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For my grandma Jess, who’s not here to read this story but whose spirit runs through Ellen, Bridget and Sadie.
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Chapter One



Clydebank, Scotland 1911


Ellen stood on the top step, hands on her hips, barring her sister from coming any further.


‘Don’t even think about it,’ she said. ‘It’s awful bad luck to see your wedding dress before it’s finished.’


On the step below, Bridget frowned. ‘I don’t think that’s the saying, Ellen. Isn’t it bad luck if the groom sees the dress? Not the bride.’


Ellen thought for a moment, realised her sister was right and shrugged. ‘Well, you can’t come in anyway.’


‘My feet hurt and I need to sit down.’


Ellen grinned at her sister. ‘Sit down somewhere else.’


‘I live here.’


‘Not for much longer.’


A brief shadow crossed Bridget’s face and Ellen wondered if she’d annoyed her. Bridget, normally so stoic and no-nonsense, had been a bit prickly lately.


‘I’m in your sewing bee, too, you know,’ Bridget said with a tut. ‘I’ve got to mend my blue blouse.’


Privately Ellen thought Bridget’s blue blouse was only fit for the bin, faded from too much washing, and the plain cut of the practical shirt made Ellen want to scream with frustration.


‘I’ve got a ribbon you could stitch into the collar of that blouse,’ she said. ‘You could tie it in a big bow under your chin, and it would look so pretty.’


‘Ellen …’ Bridget sounded exasperated.


‘Anyway, we’ve got two wedding dresses to finish.’


‘Two wedding dresses? Oh Ellen, I thought we’d agreed not to do the parade?’


Realising she’d let the cat out of the bag, Ellen threw her head back and groaned. ‘You have to do it. It’s a Wentworth tradition.’


‘I don’t want to.’


‘It’s not up to you.’


‘I’m the bride,’ Bridget said through gritted teeth. ‘It’s my dress.’


‘Dresses,’ said Ellen.


Knowing she was pushing her usually amenable sister to her limit, but quite curious to see how far Bridget would take it, Ellen spread her arms out, bracing herself against the cold stone walls of the stairs trying to fill the doorway to the flat. ‘You can’t come in.’


They stared at one another for a minute, like they had when they were wee girls and were bickering over a toy or a sweetie, until Ma would say, ‘Oh Bridget, come on,’ and Bridget would hand over whatever it was Ellen wanted. Every time.


Just like now.


Bridget sighed. ‘Can I come in if I say I’ll do the parade?’


Ellen gave a little bounce of delight and clapped her hands. ‘Yes! Come in!’ She stood aside and let her sister walk past her into their flat. ‘I knew you’d agree to do it in the end,’ she muttered under her breath, then regretted it as Bridget turned and gave her a withering look.


The kitchen was a hive of activity. Bridget’s real wedding dress – the one she’d wear to walk down the aisle to marry Malcolm in just a few weeks’ time – was on a mannequin by the fireplace. Ellen’s best friend, Janet, was on her knees, with a mouthful of pins, fastening up the hem.


Ellen’s and Bridget’s mother, Gert, was sitting in a chair by the window – where the light was best – stitching Bridget’s veil. And Gert’s own mother, Sal, was sitting next to her, keeping a close eye on what she was doing and offering ‘helpful’ suggestions. Ellen could feel her mother’s irritation growing from where she stood.


The dress was rather beautiful. It was perfect for Bridget, being absolutely plain, without any fuss or frippery. Just a simple long gown, high-necked and long-sleeved, the only addition being a small lace trim on the bodice. Ellen thought it was terribly dull, but she had to admit it would look well on her sister, who didn’t suit flounces or frills.


Fortunately, Ellen had indulged her love of embellishments elsewhere. Because on another mannequin, on the opposite side of the room, was the other dress. The parade dress. Ellen watched as her sister’s gaze landed on the enormous flouncy gown, made from worn pillowcases, a couple of torn petticoats, ribbons, offcuts of lace, and, Ellen hid her grin, their mother’s old brassieres.


‘Ma’s underwear?’ Bridget said, closing her eyes briefly.


‘Uh huh.’ Ellen gripped her sister’s arm. ‘It’s tradition, Bridget.’


Bridget took a deep breath and Ellen watched, waiting for her response.


And then her sister laughed – a slightly forced laugh admittedly – but Ellen knew she’d won.


‘If I cut you, Ellen Kelly,’ Bridget sighed, ‘you would bleed Wentworth.’


‘Aye, you’re probably right,’ Ellen said unapologetically. ‘But aren’t we all the same?’


She looked around at the other women in the room, most of whom worked at the huge Wentworth factory too, except for Sal, who had given up work now, but who’d been a Wentworth girl once herself, and their ma, who did dressmaking and mending at home on the Wentworth machine that had pride of place in their kitchen.


Bridget made a face. ‘Go on, then,’ she said. ‘I’ll try it on.’


‘Good girl,’ said Ma. ‘Ellen’s worked really hard on this dress, you know.’


‘I have,’ Ellen agreed cheerfully. ‘Pushing that needle through the elastic on Ma’s underwear wasn’t easy.’


Bridget gave a tiny smile and shrugged off her coat. ‘Where do you want me?’


Ellen found the small stool her mother used to get things out of the high cupboards, and positioned it so Bridget could stand on it.


‘Here,’ she said. Obediently, with a slight air of resignation, Bridget dropped her coat onto an empty chair and balanced on the stool.


‘Go on, then.’


‘You should really take off your skirt and blouse,’ Ellen began, then changed her mind as Bridget glared at her. ‘But it’s fine as it is.’


With a bit of help from Janet, because Bridget was taller than Ellen even when she wasn’t standing on a stool, Ellen managed to drop the dress over her sister’s head and then stood back to admire her handiwork.


‘It’s perfect,’ she said, giggling.


‘It is.’ Janet stifled a snort. ‘I think it’s the puffy sleeves, Bridget.’


‘Or perhaps it’s the frilly neck?’ Ellen said.


‘And all the petticoats,’ Ma added. She nudged Ellen fondly. ‘I wondered where my Sunday petticoat had gone, but I can see it peeking out from under Bridget’s hem. I’ll have that back after the parade, please.’


