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The Great War has ended, but Jack’s toffee factory struggles after years of sugar rations and its troubles are far from over.




Fun, feisty Elsie longs for freedom and excitement. Hoping to meet the man of her dreams, she spurns the attention of dependable Stan. Will she realise that what she wants and what she needs are different things?




Efficient Anne takes control at the factory to change its fortunes after the war. She creates a new line of toffee. However, an unwelcome blast from Mr Jack’s past tries to jeopardise the factory’s success.  




And Hetty is torn when her sweetheart Dirk prepares to leave for his hometown in Belgium. At the same time, her old boyfriend Bob returns from the Front, determined to marry her. Who will Hetty choose?




As the toffee factory girls celebrate the end of the war, they are more determined than ever to face the future with courage and hope.
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Please note, in this work of fiction I have used poetic licence to best fit dates to the narrative. If you’d like to discover the real history of Elisabethville, fictionalised in this novel, I highly recommend the books Who Were the Birtley Belgians? by Birtley Heritage Group, published by Summerhill Books, and Of Arms and the Heroes: The Story of the Birtley Belgians by John G. Bygate, published by History of Education Project.
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The Story So Far








The Toffee Factory Girls 
and 
Secrets of the Toffee Factory Girls




Hetty, Elsie and Anne start work at Jack’s toffee factory in the Durham market town of Chester-le-Street when war breaks out in 1914 and men leave to serve in the forces. They don’t know each other before they arrive at the factory but soon become firm friends.


Hetty Lawson is the breadwinner at home. She wins a competition at the toffee factory to become the face of the new brand of toffee, named Lady Tina. Hetty lives with Hilda, who gave her the shock news that she is not her real mum. When Hetty’s boyfriend Bob goes off to war, Hetty falls for a Belgian man, Dirk, who lives in the nearby village of Elisabethville. She writes to Bob to call off their relationship, but her letter gets lost. Now with war over, Bob is on his way back to propose!


Elsie Cooper has had a rough upbringing. She marries Frankie, but his evil hold over her results in tragic consequences. Meanwhile, Elsie’s factory colleague, Stan, will do anything for her, but she is blind to the fact that he’s the right man for her. When Elsie’s aunt Jean marries and moves to London, Elsie moves in with Hetty and learns how to cook, run a house and be independent for the first time in her life.


Anne Wright starts work in Mr Jack’s office as a typist. She is efficient and organised and whips the office – and Mr Jack himself – into shape. However, behind her businesslike facade, she hides a heartbreaking secret. She had a baby out of wedlock and had no choice but to sell him to a wealthy couple. She channels her sorrow and energy into her work and impresses Mr Jack with her energy and enthusiasm so much that he proposes, and she accepts. They now have a child called Dinah. Married to the toffee factory boss, forthright Anne puts her stamp on the business, but not all of her ideas go down well with the men on the management board. She helps steer the factory through the war years, but now that war is over, she faces a fight to stay in her position.
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Chapter One





Spring 1919


The morning was warm and bright as two young women walked to work at Jack’s toffee factory in the market town of Chester-le-Street. Both girls were dressed in khaki and red overalls. Dark-haired Elsie and her friend Hetty linked arms as they turned into Market Lane. However, Elsie’s heart grew heavy as the factory came into sight, her pretty face clouding over.


‘Have you heard the rumours?’ she asked. ‘Some of the girls say we might be laid off now the men are returning from war. Aunt Jean’s already lost her job in London. She was driving trams when she first moved there with Alfie. Now she’s stuck at home cleaning and cooking while Alfie goes out to work. Her last letter to me said she was bored stiff after the excitement of working on the trams. She misses her friends at work too. And did I tell you what happened to my friend Laurel and the other girls at the munitions factory?’


Hetty shook her head.


‘They were sacked as soon as the Armistice was declared. On the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month, all the girls were told to leave. Just like that, no wages, nothing. They were forced out of the factory and haven’t worked since. Laurel’s rattling around the house now, cooking and cleaning for her brothers and her dad who work down the pit. Doesn’t seem fair if you ask me. Why can’t we stay in our jobs now that war’s over?’


‘The men have to get their jobs back. It’s the way things are,’ Hetty said, resigned.


‘It’s not like you to be so defeatist, Hetty Lawson. Where’s your fighting spirit gone?’


‘I’ve got a lot on my mind,’ Hetty huffed.


Elsie pulled her friend closer and began to speak in a whisper. ‘Some say the men who’ve returned from war aren’t all there.’ She tapped the side of her head. ‘They’ve seen too much; it’s destroyed their minds.’


Hetty pushed a stray lock of fair hair behind her ear. ‘At least they’re home. A lot won’t be coming back.’


Elsie dropped her gaze. ‘I’m sorry, Hetty. I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t mean to upset you over Dan.’


