have to walk long distances after a hard day lifting bars of steel and mauling heavy machinery.’ Alice seethed.


      ‘I don’t dispute that.’ Becky answered. ‘But a long walk home is better than a short walk back into a prison cell and that is the only walk Freda Evans will be taking for many a night yet . . . I know which I’d rather have.’


      ‘It was a shame what happened to Freda.’ Katrin’s reply broke the short silence Becky’s words had induced.


      ‘It’s a shame all right,’ Alice said, vehemence emphasising every syllable, ‘a shame the real culprit weren’t sent down.’


      ‘Real culprit?’ Katrin looked perplexed.


      ‘Ar, real culprit. But that one got away with it, he kept quiet letting Freda carry the can for what was his doin’.’


      ‘I don’t understand. Are you saying someone other than Freda should have answered to the charge of black marketeering?’


      ‘That be exactly what I’m saying.’


      ‘Careful Alice!’ Becky cautioned. ‘You know what the posters say, “Walls Have Ears”. You never can tell who might be listening.’


      ‘Let ’em listen.’ Alice’s head lifted defiantly. ‘I’m only saying what is true, that idle fossack Jim Slater was behind it all and it were him said nothing while Freda went to gaol; what a boyfriend for any wench! I’d rather be courting a snake!’


      ‘Jim Slater was dealing on the black market?’


      ‘Was?’ Alice ignored Becky’s ‘Shhh.’ ‘He still is, the sticky fingered swine. God only knows how he gets what he gets, same as only God knows the reason he don’t get caught. I tell you, Kate, be wary of that one, keep clear of him if you want to stay this side of a prison wall.’


      ‘But Freda must have known what she was doing, she must have realised . . . I mean when things are not to be had in the shops  . . .’


      ‘Of course her realised them stockings had been pinched, what her didn’t reckon to was what Slater had slipped inside the packet sent along for Maudie Hopkins. Had it been only stockings the cops caught Freda with, then she wouldn’t have been no more than fined, but Maudie was after buyin’ ration books as well, and being in possession of them was what got Freda five years.’


      ‘Ration books?’ Katrin’s glance swung quickly to the girl keeping step beside her. ‘But how . . . where  . . . ?’


      ‘Where be easy.’ Alice broke off as the three of them negotiated several lorries flanked by the ever present flurry of bicycles, continuing only when they reached the other side of the busy road. ‘You must have read the newspaper of that break-in along of the Town Hall some months back, it reported several dozen food ration books and a number of clothing and petrol coupons had been stolen. I reckon Jim Slater were a party to that; as for how, even as a kid he could break in where castor oil couldn’t get and I don’t see him being any the less able now.’
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