Bridget was smiling but Ellen wasn’t sure the smile reached her eyes, which were shiny with what could be tears, but surely no one would make such a fuss over a silly frock? Ellen felt a flush of annoyance with her sister, who was always so reluctant to have fun. If she just let herself enjoy the parade, it might make her realise that she didn’t have to be so dull all the time.


‘Can I take it off now?’ Bridget asked. ‘It’s so itchy round my chin. I’m not sure how Mary Queen of Scots coped with her ruff.’


Ellen chuckled, her brief irritation with her sister forgotten. ‘Go on then, take it off.’


Bridget wriggled out of the dress and Janet put it back on the mannequin.


‘Do you want to try the other one on?’ Ma asked. ‘The real dress?’


‘It’s not hemmed yet,’ Bridget said. ‘It’s full of pins. I’ll wait.’


Ellen thought that if she was getting married, she would wear her wedding dress all the time. Just around the house, or to work. Maybe even to bed. Even if it was full of pins, she’d still wear it. She almost admired Bridget’s self-restraint.


Throwing herself onto the saggy armchair, she said: ‘Give me your blouse, Mary Queen of Scots, and I’ll mend it for you.’


‘Don’t put the ribbon on it,’ Bridget said, smoothing her hair down and straightening her skirt, dishevelled from pulling the dress over her head. ‘I know that’s what you’re planning.’


‘I was not,’ said Ellen indignantly, even though that was exactly what she’d been planning.


‘Girls,’ said Ma. ‘Bridget, Ellen’s just being nice.’


Bridget rolled her eyes. ‘I’m twenty-one, Ma,’ she said. ‘I’m not really a girl anymore.’


‘You’ll always be my wee girls,’ Ma said. ‘Now Ellen, are you sitting on my order book there, doll? Don’t crumple it up, will you? If Mrs MacKay doesn’t get her new blouse, she’ll not ask me again.’


Ellen leaned to one side and her mother pulled the notebook out from underneath her and tutted to see it bent from Ellen’s behind. She tucked it behind the clock on the mantelpiece and Ellen saw her bite her lip as she glanced at the time.


‘Da will be home soon,’ she said.


‘Right enough.’ Ma sat back down on her chair by the window and picked up Bridget’s veil again, though Ellen could see her casting worried looks along the street as she sewed.


‘Bridget,’ she said loudly, making Janet jump and prick her finger on a pin, ‘is there any more news about Mr Beresford?’


Bridget rolled her eyes. ‘What kind of news are you expecting?’


‘Like why he came to Wentworth,’ Ellen said.


‘He came to Wentworth because there was a management vacancy,’ said Bridget. ‘Because old Mr Driscoll died.’


Ellen groaned. ‘Bridget, don’t spoil it,’ she said. ‘I think he has come to transform the factory. He’s so young and charming – I imagine he has lots of ideas.’


‘He’s forty-five,’ Bridget said. ‘He’s the same age as Ma. And I can assure you, he’s got just the same idea as everyone else – to make a profit for Wentworth.’


Ellen tutted. Bridget was rather too fond of reminding her that she worked in the clerical department on the top floor, mingling with the factory bosses, while Ellen worked her fingers to the bone in cabinet polishing at the bottom.


‘Do you know if he’s married?’ Ellen said.


‘I don’t know.’


‘Do you know if likes blondes or brunettes?’ Janet said, pointing from her own blonde head to Ellen’s dark mop of curls.


‘Janet, honestly,’ Bridget said, but Ellen could tell she was amused. ‘He’s just another manager like all the others.’


‘But he’s so handsome.’ Janet clutched her heart. ‘Surely even you can see that, Bridget?’


Bridget shrugged. ‘He has nice hair.’


‘Nicer than Malcolm’s,’ Ellen said with a flash of wickedness. Poor Malcolm was only in his twenties but his hair was thinning already. Bridget glowered at her.


‘Where did he come from?’ Ma asked. ‘Another factory?’


‘Yes,’ Bridget began, but Janet jumped in.


‘He came from heaven,’ she said. ‘He is too handsome to be from this world.’


‘Janet Lang,’ said Ellen’s gran, laughing. ‘I remember your ma talking about your da like that.’


‘Urgh, Mrs Douglas,’ said Janet half giggling, half groaning.


Ellen laughed too. Janet wasn’t the only one to have been taken aback by the new manager at work. Ellen had been won over by his handsome face and charming manner, too. The rumours on the factory floor were that Mr Beresford was a reformer. Younger than the rest of the older managers and ready to make changes. Ellen loved being part of Wentworth, but there was no denying it was hard work. Perhaps Mr Beresford would change that, she thought. And then perhaps one day she would catch his eye when he was on the factory floor, and he would ask someone – Bridget perhaps because she worked for him, after all – who she was. ‘Who is that vibrant young woman with the dark hair and mischievous eyes?’ he would say. Ellen’s grandpa had always said she had mischievous eyes, and Ellen liked the idea of being a woman who had mischievous eyes. So, Mr Beresford would ask Bridget who she was, and Bridget would say, ‘That’s my wee sister, sir,’ and Mr Beresford would ask her to introduce them …


‘Ellen?’ Janet said. ‘You’re away with the fairies. I said I’ve got some news.’


‘Sorry,’ Ellen muttered, feeling her cheeks flame and hoping no one would notice. ‘What’s your news?’


Janet tucked a final pin in the hem of Bridget’s dress and stood up. ‘I’ve put my name down for the job that’s going in clerical.’


Ellen stared at her. ‘You’re leaving cabinet polishing?’


‘Aye, I am. Well, that’s the plan.’


‘But clerical is so boring,’ Ellen said. She couldn’t imagine Wentworth without her friend by her side. ‘Why would you want to work there …’ Realisation struck and she prodded Janet’s arm. ‘Is it because of Mr Beresford?’


‘No,’ Janet said firmly, but her reddening cheeks told Ellen she was fibbing. ‘Of course not. You know I’ve been wanting to learn to type. I’ve been talking about it for ages.’


‘I’ve never heard you utter the words until this very minute,’ Ellen said. She felt oddly betrayed, as though Janet had taken something from her she didn’t realise she had wanted.


