
[image: Illustration]



GLENDA YOUNG

The Toffee Factory Girls

[image: Illustration]




 

Copyright © 2024 Glenda Young

The right of Glenda Young to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in 2024

by HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

This Ebook edition first published in 2024

by HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the

Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters – apart from the obvious historical figures – in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

Author photograph © Les Mann

Cover photograph © Larry Rostant
Background images © Simon Annable/Ion Mes, Shutterstock

eISBN 978 1 0354 0249 6

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

About the Book

Also by Glenda Young

Praise for Glenda Young

Author’s Note

Acknowledgements

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Seven

Discover Glenda Young’s other powerful and romantic sagas

Don’t miss Glenda’s Helen Dexter Cosy Crime Mysteries




About the Author

[image: Illustration]

Glenda Young credits her local library in the village of Ryhope, where she grew up, for giving her a love of books. She still lives close by in Sunderland and often gets her ideas for her stories on long bike rides along the coast. A life-long fan of Coronation Street, she runs two international fan websites for the show.
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An irresistible novel about love, friendship, secrets, war . . . and toffee!

The Toffee Factory Girls is the first in a trilogy from hugely popular author Glenda Young – ‘such a good writer, she’s fantastic!’ Woman’s Hour

In 1915 three women start work at a toffee factory in the market town of Chester-le-Street, Durham.

Anne works for the enigmatic owner Mr Jack. She is highly efficient and whips Mr Jack's disorganised office – and Mr Jack himself – into shape. However, behind her business-like façade, Anne hides a heart-breaking secret.

Elsie is feisty, fun and enjoys a good time. However, her gadabout ways get her into trouble when she falls for the wrong man in the sugar-boiling room.

And there's dependable Hetty, who's set to marry her boyfriend when he returns from the war. But when Hetty is sent on an errand by the toffee factory boss, her life changes in ways she could never imagine and a whole new world opens up.

The toffee factory girls begin as strangers before forging a close bond of friendship and trust. And, as the war rages on, they help each other cope through the difficult times ahead.
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Chapter One

Summer 1915

In a cramped upstairs room in a terraced house, eighteen-year-old Anne Wright rolled her brown hair into a bun, then pinned it neatly in place. She stood in front of the mirror, squinting at her reflection, before reaching for her glasses from the bedside table. Putting them on, she stepped back from the mirror, turning her head this way and that. She wanted to make sure there were no stray locks of hair. She had an important interview and needed to look her best. Her face was clear and well scrubbed, her cheeks pink and eyes bright.

‘Miss Wright!’ a voice called.

Anne’s heart sank. It was Mrs Fortune, her landlady. What on earth did she want this time? Mrs Fortune was a stout woman who wore her grey hair tucked under a small black hat, no matter what time of day. Anne had often wondered if she wore it while she slept. Before she had a chance to reply or open the door, Mrs Fortune entered the room.

‘Please, Mrs Fortune. How many times have I asked you to respect my privacy?’ Anne said, alarmed. ‘You should’ve knocked. I might have been undressed.’

The landlady bustled across the room with two folded towels in her arms. She laid them on a chair by Anne’s bed.

‘I’ve brought you clean towels, Miss Wright.’

‘That doesn’t excuse you bursting into my room,’ Anne said. She tried to keep her tone light against the anger she felt. It wasn’t the first time her landlady had entered without knocking. She made a mental note to find a locksmith who could provide something she might affix to the door to give her privacy against Mrs Fortune’s prying eyes. Because she was in no doubt that prying was exactly what Mrs Fortune intended. She saw the woman’s eyes dart around the room, then land on the perfectly made bed. The pillow was plumped and the eiderdown straight. Mrs Fortune’s face dropped; she looked disappointed that she hadn’t found what she’d hoped.

‘Did you sleep well?’ she asked.

Anne knew her landlady well enough by now. She knew that Mrs Fortune really wanted to know if Anne had broken her house rule and had a man to stay overnight. The very thought of it made Anne despair. One man had brought enough trouble to her life. She had no intention of getting involved with another. She crossed her arms and stared into the older woman’s eyes.

‘I slept well, as always. Now, if you have any more business with me as your tenant, please state what it is. Otherwise, I’ve a very busy morning ahead and I need to prepare.’

Mrs Fortune eyed Anne all the way up from her smart brown shoes, sheer stockings and brown skirt to her best cream blouse with a lace collar.

‘A busy morning, you say?’

‘It’s none of your business,’ Anne snapped. She stopped herself saying more. Oh, how she hated living in this tiny room in Mrs Fortune’s house. But she had no choice; it was all she could afford.