They walked in silence for a few moments, both thinking about Hetty’s half-brother, who had been killed in action.


‘I daren’t think what might happen if I lose this job,’ Hetty said at last.


Elsie shot her a worried look. ‘Me neither. I’m skint.’ She could feel Hetty’s eyes burning into her and had a feeling she knew what was coming next. She wasn’t wrong.


‘You wouldn’t think about doing . . . you know, what you did before, would you?’ Hetty asked nervously.


Elsie shook her head. ‘No way. Walking the streets, selling my body to any Jack, Tom or Bobby? No, I learned the hard way how dangerous that was, even if the money was good. Don’t worry, I’ll never go back to that. But you’re one of the lucky ones, why should you worry about money? You’ve got two jobs.’


Hetty gave a wry smile. ‘Working in the kitchen at Lumley Castle doesn’t pay as much as my job at the toffee factory. And I need to earn as much as I can so that I can look after Hilda. You know how much the doctor’s bills are, and there’s the medicine she needs. It costs a small fortune.’


Elsie laid her head on Hetty’s shoulder as they walked. ‘I’ll help as much as I can. It’s the least I can do after you and your mum took me in.’


‘Hilda’s not my mum, remember,’ Hetty said sharply.


Elsie bit her tongue. ‘Sorry, love. Sometimes the word slips out when I’m not thinking. It happens to you too; I’ve heard you call her Mum now and then. But look, it was months ago that you found out the truth about her. You’re not still angry, are you?’


Hetty slowed her pace and turned to face her friend. ‘It seems I’m angry a lot lately. It’s stress caused by worry.’ She nodded towards the iron gates of the factory, where young girls and women were streaming through. ‘If we lose our jobs when the soldiers come home, I might lose the house if I can’t pay the rent. Hilda’s still poorly and needs looking after. And then there’s . . .’


‘Man trouble?’ Elsie grimaced.


Hetty nodded and gave a small smile. ‘Man trouble indeed. Oh, Elsie, I don’t know what to do. Dirk says he loves me, but he’s leaving to return to Belgium soon. And now Bob’s on his way back from war, and in his last letter he said he’s going to propose to me the minute he sees me. One minute I think my future should be here, safe with Bob—’


‘Safe but dull,’ Elsie chipped in.


Hetty let the comment slide. ‘And the next minute I can’t bear to think of life without Dirk. But he has to go home, and I can hardly go with him.’


Elsie looked at Hetty with her big brown eyes. ‘If I were you, I’d go.’


‘To Belgium? Don’t be daft. A girl like me doesn’t leave Chester-le-Street. Anyway, if I went, I wouldn’t know anyone!’


‘You’d know Dirk,’ Elsie said gently.


Hetty picked up her stride, dragging Elsie with her as they made their way through the factory gates. ‘I won’t talk about this now,’ she said sternly.


‘You started it,’ Elsie sulked.


‘I did not,’ Hetty replied.


‘Did so,’ Elsie said with a smile.


Hetty looked at her and the pair of them burst into giggles.


‘Have you seen anything of Anne lately?’ Hetty asked once they’d stopping laughing.


‘No, I haven’t,’ Elsie replied. ‘You know what things are like since she married Mr Jack and had her baby. We hardly see her outside of work any more. Do you ever wonder what she sees in him?’


An image of Mr Jack popped into Hetty’s mind, and she tried to suppress a smile. He was a short man, much shorter than Anne, and the pair of them looked quite comical when they walked around the factory together.


‘What does she see in him? You mean apart from him idolising her and being the head of a toffee empire, with enough money to fulfil her heart’s desire? Not to mention the big house he provides for her to live in, the gorgeous little girl they have at home, the housekeeper who cooks and cleans, the garden Anne sits in on a sunny day . . . Need I go on? The last time I saw her, she said she’d asked Mr Jack to teach her how to drive his car.’


Elsie’s eyes opened wide with surprise. ‘No!’ she said. ‘I haven’t seen a woman driving in Chester-le-Street before. Do you think he really will teach her?’


‘I don’t think he’ll have a choice,’ Hetty replied. ‘You know what Anne’s like; when she wants something, she gets it.’


She nodded towards the long, low buildings that made up the toffee factory. Ahead of them was a tall, thin chimney belching smoke into the air. It loomed high above the railway lines that ran in one direction to Scotland and in the other to London. The logo of Jack’s toffee factory was painted high on the chimney for the hundreds of train passengers to see.


‘Come on, let’s get to work. We don’t want a ticking-off from Mrs Perkins for being late.’