She turned to her sister. ‘Do you think it’s a good idea, Bridget?’


Bridget looked horrified to be asked.


‘Well I, well, if Janet …’ she stammered.


‘Och, you just want Beresford to yourself,’ Janet said cheerfully. ‘Well, now you’ll have to share him with me. Right, shall I put the kettle on, Mrs Kelly?’





Chapter Two



Bridget felt her sister’s eyes on her, as Janet headed over to the kettle.


‘Bridget Kelly, you’re virtually a married woman,’ Ellen teased. ‘But there’s you keeping Mr Beresford for yourself.’


Bridget shook her head. ‘That’s not what this is, Ellen. Don’t be silly.’


‘Bridget, be kind to your sister,’ Ma said, and Bridget swallowed a retort that would demand to know why Ellen was never asked to be kind to her. Though she knew why, of course. Her mother had lost all of the babies that had come between her and Ellen and after. Tiny scraps who never drew breath and wee Aggie, who the whole family had doted on and who lived just a few weeks before she died in their ma’s arms. And then, just when everyone had thought Ma would fade away with sadness, along came Ellen with her laughter and her curls and her flashing, sparkling eyes. Their wee miracle. Their beloved. And, of course, Bridget adored her sister. Of course she did. She’d do anything for Ellen because she loved every bone of her body. And she did. She did everything Ellen asked of her.


But sometimes she just wished she didn’t have to.


Now she forced herself to smile at Ellen, who was looking at her indignantly.


‘Does Malcolm know about this?’ Ellen asked, waggling her eyebrows.


‘There is no “this”, Ellen,’ Bridget said, more sharply than she’d intended. Feeling bad to have snapped at Ellen, she softened immediately and in a conspiratorial tone she said: ‘Malcolm’s Mr Beresford’s biggest fan. Bigger than you. Bigger than Janet, even. He thinks he’s wonderful.’


Ellen giggled. ‘Because the first thing he did when he arrived was promote Malcolm.’


‘That’s it,’ Bridget said, feeling slightly disloyal towards her future husband but unable to resist the chance to make Ellen laugh. ‘And because of what he said when he did it.’


Ellen’s eyes were like saucers. ‘What did he say?’


‘He said that Malcolm reminded him of himself when he was younger.’


‘NO!’ Ellen looked positively gleeful. ‘He said that?’


‘Apparently.’


‘Mr Beresford with the lovely hair, and the tweed suits and the shiny shoes and the charming manner, said baldy Malcolm reminds him of himself?’


‘I don’t think he meant because of how he looks,’ said Bridget, bristling. ‘It’s more because Malcolm’s a very hard worker.’


‘It must be,’ Ellen said, and Bridget had the overwhelming urge to give her a shove just as she did ten years ago when Ellen was annoying her.


‘The best thing about marrying Malcolm is not having to live here with you anymore,’ she hissed, hoping their ma wouldn’t hear.


‘I’ll have the bedroom to myself,’ Ellen said with a broad grin. ‘I can’t wait.’ Then her face fell and she screwed her nose up. ‘It’ll be funny without you though.’


This time Bridget did give her a shove, but it was much more good-natured than it might have been.


‘Malcolm’s done well to get promoted,’ Ellen said.


Bridget nodded. ‘He really has. When you think of what things were like for him …’


She trailed off. She didn’t generally enjoy talking about Malcolm. It made her feel awkward and uncomfortable. The idea of their wedding made her cringe with embarrassment. But she liked the idea of being married to him. It seemed to be, what was that expression her old teacher had used? The path of least resistance. That was it. Though that sounded awful. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Malcolm. On the contrary, she liked him a lot. She admired him greatly and she was fiercely protective of him. But sometimes – often, in fact – she wondered if they’d fallen into agreeing to get married just because it was the easy thing to do.


She shook herself, aware of Ellen watching her. ‘Right, where’s that tea, Janet?’


Janet brought the teapot over to the table and Ma helped set out some cups and then Gran poured, and Bridget felt her discomfort easing. After all, if she had to marry anyone – and surely she did, because she didn’t know any unmarried women much older than herself except for Margaret at work, and her spinster-status consumed her every waking thought – then Malcolm was the best man for the job.


Ma looked at the clock again. ‘Where’s that father of yours?’ she said with false jollity.


‘Was he at the football?’ Janet asked. ‘The big match?’


‘He was, aye.’


Janet made a face, which Bridget thought wasn’t especially helpful. Her ma always worried about Da when he went to the football in Glasgow and knowing it had been Celtic playing Rangers today only added to her concerns. And while they usually accepted that their ma worried about them whatever they were doing, Bridget thought she did have a point today. There were always scuffles at the games.


‘He’ll be home any minute, doll,’ said Gran.


And just then, they heard the heavy main door of their tene­ment block open and slam shut, someone climbing the stone stairs, and Bridget could feel her mother holding her breath.


The door to the flat opened and Da came into the kitchen. His shirt was splattered in blood, his eye was swollen shut and his lip was puffy.


‘Hi, girls,’ he said cheerfully, pulling his green and white scarf from his pocket – he never wore it while he was travelling to and from the match – and hanging it up.


‘Allan, what on earth?’ Ma said, rushing over to him. She held his face in her hands and examined him. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Aye,’ said Da. ‘Not bad.’


‘You shouldn’t go to those games,’ Ma said, biting her lip.


‘Gert, I’ve been saying that since he was a wee boy,’ Gran said. ‘He goes every time and every time he comes back with a battle wound.’


‘It wasn’t the football,’ Da said, shaking off Ma’s attentions and going to wipe his face. ‘It was that wee sod Frankie Briggs and his pals. He was waiting for us to get off the train. He’s not even a football fan – he just uses it as an excuse to get physical.’


‘He is out of control,’ Ma tutted. ‘Someone needs to take him in hand.’


‘He’s getting worse,’ Da agreed. ‘He’s got that gang of younger ones who think he’s the big man, and it’s made him worse.’


Ma took the cloth from Da’s hand and dabbed his lip gently. ‘Aye, well, some folk are just looking for an excuse to start.’


‘When it’s really us that has the excuse,’ Da said.


Bridget and Ellen exchanged a glance. They knew where this was heading.