‘I have an interview, if you must know,’ she said, more gently now, aware that if she upset Mrs Fortune, she might end up on the streets looking for another place to live.

Mrs Fortune raised her eyebrows. ‘Where?’

‘Jack’s toffee factory.’

Her mouth twisted into a wry smile. ‘You? A toffee factory girl?’ she said sarcastically.

Anne stuck her chin out. ‘What’s wrong with that? I’m up to the job. I can do it.’

Mrs Fortune composed herself. ‘I’m sorry, lass, but I can’t see someone as slight and delicate as you, with all your airs and graces, lasting five minutes in the packing room, or the slab room. The girls there will rip you to shreds. They’re tough lasses, it’s hard work.’

Anne slowly removed her glasses, then took a linen handkerchief from her bag to wipe the lenses. She replaced the wire-rimmed glasses on the bridge of her nose.

‘If I pass my interview today, I won’t be working in any of those rooms. I’ll be working for Mr Jack himself. I’ve applied for the position of his secretary. Look.’

She held out a folded copy of the local newspaper, the Chester-le-Street Chronicle and District Advertiser. She handed it to Mrs Fortune and watched as the landlady read. When she had finished, her hand flew to her heart.

‘Oh my word, lass. You’ll do well if you get that job. It’d make me very proud to tell my friends that my lodger works for Mr Jack himself. Why, his toffee factory is the beating heart of our town.’ But then her face clouded over. ‘Although there are rumours about him, which I’m sure you’ll have heard.’

Anne hadn’t heard anything and was curious to know more. However, she didn’t want to appear as if she was interested in hearing gossip, as she considered that common. Fortunately, she didn’t have to say a word as Mrs Fortune carried straight on.

‘Oh yes, the things they say about William Jack will make your hair curl. He’s an odd one, all right. A maverick, they say, though I call him eccentric. Why else would he have left the comforts of his family estate in Lumley to live in the old Deanery, alone? I know I wouldn’t live here in Chester-le-Street if I could afford to live in Lumley. And I hear he’s built a garden at the factory for his workers to parade in at lunchtimes. He allows them an hour-long break each day, you know. A whole hour! Mind you, the toffees they make are beautiful. The best in the country, that’s what everyone says.’

She made to leave, but suddenly turned and nodded at the newspaper. ‘It says in that job advertisement that applicants must be able to type.’

‘I can,’ Anne said, although she hadn’t used a typewriting machine in months. However, how hard could it be to pick up her old skills?

Mrs Fortune arched an eyebrow. ‘And you’ll have to use the telephone. Not many people know how to do that,’ she added.

‘I have experience there too,’ Anne added. She had used the telephone before, but she kept quiet about where and when. It was no one’s business but hers.

Mrs Fortune nodded slowly, keeping her eyes on Anne. ‘Well, Miss Wright, you are a dark horse. There’s more to you than meets the eye.’

Anne stepped forward to usher the landlady out. ‘Again, I’d like to ask for my privacy, Mrs Fortune. I always pay my rent on time, don’t I?’

‘Yes, but—’ Mrs Fortune began.

Anne cut her short. ‘And my room is always clean.’

‘Yes,’ Mrs Fortune added reluctantly.

‘And I cook my own meals and clean your kitchen afterwards. All of that should allow me to keep my room here as my own. I’d be very grateful if you’d knock the next time you wish to come in, whether it’s to deliver clean towels or . . .’ Anne paused, intending her next words to hit the spot, ‘whatever it was you were hoping to find. Some of your previous lodgers might have broken your house rules, but not me, Mrs Fortune. I am a woman of my word.’

Mrs Fortune’s cheeks coloured, then she nodded quickly and left.

Once she’d gone, Anne sat on her bed. She tore the advertisement from the newspaper, folded it precisely and placed it in her handbag. She took her coat from the peg behind the door, then checked her reflection again. She felt confident that she looked as smart as she could. There was a nervous flutter in her stomach at the thought of the interview. She’d have to tell a few white lies, exaggerate her experience, but nothing ventured, nothing gained. That was what her mum used to say. And the worst that could happen was that she’d end up working in one of the rooms at the factory Mrs Fortune had mentioned instead of in Mr Jack’s office. She’d heard there were jobs aplenty there for girls now that men were leaving to go to war.

She was about to leave her room when she paused. Reaching her hand to her dressing table, she pulled open the middle drawer and rifled through her silk petticoats, pushing aside handkerchiefs and scarves, until she found a tiny square of a picture. A photograph in black and white of a baby boy. She kissed it, and a lump came unbidden to her throat. Her eyes pricked with tears. No, she couldn’t cry today. She had an interview to attend. She had to be on her mettle. As she hid the picture away at the back of the drawer, she felt tears threaten again, so she shook her head, straightened up and looked at herself in the mirror.