They headed towards the slab room, where they worked cutting warm, freshly made toffee into delicious bite-sized pieces. From the slab room the toffees were sent to the wrapping room, where every single toffee was wrapped by hand. And each wrapper had to display the Jack’s logo perfectly straight. Before they reached the slab-room door, however, a thickset man appeared pushing a wheelbarrow. It was Stan Chapman, the gardener. He had hands like shovels, a broad chest and strong arms. His face was open and honest, weather beaten and ruddy from years spent outdoors doing the job he adored. His thick brown hair was hidden under his flat cap and his hazel eyes lit up when he saw Elsie.


‘Morning, Elsie!’ he called.


Hetty tried to peel away, but Elsie held her tight.


‘There’s your fella, I’ll let you go and speak to him,’ Hetty said.


‘He’s not my fella,’ Elsie hissed.


‘I thought you liked him?’ Hetty whispered.


There wasn’t time for Elsie to reply, as Stan walked up to her and planted a kiss on her cheek. She kept tight hold of Hetty’s arm, not allowing her to enter the slab room without her.


‘Morning, Stan,’ she said coolly.


Stan nodded at the wheelbarrow. ‘It’s a big day for me and my team,’ he said proudly. ‘We’re finally putting back the flower beds and digging up the vegetables. It’s been a long time without flowers during the war. Now it’s time to get the factory garden back to the way it once was.’ He raised his cap to Elsie. ‘Could I take you out for tea one night? Perhaps tonight after work?’


Elsie bit her lip. ‘Not sure I can, Stan. I’ve got things to do.’


‘Another time, then,’ he said, and walked off with his wheelbarrow.


Hetty looked askance at her friend. ‘I thought you and Stan were courting these days. Why did you give him the brush-off?’


But Elsie didn’t reply, her attention focused on two strapping men heading into the sugar-boiling room. As they walked, they kept turning to look at her. She undid the top button of her overall and stuck her hand on her hip. One of the men winked at her and she waved in return.


‘Oh, Elsie. Don’t say you’ve started flirting with those fellas again. You’ll get a bad reputation. You’re still a married woman, remember,’ Hetty chided.


Elsie’s face clouded over. ‘As if I could forget. I wish I’d never met Frankie Ireland.’


‘Have you seen him lately?’ Hetty asked.


Elsie shook her head. ‘No, and I don’t want to after what he put me through. I hear things about him from Cathy in the Lambton Arms. She tells me he drinks himself into oblivion most nights then falls down outside the pub. She says if it was up to her she’d leave him there all night, but Jim insists on bringing him indoors. Well, he is his brother. Jim lets him sleep on the pub floor, but he won’t have him upstairs in the family’s living area. He keeps Frankie away from their boys in case he lashes out at them like he did to me.’


‘I’m sorry you went through all of that,’ Hetty said.


Elsie shrugged. ‘It’s water under the bridge now,’ she said with a catch in her voice.


Hetty looked at her. ‘Well, Stan clearly thinks the world of you.’


‘I know he does, and I like him a lot. But I’m scared that if I choose Stan, I might miss out on someone better, more exciting and fun,’ Elsie replied, casting another look at the door of the sugar-boiling room.


‘You’re terrible, Elsie Cooper,’ Hetty laughed.


A mischievous smile played around Elsie’s lips. ‘At least I’d never settle for a dull man, like someone else I could mention,’ she replied, raising her eyebrows and throwing a knowing look at her friend.


‘That’s enough now, Elsie.’ Hetty sighed. ‘Come on or we’ll be late for work.’
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Chapter Two





Hetty threaded her arm through Elsie’s and they walked into the slab room. From behind them they heard a car engine stutter and knock. The unholy noise was followed by a screech of gears and brakes, and they turned, stunned to see Mr Jack’s gleaming black car jolting and jerking through the iron gates. It shuddered to a halt outside the factory reception. By now the car had attracted a curious crowd.


Jacob, the factory receptionist, came running out to greet Mr Jack. It was the first time Hetty had seen him move at anything more than a snail’s pace. And his face seemed animated too, which was unusual. She had only seen him looking surly and miserable as he worked on his ledgers whenever she called at reception on an errand for their supervisor.


‘Sir, whatever is the problem with your motor?’ he called as he ran to the driver’s side of the car. However, it wasn’t Mr Jack who stepped out from behind the wheel; it was Anne. Hetty watched as Mr Jack slowly unfurled himself from the passenger side, his short legs finally reaching the ground. His normally round and cheerful face was set stern with a worried expression, and he ran a blue linen handkerchief across his bald head, which was covered in perspiration. His trademark bow tie in the same colour blue as the factory logo was skew-whiff.


Anne walked around the car to her husband and straightened his tie. ‘I think I managed to park quite well this time, William,’ she said cheerfully.


William gulped. ‘At least you didn’t hit the gate, dear.’


Hetty noticed a scratch on the front of the car, then watched as Jacob and Mr Jack had a discussion about moving the car to a more appropriate space. It was blocking entry through the gates, and women were having to squeeze past on both sides.