‘Don’t I have more skills than half the men employed in the shipyard?’


‘You do, Al.’ Ma’s voice was soft and soothing. ‘Of course you do.’


‘But will they employ me?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘They won’t. And why not? Because my name is Kelly, that’s why, and there’s no jobs for Catholics there.’


Ma caught his face in her hands again and kissed his swollen mouth.


‘But aren’t you better off being in charge of your own work?’ she said. ‘No boss to answer to. And wasn’t it your carpentry skills that got us this flat instead of all being crammed into one room, eh?’


Bridget breathed out slowly. Ma certainly knew how to calm their father when he was getting hot and bothered about us against them – Catholics against Protestants.


‘Al, why not go and see if any of the boys are in the pub,’ Ma said. ‘I think you deserve a drink after the day you’ve had.’


‘Och, I’m not really in the mood now,’ said Da, but he was already heading to the coat hook and shrugging on his jacket. ‘Though maybe I’ll just pop in for one.’


‘Good man,’ said Ma.


Da blew her a kiss over his shoulder and headed back out into the evening chill, while the women – except Ma – all chuckled softly.


‘His face was such a mess,’ she said.


‘Ah, he’s had worse,’ Gran said. ‘He can look after himself.’


‘I thought he’d grow out of these scuffles,’ Ma said, sitting down in the window again and peering out, obviously looking for Da in the dim street.


Bridget thought that rather than growing out of scuffles, her father was doing the opposite. He seemed to be getting more set in his ways as he got older, more convinced that his way was the right way, with no argument likely to change his mind.


‘Ma,’ she said, wanting to cheer her mother up, ‘shall I try on my dress? Would you check the hem is the right length now Janet’s finished pinning it up?’


Her mother smiled gratefully and Bridget felt glad. ‘Of course I will,’ she said. ‘Come on, then, let’s see how it looks.’





Chapter Three



One month later


The bridal parade was a Wentworth tradition that went back decades. Ellen’s grandmother Sal had told her she remembered it happening to her when she’d wed her husband, Peter. And when a Wentworth girl married another Wentworth employee, as Bridget was doing, then the celebrations were doubled.


The bride-to-be was dressed up in a funny gown – though Ellen was sure the one she’d created for her sister was the best yet – and pushed around the factory in a trolley, while the employees cheered and wished her well for the future. It was a lot of fun. And, Ellen had to admit, if there was one thing the factory was short on, it was fun. She thought that was why the bridal parades were so popular – they provided a brief break from the monotony of the day.


Ellen had dragged herself out of bed when it was still pitch-dark, and now she was on her way to work early because she had a list as long as her arm of things to do before Bridget’s big day. She wanted to ask Janet to help her get Bridget into the flouncy dress for the parade, which was happening later that afternoon, and get someone to find a trolley to push Bridget around in.


Walking through the large factory gates, Ellen stifled a giggle as she thought about her strait-laced sister being stuffed into the gown and then wheeled around the factory. It would do Bridget good to have some fun. For someone who was about to get married, she was always so serious.


‘You look pleased with yourself.’


Ellen turned to see Bridget’s fiancé Malcolm standing by the gate. She was almost half an hour early but he was still there before her. Typical Malcolm. She forced a smile onto her face. ‘Just thinking about the plans for the parade later,’ she said.


Malcolm frowned. ‘Oh, I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Ellen.’


‘It’s all arranged.’ Ellen gritted her teeth.


‘Well, maybe you should unarrange it? I’m management now, Ellen, and it’s important that I give the right impression.’


‘What impression is that?’ Ellen said innocently, thinking that if he meant the impression of being a pompous know-it-all then he was doing very well.


Malcolm glared at her. ‘Management,’ he said again. ‘You might be happy staying on the factory floor, Ellen, but I’ve got plans, and I don’t want anything to stop me. I’m on my way to bigger things. Better things.’


‘Good for you,’ Ellen said, brimming with false jollity. ‘Do you know what? I’m pretty sure Mr Beresford said he’d come along to the parade too.’


‘Mr Beresford did?’ Malcolm looked thoughtful. Ellen had no idea whether Mr Beresford would come; it was simply wishful thinking on her part. But Bridget worked in the clerical department and now so did Janet. Surely Mr Beresford would have heard them talking about the parade? It was going to be the first bridal parade since he’d arrived at the factory and Ellen thought he was bound to be curious. She was almost certain he’d be there. So certain, in fact, that she’d slept with her hair in rags last night so it would curl softly under her headscarf and frame her face, and she’d worn her good skirt with the wide waistband that she thought made her look particularly sleek, even though it would be hidden under her pinny.


She smiled at Malcolm, even though it took quite an effort. ‘He said he’s looking forward to it.’


‘He told you that, did he?’


Should she lie? She thought about it, then dropped her gaze from Malcolm’s. ‘Not directly,’ she muttered. ‘But I’m fairly sure he knows about it.’


Vague though she was, it was enough. Malcolm stood up a bit straighter. ‘What time will it be?’


‘Four o’clock,’ said Ellen, starting to walk away before he changed his mind again. ‘Bring your management pals.’


She hurried on, past the offices and round to the entrance to her bit of the factory. This was where the magic happened, she always thought. Where bits of metal and wood were brought together to make the beautiful Wentworth sewing machines that were sent from here in Clydebank, all around the world. Ellen herself was a cabinet polisher. It was skilled work and it was so rewarding, seeing the dull wood transformed into a piece of furniture anyone would be proud to have in their home.


She looked up at the huge factory clock that hung overhead. Her shift would start soon, but first she had to find a trolley. The parade would be a disaster if that wasn’t sorted out.


Pulling her hat down over her ears because the wind was bitter, Ellen darted across the courtyard.


‘Ellen Kelly?’ a voice said. She turned to see Mr McIver, the factory foreman, with a young woman who was gazing around her with wide eyes.


‘Yes?’


‘This is Sadie Franklin,’ he said. ‘New in cabinet polishing.’


‘Replacing Janet?’ Ellen said with a frown. She was still a little cross about Janet going to work in clerical.


‘That’s right,’ Mr McIver said. ‘Can you give her a wee tour, show her where everything is, before the bell goes?’


‘All right,’ said Ellen reluctantly, because she hadn’t had a chance to find a trolley, but she did love giving tours of the factory and it was a good chance to meet the new girl. And, of course, no one ever said no to McIver.


‘I’m Ellen,’ she said, holding out her hand to shake.


The other woman went to take Ellen’s hand then pulled back and wiped her fingers on her skirt. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m so nervous my palms are sweating. I’m Sadie.’


Ellen grinned at her. ‘Let’s start down here, shall we?’


Mr McIver nodded his thanks and headed off across the courtyard. Ellen glanced up at the big clock.


‘We’ve only got about a quarter of an hour, so we’ll have to be quick,’ she said. ‘Come on.’


She hurried off towards the timberyard, with Sadie following.


‘How much do you know about Wentworth?’ she asked over her shoulder.


‘Only that it’s so much bigger than I thought it would be,’ Sadie said in an awed tone. ‘It’s like a city.’


‘Aye it is.’ Ellen stopped at the edge of the timberyard. She clambered up onto a low wall and held her hand out for Sadie. ‘Come up, and you’ll get a good view.’


Sadie hauled herself up, and stood open-mouthed, staring at the yard.


‘Right,’ said Ellen, getting into her stride because she really was proud of Wentworth. ‘They say it takes forty-one pairs of hands to make a Wentworth machine. Our sewing machines are sent all over the world and they’re twice as fast as the most experienced seamstress.’


‘Goodness,’ said Sadie faintly.


‘We’ve got our own train line,’ Ellen said, pointing across to where the tracks were just about visible, glinting in the early morning gloom. ‘And the canal, of course. So you’re right, it is like a city. There are twelve thousand people working here and we make everything, even the packing crates that the machines are sent out in.’


She took a deep breath. ‘It’s quiet now, but once the bell goes, this yard will be full of men. This part of the factory is all men and it’s so noisy and dusty. The foundry’s over there – that’s where they make the metal parts of the machines. You wouldn’t believe the heat of it, Sadie. And you can’t hear yourself think when it’s all going. Turn around.’


Sadie obediently turned and Ellen tugged her a little further along the wall, to where there was a clear sightline down to the street. ‘Look.’


Coming along the road, towards the factory, were the workers. Hundreds and thousands of them, ready to start their shift. Like a wave of people, flowing towards the gates.


‘Those folk are all coming from Clydebank,’ Ellen said, amused by Sadie’s startled face. ‘But on the other side of the factory will be the ones coming from the station. Lots of workers come through from Glasgow every day.’


‘I live in Glasgow,’ said Sadie.


‘So you’ll come in the other way, but there will be just as many folk streaming in. You wouldn’t have seen them today because you were early.’


She jumped down off the wall, and gestured for Sadie to follow. ‘Over there is where the machines are moulded, then they’re dipped and sprayed in there – I hate it in that part of the factory because the smell gets in your nose and your throat and you can taste it for days.’


Ellen pushed open the door into the main factory hall and they were hit with warm air and the hum of the start of the day. The workers were arriving now and there was a buzz as machines started up and conversations were had.


‘So this is where the serial numbers are put on, and the Wentworth names and the designs transferred to the machines. Hiya, Marion.’


‘Hi, Ellen,’ said a woman who was tying on her pinny. ‘How’s your ma?’


‘Not so bad, thanks.’


They walked on, Ellen hurrying Sadie a little because there was a lot to see, and the bell would be going any minute.


‘The machines are so beautiful,’ Sadie said, looking around her.


Ellen beamed with pride. ‘Aren’t they? And they’re all checked and double-checked. Every bit of them.’ She gestured to one side. ‘Shuttles and spindles over there,’ she said, waving to a man starting up one of the huge saws. ‘Hello, Uncle Bobby.’


‘Hi, Ellen. How’s that da of yours? I heard he was in a bit of trouble at the match?’


‘Aye, well, you know what he’s like.’


‘Don’t I just?’


Ellen chuckled. ‘Down there are the furnaces – that bit of the factory is right on the canal because they use the water for cooling. And over there is needle-making. That’s a tough job, that is. Fiddly.’


‘It all looks tough,’ Sadie said in a small voice. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’


‘You’ll get used to it soon enough. Come on, you’ve still got to see the best bit.’


Ellen led Sadie down a corridor, along to another enormous part of the factory.


‘This,’ she said proudly. ‘This is the cabinet department.’


The air felt gritty with sawdust and the smell of shavings was in the air. Ellen loved the smell of wood. It was in her blood.


‘My da used to work here,’ she said. ‘He was a cabinet maker. It was him who got me and my sister our jobs.’ She breathed in deeply, savouring the smell. ‘Here’s where they make the covers for the machines, and the cabinets. Then the treadles and tables are assembled and the machines are put inside. Then the cabinets are varnished through there.’


She went through another set of doors. ‘And here’s where we do the most important job of all,’ she joked. ‘This is cabinet polishing.’


‘Right,’ Sadie said, looking a little stunned. ‘This is us?’


‘This is us. We polish the cabinets. There are fifteen of us.’


‘And this is the last bit?’


‘Not quite,’ Ellen said. ‘Here, follow me but we need to be quick.’


She and Sadie hurried outside again.


‘From here, the machines go to the packing department, then they’re loaded into cases and put on the trains to the docks.’ She looked round and sighed in relief to see a familiar face. ‘Oh, thank goodness, there’s Jock. Uncle Jock!’


‘Hiya Ellen. What are you up to out here? You don’t belong in packing.’


‘Just showing Sadie round,’ Ellen said. She gave Jock what she hoped was a winning smile. ‘And I’m hoping for a wee favour, actually.’


‘Oh aye?’


‘Can I have a trolley later?’


‘What for?’


‘Bridget.’


Jock let out a hearty laugh. ‘That poor lass puts up with a lot from you, Ellen Kelly.’


Ellen rolled her eyes. ‘I put up with a lot from her too.’


‘Come and see me when you’re ready and I’ll sort one out,’ said Jock, ‘Go on, get off. Bell’s about to go.’


Pleased to have got a trolley arranged, Ellen led Sadie back to cabinet polishing.


‘So that’s it,’ she said. ‘Wentworth.’