‘Morning, Anne!’ Hetty called.


Anne strode over to the girls. She was dressed in a smart navy jacket with matching skirt and flat shoes. Under her jacket she wore a cream lace blouse and at her neck was a beautiful brooch of blue stones, a present from Mr Jack.


‘How are you both?’ she asked.


Elsie nodded at Hetty. ‘Well, she’s down in the dumps, but I’m all right.’


‘I’ve just got a lot on my mind,’ Hetty snapped. ‘Anyway, she’s flirting with the sugar boilers again.’


Anne tutted. ‘Oh, Elsie. Haven’t you learned your lesson after what happened with Frankie? The sugar boilers are a rough lot, leave them be. Stan’s the man for you. Everyone can see it.’


‘Everyone but her,’ Hetty quipped.


Anne nodded at Elsie’s overall, which strained across her ample bust and revealed more cleavage than the girls were allowed to display. ‘You might want to fasten that button before Mrs Perkins catches you and tells you off. It’s always best to keep on her good side.’


‘She hasn’t got a good side, she’s an old dragon,’ Elsie muttered, doing up the button.


‘She’s not so bad,’ Anne said gently. ‘You just need to get to know her, that’s all.’


Hetty made to leave. ‘See you later, Anne. We really must get to work.’


When Elsie hesitated, Hetty saw that her friend’s gaze was firmly fixed on Anne’s brooch.


‘Elsie, come on,’ she said, gently pulling Elsie into the slab room to begin their day.


Working in the slab room was hard work, physically tiring, and their muscles ached by the end of the day. But it paid well, and for that Hetty was grateful, yet she constantly worried about how much longer her job would last. She forced a smile as she walked into the room. Mrs Perkins, their supervisor, was sitting at her desk in the corner, and Hetty saw her look up before taking a pencil and marking two ticks on her list, confirming, Hetty knew, that she and Elsie had arrived.


Mrs Perkins was middle aged. Despite her title she was a spinster, although there had been rumours that she’d married once and that her husband had left her for reasons unspecified but much gossiped about by the factory girls. She was older than any of the girls at the factory. Her long brown hair was plaited down her back and she always wore the same blue skirt. Hetty found her firm but fair to work for, yet she knew that Elsie had suffered a few run-ins with her, mainly to do with Elsie disappearing to flirt with the men behind the sugar-boiling room. Hetty and Elsie had worked under Mrs Perkins almost continuously since they’d started at the factory. They’d worked in the wrapping room first, twisting waxed papers around toffees. They’d wrapped thousands each day and their fingers had ended up swollen and sore. Then they’d been transferred to the packing room, away from Mrs Perkins and her strict no-talking rule, but now the supervisor had been moved by Mr Jack to the slab room to oversee the levelling and cutting of warm toffee.


As more girls streamed into the vast space, Mrs Perkins kept looking at the door and ticking names off her list. The slab room was noisy, with the sugar boilers carrying large pans of hot, bubbling toffee to the cooling tables where Hetty and Elsie worked. The sugar boilers were all men; no women were allowed in the sugar-boiling room, such were the dangers of working with hot toffee and heavy pans. Lifting the pans required brute force, a strength that not even Mrs Perkins possessed.


As Hetty took up her position on one side of the cooling slab, she looked across at Elsie opposite her. Her friend was a beauty. She had olive skin, dark eyes and thick black hair piled up on her head and wrapped in a khaki turban. She wore heavy make-up, not just for nights out dancing in town but also for work. Her lips were painted scarlet. However, her smouldering looks often got her into trouble, attracting the wrong kind of man. Hetty shuddered at the thought of Elsie’s husband Frankie. He’d once worked as a sugar boiler before he was sacked by Mr Jack for stealing boxes of toffee. Frankie was a violent, evil man whom Elsie had been forced into marrying when she fell pregnant. The worse for drink on their wedding night, he had beaten her so badly that she’d lost the child. Since then, the pair had gone their separate ways, although Frankie had tried to win her back. However, Elsie had stayed strong and was determined not to fall for him again. It had been Stan who’d helped her during that awful time. That was why Hetty couldn’t understand why she was shunning him to flirt with the factory men again. She sighed and shook her head. ‘It’s none of my business,’ she muttered under her breath.


From the corner of her eye, she noticed a swish of blue material, and Mrs Perkins appeared.


‘Hands, please, Miss Lawson,’ the supervisor barked.


Hetty held out her hands for Mrs Perkins to inspect. When the woman was satisfied that they were clean enough to work on the cutting device, she moved on to inspect the next girl, then the next.


Around Hetty the slab room rang with noise and chatter. Mrs Perkins couldn’t enforce her no-speaking rule here, as the girls needed to shout instructions about their work to each other to be heard. The room was bustling with sugar boilers coming and going. Some were ex-soldiers who’d already returned from the trenches. The war had brought many problems to the factory, not least sugar rationing, which had caused production to drop to three days a week. There was still no news from Mr Jack about when, or if, this might change. Some of the men were stripped to the waist to deal with the heat of working with boiling sugar. The hot toffee oozed from the pouring spouts of the pans and filled the metal slab where Hetty and Elsie stood waiting. As soon as the pans were emptied, the men returned to the sugar-boiling room to make more delicious creamy toffee.


When Hetty told anyone where she worked, the first thing they asked about was the wonderful smell of toffee. And it was true, the smell was as sweet and welcome as anything she had known. If she stuck out her tongue, she could taste toffee on the air. There was so much sugar in all of the rooms at the factory that it made the floors sticky to walk on, even though they were cleaned at the end of each day. The girls had to wear clogs in case they got stuck to the floor. If that happened, they would be lifted out of them by two strong-armed sugar boilers.


Hetty had worked at the factory for so long now she hardly noticed the smell any more. She’d also grown used to the sticky floors and having to grip her toes to keep her clogs on. She and Elsie had worked at Jack’s toffee factory since the outbreak of war. Back then, women had been recruited en masse to replace the men who’d been sent to war. It was the first time women had worked outside of the home, and friendships had soon been forged. Hetty had met Elsie and Anne and now she had two best friends.


Working at the factory had given her confidence. She’d stood up for girls who’d been unfairly treated. She’d helped get gas lamps installed to light up the dangerous lane at the back of the factory where her friend Beattie had been attacked. And she’d even become the face of Lady Tina toffee by winning a competition. Now Lady Tina was the factory’s best-selling toffee, and each tin had Hetty’s face on the lid.


‘How will I manage if I lose my job?’ she sighed.


‘Are you all right, love?’ a voice asked.


Hetty turned to see Beattie watching her quizzically.


‘You seem to be talking to yourself a lot this morning,’ Beattie said.


‘Was I?’ Hetty said, distracted.


‘Watch out, here it comes.’ Beattie handed Hetty a long, flat metal bar. Hetty leaned forward and began smoothing the bubbling toffee with it. She was careful not to let any part of her skin touch the toffee. She’d seen too many girls suffer burns.
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Chapter Three





Up and down the rows, on both sides of the slabs, women and girls quickly levelled toffee while it was warm. Leave it too long and it’d go hard and be uneven, consigned to the reject bins. Mr Jack had very high standards.


‘Ready!’ Beattie called from the top of the slab. She was a strong, sturdy woman whose family ran a farm on the outskirts of town.


The girls stood back as large metal grids were lowered onto the slabs where the toffee was starting to cool. It needed to be at the perfect consistency to be cut into the right size. The cutting grids were made up of small squares with sharp edges and were lowered to the toffee by pulleys from metal bars. Hetty always marvelled when she watched the toffee being cut; it was a magical sight. While she might have grown used to the sweet smell of sugar, seeing the toffees cut into shape and sent off to the wrapping room made her heart swell with joy. She took great pride in her work.


She exchanged a smile with Elsie and the girls got to work scooping the toffees into barrels to be wheeled to the wrapping room. As each slab was cleared, more pans of boiling toffee were carried into the room, and the whole process of pouring, spreading, cooling and cutting was repeated. Delicious scents drifted on the air: peppermint from one corner, strawberry from another. These were welcome aromas that had been missing from the factory during the years while war had raged.


‘I smell fruit. More supplies must be getting through at last,’ Beattie noted.


‘What’ll you do once the men return and we have to leave our jobs?’ Hetty asked.


‘I’ll go and work on the farm with my family,’ Beattie replied. ‘I’ll be all right, although I much prefer working here. What will happen to you? Will you look after your mum at home?’


Hetty bit her tongue. She didn’t want to talk about Hilda. She shrugged. ‘I’ve still got domestic work at Lumley Castle for two days a week. But it doesn’t pay well.’


Beattie stiffened, then tapped the side of her nose. It was the signal that Mrs Perkins was on the prowl.


The offices at the factory were in a separate building, away from where the toffee was made, wrapped and packed. There was a hush in the office building, with deep, soft caramel-coloured carpets laid from wall to wall. The walls were panelled in dark wood and decorated with framed certificates awarded for quality toffee.


Anne worked in a plush corner office that had once belonged to the factory’s sales manager, James Burl. Mr Burl was tall and good looking, with fine features and a firm jaw, and he considered himself Mr Jack’s right-hand man. However, while there was no denying he was excellent at his job, he treated his office staff badly and was brusque in his manner with everyone he met. Anne had never got along with him. They’d started off on the wrong foot on her first day in her role as Mr Jack’s secretary. Back then, Mr Burl had felt certain that his fiancée Miss Brabin would be appointed to the role. When Anne was chosen instead, he never forgave her. He’d been offhand with her since, undermining her at every turn. Or at least trying to, for he hadn’t realised just how strong willed and determined she was.