Sadie shook her head. ‘It’s so enormous, and we’re such a tiny part of it all.’


‘We are, but every bit of the factory is important. None of it works without the rest of it.’


‘I like that,’ Sadie said. ‘Being part of something.’


Ellen grinned. ‘Exactly.’


She took off her coat and hat and showed Sadie where to hang hers. Then they put on their headscarves and pinnies, Ellen tucking in the crucifix she wore because she wasn’t really supposed to wear jewellery at work. Her gran had given the necklace to her and she never took it off.


‘So you’re not a Bankie?’ she said to Sadie.


‘A what?’


‘You’re not from Clydebank? You said you live in Glasgow?’


‘That’s right.’ Sadie smoothed down her pinny.


‘What made you come to work here, then?’ Ellen asked.


‘More money,’ said Sadie frankly. ‘I was working in a shop in the Gorbals. But the hours were short. Wentworth pays more, though it’s a lot more work.’ She swallowed. ‘I didn’t realise …’


Ellen felt a bit sorry for her. ‘It is hard work, but you’ll be fine.’


Sadie nodded. ‘I hope so,’ she said. ‘We really need the money.’


She pressed her lips together and Ellen had a horrible sense that she was trying not to cry. ‘My da died,’ Sadie said all in a hurry.


Ellen felt awkward, unsure how to react. She wished Bridget was here because she’d say just the right thing to make Sadie feel better.


But Bridget wasn’t here, so instead Ellen patted Sadie on the arm in a clumsy way, and said: ‘You’ll be grand.’


Sadie took a breath and gathered herself. ‘Aye.’


‘You’ll be one of us in no time,’ Ellen reassured her. ‘In fact, I’d say you already are.’


The women smiled at one another, and Ellen felt a little rush of warmth. She would miss Janet alongside her, but she felt she’d just made a new friend.


‘Come to Bridget’s parade later, that’ll be fun,’ she said. ‘It’s a hoot.’


‘Parade?’ asked Sadie with a frown. ‘What is it?’


‘My sister Bridget – she works in clerical up on the top floor – she’s getting married, so we’re going to put her in a ridiculous dress and push her around in one of Jock’s trolleys,’ Ellen explained. ‘It sounds silly but it’s a good way to see the fun side of the factory.’


‘There’s a fun side?’ Sadie said wryly.


Ellen laughed. She liked this woman, who clearly had a sense of humour despite the sadness in her eyes. ‘Every now and then,’ she said.


‘Sounds like I shouldn’t miss it, in that case.’


‘And if you like, you could join our sewing bee. There’s me, and Bridget, and my friend Janet, and a few others. We say we sew, but really it’s just a chance for a cup of tea and a blether once a week.’


‘I’d like that,’ Sadie said. ‘I’ve got little ones at home I need to help see to, but I’ll come when I can.’


‘You’ve got children?’ Ellen was surprised because Sadie really didn’t look any older than she was, and she was only nineteen.


‘Three,’ Sadie said, nodding earnestly.


‘THREE?’


‘Two brothers and my wee sister.’ Sadie laughed and Ellen did too.


‘I thought you meant your own weans,’ she said, rolling her eyes at her misunderstanding.


Sadie shook her head vigorously. ‘Ma’s doing her best but she’s not well, and she’s missing Da, you know?’


Ellen squeezed Sadie’s arm in empathy and was pleased when her new friend smiled in appreciation.


‘I do,’ she said.


Sadie jumped as the factory bell rang loudly.


‘That’s us, then,’ Ellen said. ‘Ready for it?’


‘As I’ll ever be.’





Chapter Four



Bridget didn’t want to do the stupid parade. She didn’t want to wear the stupid underwear dress. At this very moment she didn’t want to get married at all. The whole thing was getting out of hand.


She jammed a fresh sheet of paper into her typewriter and turned the dial violently to feed it through.


‘Easy does it,’ said her colleague Maggie, who sat next to her and who was always far too interested in what Bridget was doing and not nearly interested enough in her own work.


Bridget turned to glare at her. ‘Shh,’ she said crossly. ‘I’m very busy doing letters for Mr Beresford and I need to concentrate.’


She peered at her notepad, but the little shorthand scribbles danced about in front of her eyes. She was so tired. She’d not been sleeping for worrying about the wedding, and if she was honest, about what came afterwards. She liked Malcolm. She did. He was nice. He would make her a good husband even if he could be a bit stuffy. It wasn’t that she didn’t want him to be her husband. It was more that the closer the wedding came, the more she understood that she didn’t really want a husband at all.


She began typing, clattering the keys in the hope that it would put Maggie off talking to her again.


It didn’t work.


‘It’s your parade today,’ Maggie sighed. ‘I love the parades. Are you excited? I’m just green with envy about it. You’ll make a beautiful bride, Bridget.’


Bridget glanced at Maggie. She’d spent years caring for her mother who’d not long passed away. Now Maggie was thirty and lived alone, desperately ashamed of her spinster status. Bridget, though, thought Maggie was the lucky one. Even when she was wee, she would dream at night of waking up in the empty flat, prowling the rooms alone and stretching out in bed. And then when she woke up for real and found Ellen’s cold feet on her shins, and heard her father’s snores in the room next door, she would feel horribly disappointed. Now she looked at Maggie’s eager face and felt embarrassed.


‘I’m very excited,’ she said. ‘I can’t wait for the wedding.’


‘And your Malcolm’s been promoted, I hear,’ Maggie said, clasping her hands together by her heart. ‘You must be so proud of him.’


‘I am,’ Bridget said truthfully. Then a moment of mischief overtook her, and she leaned slightly towards Maggie and whispered: ‘I just wish he’d stop mentioning it every hour of the day.’


Maggie looked shocked for a second, and then she giggled, covering her mouth with her hand so their boss – Mrs Whittington – wouldn’t hear their chatter.


Bridget smiled and turned back to her work.


Some days at Wentworth dragged, but today had sped by so fast Bridget was surprised when she heard the bell that announced the end of the shift.


She put the cover on her typewriter slowly. Maggie was already wearing her coat and gloves when she looked up.


‘Come on, Bridget,’ she said, tugging on Bridget’s sleeve. ‘It’s going to be a hoot.’