Concerns about Mr Burl’s rude behaviour and ill-treatment of his staff had been raised to Anne by his secretary, Meg. Once she knew the truth about what was going on, she had spoken to her husband in private. The upshot of it was that Mr Burl had been moved from his office to a shared room with other senior staff, who could keep their eye on him to ensure his bullying behaviour was kept in check.


Mr Jack’s office was along the corridor from Anne’s, and had an anteroom where Anne had once worked. Now that room was occupied by Meg, whom Anne had promoted to work for Mr Jack and herself. It was a demanding role, working for two of the most important people at the factory, and Anne often wondered if it was too much for Meg. The girl sometimes became flustered and made silly mistakes when Mr Jack and Anne gave her tasks at the same time. However, Anne always impressed upon her that work from Mr Jack took priority. He was the boss, after all.


Anne’s role at the factory involved assisting her husband in every way she could. Working as his secretary had given her an all-round understanding of the way the factory worked. She now took on its day-to-day running, from buying ingredients at the best possible price to ensuring the canteen and cleaning services were well staffed and efficiently run. She also helped manage the factory’s gardening and maintenance, and most things in between. William often said that he didn’t know how he’d coped before.


She removed her smart jacket and hung it carefully on a hook on the back of her door, then moved to sit behind her desk and set her handbag on the carpet. She sat straight in her chair and pushed her round wire-framed glasses up to the bridge of her nose. Her desk was the colour of chocolate, dark and rich. In a wire basket was a pile of letters and correspondence that Meg had typed for her. She would read these first, then deliver them back to Meg to either correct any mistakes or take them to the post office. By far the most important item on her desk, however, was a framed photograph of a small child, her daughter Dinah, whom she adored.


‘I’m doing this for you,’ she whispered as she looked at the little girl’s sweet face. Oh, there were plenty of people in Chester-le-Street, and in the factory, who told her that she should be at home looking after her daughter. Plenty who said she shouldn’t be taking a job at the factory when a man could be working instead. Plenty who dared tell her she was neglecting her child. But Anne knew the truth. Dinah was much loved, and Anne was resolute about working for a living. She also had William’s full backing. So no matter what people said, either to her face or behind her back, she knew in her heart she was doing the right thing. Each night at home, she showered her daughter with love and affection, reading her stories and playing games. Weekends were always family time too, which included William’s parents, who doted on their granddaughter. But still, from time to time she felt a pang of guilt when she sat at her desk and looked at Dinah’s face.


She glanced at the clock on the wall. There were seven hours to go before she would see Dinah again. Until then, the child would be tended to and cared for by Edith Brown, their live-in housekeeper. Edith had become part of Anne’s life when she’d first met Mr Jack. She had worked for him for many years and had demonstrated her discretion on the occasions when Anne had stayed overnight at the Deanery before she was wed. Now Anne trusted her with all of her heart, and with her daughter’s care.


There was a knock at her door and she forced herself to focus. ‘Come in,’ she called.


A tall, slim woman entered. Her shoulders were stooped as if she was trying to deflect attention from her height, which only made it obvious that she was embarrassed by her stature. She was an attractive woman, with short, curled brown hair. There was a nervous look about her and she avoided eye contact, looking down at the carpet.


‘Good morning, Meg, how are you?’ Anne said.


‘Good morning, Mrs Jack. I have some papers for your signature.’ Meg laid a folder on Anne’s desk, then stepped back. ‘Would you like a cup of coffee? I’m making a pot for Mr Jack’s meeting with the finance team this morning.’


Anne was puzzled. She didn’t know anything about a meeting with the finance team and wondered why William hadn’t mentioned it. They normally shared everything to do with the factory, especially when it came to finances.


‘Has he requested I attend the meeting?’ she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.


‘No, Mrs Jack,’ Meg said. She backed out of the office.


Anne’s hand flew to the blue brooch at her throat, her fingers running over its precious stones. It was most unlike William not to keep her up to date. She thought for a moment about storming to his office and demanding to know what was happening. But she stayed in her seat. She knew her husband too well. The best time to tackle him was tonight, at home, after a good dinner cooked by Edith and a brandy warmed by the fire.


She straightened her back and picked up one of the papers that Meg had brought, a standard letter to a supplier about meat for the canteen. She spotted two typing errors and marked them with her pen. Sighing, she wondered again if she and Mr Jack were putting too much on her. The next sheet was a letter to the supplies office at Elisabethville. This was a community in the nearby town of Birtley where thousands of Belgians lived. They’d been brought to England by the British government after the war began to work in the munitions factories, and had built their own village and named it after the Belgian queen. Now Elisabethville was being dismantled and the Belgians were returning home. Anne spotted typing errors in this letter too, not least that Elisabethville had been spelled with a z instead of an s.