‘I’m coming.’ Reluctantly, she followed Maggie out of the large room where the typists sat and down the stairs through the parts department where the men were all packing up.


‘Looking good, girls,’ one of them called.


Bridget tutted, but Maggie – who was really rather pretty – gave him a glance over her shoulder and swayed her hips as she walked on.


And then they were outside and there was Ellen looking like she was about to burst with excitement, alongside Janet, and just about everyone Bridget knew at Wentworth.


She wanted to turn tail and run, hide under her desk until everyone had forgotten this silly parade, but Ellen was so excited and happy, Bridget couldn’t bear to ruin this for her. So once more, she forced a smile onto her face and threw her hands out wide.


‘Here I am,’ she said.


‘Bridget,’ Malcolm appeared at her elbow, ‘Have you really thought about this?’


She froze and turned slowly to see her fiancé, his brow furrowed and his thinning hair ruffled as though he’d been scratching his head. Which he probably had been doing. Malcolm always scratched his head when he was worrying about something.


‘I spoke to Ellen earlier and I mentioned that I was concerned that this might reflect badly on us.’


Bridget gave Malcolm a disdainful look.


‘On us?’


He did, to his credit, wince a little sheepishly. ‘On me.’


She glared at him for a second and then she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.


‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘You’re making your mark at the factory and nothing I do – not even this silly parade – can spoil that. You’re too clever.’


Her heart twisted a little bit because she hated Malcolm worry­ing about things and yet worry he did. She couldn’t blame him, really. He’d grown up with nothing. His da had died very young, and his ma was a devil for her nerves – made worse by her fondness for a drink – and would often take to her bed, leaving the wee ones to fend for themselves. And there was no money, ever. Malcolm and his siblings had often been hungry. They’d gone without food, shoes, clothes and bedding, and when all was said and done, without love.


Bridget had met him one day after another of Ma’s babies had died and she was staying out of her way because she hated to see her cry. She’d felt sorry for him and had given him a hand with the little ones that were crowding round him. They’d hardly been more than babies themselves then, but they’d become firm friends. When Malcolm’s ma died, the weans went to live with a cousin in Paisley, and Malcolm was left alone. He was working by then, living hand to mouth on a meagre salary, and teaching himself bookkeeping at night, though he was still only fourteen. Bridget used to take him home for tea and her ma would sneak extra slices of bread and jam into his bag. At some point, everyone had just started talking about when Bridget and Malcolm would get married. And now it was happening. She was still a little surprised by it all.


Bridget knew better than anyone that Malcolm getting the job at Wentworth, and his sharp brain and head for figures being noticed by management, had changed his life utterly.


She knew all that. She understood why he loved the factory and why he wanted to impress. It was still a little annoying when he told her what to do, but she understood.


Feeling a rush of affection for him, she looped her arm through his and squeezed it.


‘Ellen is convinced that Mr Beresford is coming,’ she said in a quiet voice. ‘I think she truly believes their eyes will meet over the parade trolley. She has curled her hair and I think that’s her favourite skirt she’s wearing. She thinks Mr Beresford will fall head over heels in love with her.’


Malcolm gave her a small smile. ‘Chance would be a fine thing.’


‘He’s here.’ Bridget nodded over to the back of the gathering crowd where she’d spotted Mr Beresford.


‘Maybe I should go and make sure Ellen doesn’t bother him?’


‘That’s an excellent idea,’ Bridget said. ‘Go on.’ She gave him a tiny push and to her relief, Malcolm took a deep breath and nodded.


‘Right.’


He weaved his way through the crowd and Bridget turned her attention to Ellen, who was hovering close by, clutching the huge billowing cloud of the underwear dress.


‘Is he all right?’ she asked.


‘He’s fine.’ Bridget smiled at her sister. ‘He’s gone to speak to Mr Beresford.’


‘Is he here?’ Ellen’s eyes gleamed and she stood on tiptoes trying to see over the crowd. ‘Maybe I should go and introduce myself?’


‘Don’t even think about it,’ Bridget said, laughing. ‘Malcolm would faint with the shock of it.’


Ellen chuckled. ‘That’s true,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Come on, then. Are you ready?’


Bridget screwed her face up. ‘No.’


‘Bridget,’ warned Ellen.


‘I’m ready.’


Ellen gave a little squeal of joy and suddenly Bridget was surrounded by lots of excited women, pulling the dress over her head and laughing and calling to one another, and strange as it was, she began to enjoy herself.


She let them tie ribbons into her hair and daub her cheeks with rouge like a china doll, and then an unfamiliar woman with very dark, very shiny hair and sharp, flashing eyes, appeared with a trolley and Bridget found herself wedged into it with her legs dangling over the edge in a most ungainly fashion.


‘Let’s go,’ Ellen called.


She and Janet, and the woman with the sparkling eyes, began to push Bridget, and others joined in and there was cheering and laughter and shouts of ‘Congratulations!’ and ‘Good luck!’. She sped past Malcolm and Mr Beresford, who were chatting like old friends and they both clapped, and Mr Beresford slapped Malcolm on the back, and he beamed with pride, and Bridget was glad.


Round and round they went until she started to feel queasy and begged Ellen to stop.


‘Please,’ she begged, laughing and hiccupping at the same time. ‘That’s enough.’


Ellen and Janet stopped the trolley and Bridget clambered out, so desperate to be back on firm ground that she didn’t care if she was looking unladylike. She glanced over at Malcolm just in time to see a flash of disapproval in his eyes before he turned back to Mr Beresford, so she took her time adjusting her skirt as she pulled off the silly gown.


‘Did you enjoy it?’ Ellen said, gathering up the flounces of the underwear dress.


‘I did.’ Bridget was telling the truth – it had been fun. ‘But I’m not in a hurry to do it again.’


Ellen laughed. ‘Well, that’s lucky, isn’t it? Because you’ll never have to do it again. Marriage is forever. I’ll give the dress to Mrs Ross and they can use it in the testing department for scraps.’


Bridget felt light-headed. She steadied herself against the wall as Ellen dashed off again, and the dark-haired woman looked at her with concern.


‘Are you all right?’


‘Just a bit dizzy,’ she said, trying to sound cheerful. ‘Too much twisting and turning.’


‘I’m Sadie, by the way,’ the woman said. ‘Ellen told me I should come along. I’m new.’


‘New to Wentworth?’


‘That’s right. I’m in cabinet polishing with Ellen.’


‘Are you settling in?’ Bridget was glad of the distraction of making small talk with Sadie.


‘It was a little overwhelming at first but now Ellen’s taken me under her wing, I’ve got a feeling I’ll be fine.’


Bridget chuckled fondly. ‘That’s Ellen all over. She’s very welcoming and the only thing she loves more than meeting new people is Wentworth.’


‘She’s been telling me all about it.’


‘Bending your ear?’


‘A bit, but it’s nice she enjoys her work so much.’


‘It is.’


‘You don’t feel the same?’ Sadie looked at Bridget and she dropped her gaze, feeling uncomfortable.


‘Ellen and I have always worked here,’ she said, choosing her words carefully. ‘My father used to work here. My gran worked here. Ellen’s friend Janet works here. Malcolm works here.’ She breathed out. ‘Sometimes it’s a bit much, that’s all.’


Sadie nodded. ‘It’s much bigger than I’d expected.’


‘It’s like a whole world,’ Bridget said. ‘But sometimes I’d like to see what else is out there.’


Sadie snorted, much to Bridget’s surprise. ‘It’s not up to much,’ she said, and Bridget saw a shadow behind her eyes.


‘No,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘I’m just being silly. Worrying about the wedding and everything changing overnight.’


‘I understand that,’ Sadie said. ‘Change is frightening.’ And then to Bridget’s surprise, Sadie reached out her hand and squeezed her fingers quickly. ‘You’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘I know it.’


Bridget hoped she was right.


‘Come to the wedding,’ she said on a whim. ‘It’s next Saturday – a week tomorrow – at St Joseph’s. It’s not until four o’clock, so you’ll have time to get changed after work.’


‘Really?’ Sadie looked at Bridget with a sharp gaze that made Bridget feel like she wasn’t totally convinced that the wedding was going to happen at all. Or perhaps that was just her imagination running away with her.


‘It would be nice if you could make it.’


‘I’d like that,’ Sadie said with a smile. ‘Thank you. I’ll be there.’


‘So will I,’ Bridget said firmly, ignoring the odd glance Sadie gave her. ‘So will I.’





Chapter Five



Since Sadie’s father had died, her mother had lost her enthusiasm for religion. Well, for anything really. Sadie thought her ma had always assumed she’d be the first to go – she suffered badly with her chest and the wet Glasgow winters played havoc with her breathing. So when her husband Gerry had just dropped down dead at work one day, it had fair knocked the stuffing out of her. Out of all of them to be honest.


Sadie still wasn’t sure how it was that her huge, healthy da – a solid, beast of a man who could lift up all three of his younger children at the same time even though Daniel was almost twelve – could suddenly stop existing. It made no sense to her that he could be there one day, waving them all goodbye and doing the silly thing he always did when he walked past the window of their ground-floor flat, pretending to be rowing in a boat, and then just not come home again.


But that was what had happened and as much as Sadie couldn’t quite understand it, her poor ma was in a worse state.


Da had died in October and now it was February and this winter had been cold, hard and bleak.


Now though, walking home from the station after Bridget’s parade, she felt brighter. She’d enjoyed herself today. She liked Ellen and Bridget and she’d been touched to have been invited to the sewing bee, and to Bridget’s wedding.


She looked up at the darkening sky. The streets were quiet here because this was a Jewish neighbourhood and it was Friday. Sadie hunched down in her coat, hoping she’d not be spotted coming home from work after sunset, but of course as soon as she rounded the corner, there was Mrs Henson, the rabbi’s sister, of all people, carrying a challah loaf for her Shabbat dinner. The smell made Sadie’s mouth water.


‘Sadie Franklin,’ Mrs Henson said. How did she even manage to make Sadie’s name sound like an insult?


Sadie pulled her coat round herself a little tighter. ‘Good evening, Mrs Henson. You’re out late for a Friday evening.’


‘I got chatting,’ Mrs Henson said. ‘You know how it is?’


Sadie smiled and went to walk past, but Mrs Henson hadn’t finished.


‘I’ve not seen you in a while, Sadie,’ she said pointedly. ‘You’ve not been to Shul.’


Sadie closed her eyes briefly. ‘No,’ she said. She knew that actu­ally no one much cared whether she went to the synagogue or not – it was the men’s attendance that really mattered – but Mrs Henson liked to make herself feel important.


‘Will you be there tomorrow?’


Sadie shook her head. ‘I’ve got a new job and I have to work on Saturdays now.’


Mrs Henson pinched her lips together.


And because Sadie was tired, and because the wind was cold and her fingers ached, and she didn’t want to go home and be thrown back into the worries that awaited her, she sighed heavily. ‘My da died, Mrs Henson,’ she said, speaking slowly and clearly as though Mrs Henson might be hard of hearing. ‘And I am the only person earning in our family. And Ma is ill, and Daniel and Joseph just don’t stop eating and growing, and Rachel’s shoes are worn right through. And our flat is too small, too cold and too damp, but it still has to be paid for or we will be on the streets. And so, no, I haven’t been to Shul. But I’m sure the rabbi understands.’


Mrs Henson’s jaw dropped and feeling slightly better, Sadie left her gawping and walked home, thinking about her mother. She hoped she’d had a good day because recently she’d had more and more times when she couldn’t even get out of bed. Sadie knew her ma suffered with her chest, but she also knew that sometimes Ma just couldn’t cope with her grief and staying in bed was easier when that happened.


Once upon a time their weekends would have been full of chatter and laughter, then they were quiet and sad. But Sadie was hoping they’d turned a corner; that the worst, most shocking part of their grief was over, and now they could get on with feeling sad and missing Da, while also living. At least, that was what she hoped.


‘I’m home!’ she called as she let herself through the front door. Daniel was wandering past with a book in his hand – he always had a book in his hand – and he looked up at her for the briefest of seconds and mumbled ‘hello’ then disappeared into the bedroom where all four children slept, even though Sadie was eighteen and really not a child any more.
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