‘Meg, you should know better,’ she muttered, marking the error. She put the letter to one side, then picked up the next document, which consisted of two sheets clipped together. The top one was a letter to a supplier, with an order for blueberries. Fruit-flavoured toffees had been Anne’s suggestion at a recent board meeting now that supplies were coming through from the docks, and she was heartened that more flavours would be available soon. There was a typing error on this letter too, but it was an insignificant one, and so instead of marking it for Meg to retype, she simply corrected it with her pen before turning to the second sheet. She expected this to be related to the blueberry order. But it wasn’t. It was a list of figures; a finance report, handwritten by William. She would recognise his writing anywhere.


As she cast her eyes down the sheet, her heart grew heavy. The figures were alarming. It was a list of debts owed, with a final amount so large she couldn’t comprehend it. She took a deep breath and decided she couldn’t wait until she returned home to talk to William about this. She pushed her chair back and stood, holding the sheet in her left hand while she straightened the brooch at her throat with her right. Then she left her office and began the walk along the corridor to join the finance meeting, whether her husband wanted her there or not.
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Chapter Four





When Anne reached William’s office, the door was closed. She raised her hand to knock, as she always did before entering. William was her husband, yes, but at work he was Mr Jack, king of the toffee empire. She treated him with the same respect that she would give to any senior member of staff. However, this time was different, and she dropped her hand and pushed the door open.


William’s face when he spotted her was a picture of horror. Meg was sitting at his side, taking notes with a pad and pencil. Opposite him sat two men. Their backs were to Anne, but she recognised both immediately: Mr Burl, the sales manager, and Mr Smith, the finance manager. Mr Smith was a stocky man wearing a dark jacket, his waistcoat straining over his hefty chest. Mr Burl turned to look at her, trying to suppress a grin. Anne guessed he was enjoying the spectacle of her being caught on the back foot. She was determined not to give him the pleasure.


She moved to stand next to her husband and laid her hand on his shoulder, feeling him tense beneath her touch. ‘I’m sorry I’m late for the meeting,’ she said gently. She slipped the list of figures in front of him, making it obvious that she’d seen it, and his shoulder slumped under her hand.


‘Meg, pull up a chair for Mrs Jack,’ he said.


Meg disappeared to the anteroom and returned with a chair, which she placed next to Mr Burl. Anne sat down, smiling at the man through gritted teeth before turning her attention to her husband.


‘Now, what I have missed?’


Mr Burl shifted in his chair. ‘I really don’t think it’s a good idea for Mrs Jack to be included. This is a confidential meeting,’ he spluttered.


‘Are you saying I can’t be trusted?’ Anne said, keeping her tone light and playful, which she knew would infuriate him.


‘Mrs Jack can stay.’ William glanced at Meg. ‘Make a note in the minutes that Mrs Jack has joined the meeting, please.’ Then he turned back to Anne. ‘I’m sorry, dear, that you weren’t kept informed.’


Anne gazed steadily at her husband, wondering again why he hadn’t told her about the meeting and the alarming figures. His cheeks were turning pink and he seemed unable to hold eye contact. His hand flew to his blue bow tie, a telltale sign that he was feeling anxious, and he twirled it through his fingers before returning his attention to the matter in hand.


‘Gentlemen . . .’ he began.


Anne coughed, twice. She was the first woman to work at the factory in any capacity other than on the factory floor or as a cleaner, canteen worker or secretary. She knew how much of a novelty she was, and she had to keep reminding the men she worked with, including her husband, that she was vital to the factory’s life.


‘And Mrs Jack,’ he added sheepishily. ‘I’ve called this meeting to alert you to some . . .’ He paused, then straightened in his chair and laid both hands on his desktop, as if to steady himself. ‘There are a large number of outgoings that the factory needs to cover. Mr Smith and I have been through the accounts, more than once, and we have uncovered debts that we let slide during the war. These debts are being called in by our suppliers now the country is gearing up to full production once more. Debts, I’m afraid, that we have no choice but to pay. Of course we will honour every single penny, but . . .’


Anne’s heart started going like the clappers. She knew the factory’s finances had been precarious during the war, but William had assured her that he and the management board were steering the factory to survival. Now it sounded as if unforeseen problems had reared their ugly head. She leaned forward.


‘But what?’


William looked from Mr Smith to Mr Burl then finally at Anne. ‘These debts, when paid in full, may cripple the factory and even close us down.’


Mr Burl banged his fist against the desk. ‘No!’ he yelled, his face full of anger, directed at his colleague seated to his left. ‘How the devil did you and your finance team let such a thing happen? This is outrageous!’


William turned to Meg. ‘Meg, put your pencil down, please.’


She laid her pencil on top of her pad.


He stood and began to pace. ‘We must find a way out of this,’ he muttered.


Anne glanced at the handwritten sheet of figures on the desk. If the figures were a true indication of the state the factory was in, then it was very bad indeed.


‘Does the board know about these debts?’ she asked.


‘Not fully, not yet,’ Mr Smith replied, casting a nervous look at William. ‘I’m preparing a financial report for discussion. Mr Jack has asked me to arrange an emergency board meeting.’


This was another shock for Anne. She shot William a look, but he ignored it and kept pacing.


Mr Burl turned again to Mr Smith, his eyes burning with anger. ‘You’re incompetent, not fit for the role of finance manager!’


Finally William returned to his seat. He looked straight at Mr Smith. ‘Send the board the date for the emergency meeting as soon as you can. We need to get everyone around the table and we’ll be open and honest. It’s the Jack’s toffee factory way.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Mr Smith said. He rose from his seat and left the office. Mr Burl remained where he was.


‘You may go too, Mr Burl,’ William said.


Slowly Mr Burl rose, but he made no move to leave. Placing both hands on the back of his chair, he glared at Anne. ‘Since certain changes were brought about in this factory, the place has been run into the ground.’


Anne managed to force a smile. She had an idea where this was going and she wasn’t going to make it easy for him. ‘What changes, Mr Burl?’


‘This was a fine factory once,’ he said, his eyes narrowing. ‘When the gentlemen of the board knew and trusted one another. When debts were covered and invoices paid. Now we allow women to make decisions, and look where that’s brought us!’ He turned to William. ‘We’re on our knees, man!’


William leapt up. ‘How dare you speak to my wife in such a manner!’


Anne kept her back straight and her gaze focused on Mr Burl’s face. She glanced at her husband and nodded discreetly, a signal for him to stay calm. He was so outraged she was concerned he might punch the man. The idea of it appealed; it was something she’d often thought of doing herself. Instead, she cleared her throat and began to speak.


‘Mr Burl, in case you haven’t noticed, there’s been a war raging across Europe for the last four years. A war that has meant reducing factory production to three days a week. It is this that has brought the factory to the situation in which we find ourselves. However, you seem to suggest otherwise; that it is having two women on the management board that is the source of the problem. If this is so, it is an insult to Mr Jack’s mother and myself.’


‘Should I write this down, sir?’ Meg chipped in.


‘No,’ William replied.


‘Yes,’ Anne said at the same time.


Meg glanced from one to the other, unsure what to do.


Mr Burl’s face dropped and he looked at William. ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he muttered.


William dismissed him with a wave of his hand. ‘You may go, Mr Burl. But I warn you now never to speak to my wife like that again or there will be dire consequences. And remember, not a word to anyone in the factory. What has been said in this room today is confidential.’


When Mr Burl had gone, Anne turned to Meg. ‘Meg, dear, could you please leave Mr Jack and myself to speak alone?’


‘Of course. I’ll be in my office,’ Meg said. She picked up her pad and pencil and turned towards the anteroom. However, Anne knew from past experience how thin the walls of that room were.


‘Would you mind working in my office for a while?’ she said. ‘I have filing that needs to be done.’


‘Yes, Mrs Jack,’ Meg said, and she followed Mr Burl out.


Alone with her husband, Anne looked him straight in the eye. ‘Care to tell me what on earth’s going on?’


At the end of the day, the factory whistle blew and the girls streamed out of work. Hetty and Elsie left arm-in-arm, heads together, gossiping about the day they’d both had.


‘Mrs Perkins was cheerful today,’ Hetty noted.


‘Can’t say I noticed,’ Elsie replied breezily. ‘Got my mind on other things.’


One of the men from the sugar-boiling room cycled past, and Hetty noticed Elsie’s gaze following him.


‘So I see,’ she said.


Elsie poked her gently in the ribs. ‘Oh, don’t come the innocent with me, Hetty Lawson. I know you like the fellas too. Aren’t you seeing Dirk tonight?’


Hetty smiled at the mention of his name. ‘He’s picking me up and we’re going for a walk along the river. Are you sure you don’t mind being alone with Hilda?’


Elsie shook her head. ‘I’ll read to her, she likes that.’


‘Sometimes I think you get on better with her than I do,’ Hetty said.


Elsie looked at her. ‘I know it’s not easy living with her, Hetty. She put you through hell for years, always treating you second best to Dan. Finding out that she’s not your mum, well, I understand how hard it must be.’


‘Do you? I’m not sure I understand it myself,’ Hetty said quietly.
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