‘Pull yourself together, Anne,’ she commanded her reflection.

Then she headed outside to walk to the toffee factory.




Chapter Two

At Chester-le-Street railway station, Hetty was being shoved around the crowded platform. She was surrounded by a bustle of activity as young men, little older than boys, boarded the train. Steam billowed about them. An older man was calling names, and men in the uniform of the Durham Light Infantry replied, ‘Here, sir!’ before stepping into the train. She knew that Bob’s name would be called at any moment. She looked into his steel-grey eyes.

‘Chin up, Hetty. I won’t be away long. I’ll be back before you know it,’ he said matter-of-factly.

Hetty longed for a farewell hug or a kiss, but Bob stood straight, keeping a polite distance from her. She’d known him long enough to know he kept his feelings bottled up. Long enough to know how irritated this made her feel. She reached for his hand, but he pulled it away.

‘I’d best not let myself be sidetracked by that kind of thing,’ he said formally. ‘Remember, when I come back, we’ll get married like we planned. Our wedding might just be the thing to cheer your mum up.’

Hetty doubted that even her wedding would please her mum, Hilda. No matter what she did, nothing was ever good enough. Not like her brother, Dan, who could do no wrong in their mother’s eyes.

Another name was called.

‘Grayson?’

Hetty gasped. This was it.

‘Promise you’ll wait for me,’ Bob said.

‘I promise,’ she replied. ‘And you, Bob?’

‘I’d never go back on a promise, you know that.’

‘Promise you’ll write to me?’

‘Of course . . . if I can.’

She yearned for him to take her face in his hands and bring her lips to his, but the moment was lost when his name was called again.

‘Grayson!’

‘I have to go,’ he said sharply. ‘Remember me always, Hetty.’

He stepped away, straightened his back and snapped his heels together.

‘Here, sir!’ he yelled, and climbed up into the train.

Hetty’s legs felt weak as he turned his back on her. She’d thought about this moment many times since he’d signed up. She’d known she’d have to say goodbye. But now it was real. Bob was on his way out of her life and she struggled to comprehend the enormity of it. Pushing herself forward to the train window, she peered inside, desperately searching for one last glimpse. The doors slammed shut, then she heard a whistle.

‘Bob!’ she yelled. She banged on the window but there was no sign of him. Steam drifted along the platform. ‘Bob!’ she called again as the train began to move. She swallowed a lump in her throat.

Then a window opened, a head popped out and he was there. As Hetty forced her way along the platform, he held out his hand.

‘Take care, Hetty,’ he said.

She reached for him, but the train picked up speed and their fingertips only briefly touched. Then he waved, ducked inside and was gone.

Hetty stood rigid, watching the train snake away.

‘He’ll write to you, love, you’ll see. My son’s promised to write every day.’

Hetty turned to see a woman with a child in her arms. She wanted to thank her for her kind words, but found she couldn’t speak. Around her, other women were crying, some sniffing back tears, others wailing. Some women held hands or had their arms around each other offering friendship and support. One had collapsed on a wooden bench and was being attended to by the guard.

A small black dog appeared and walked behind Hetty, trailing a tatty piece of string tied around its neck. Hetty was too upset to take any notice of it as she joined the crowd of women leaving the station. She was trying hard to hold back her tears, because she knew Bob would expect it, but now that he’d gone, she had no one to tell her to keep her chin up or be strong and brave.

Tears trickled down her face and she scrunched her eyes shut. What would her life be like without him? She felt strange inside; not lonely exactly, but lost. Despite this, however, she didn’t want to go home. Not yet. Her mum would want to talk about Bob, how he’d looked when he left, what he’d said. Hetty didn’t want to share their last words with anyone; she wanted to keep them to herself. She needed time to process what had happened. Bob had gone off to war without so much as giving her a peck on her cheek. His formal manner often infuriated her, but this time it made her feel unwanted and unloved. Plus, if she went home now, she knew her mum would have jobs waiting for her: cleaning the hearth, bringing in coal and water, sweeping the yard. The list went on. There was always work to do. Dan was never tasked with such chores. He was her mum’s pride and joy, and while Hetty toiled in the house, he was allowed to roam the streets with his pals.

‘If he’s not careful, he’ll end up in trouble with the police,’ Hetty often warned, but Hilda always dismissed her concerns.

‘He’s full of youthful energy, that’s all. He knows what he’s doing,’ she’d reply.

Hetty wasn’t so sure. She’d heard that Dan had been caught stealing coal from the pit at the edge of town. But when he’d presented their mum with a barrowload of coal, telling her he’d been given it in exchange for work with a rag-and-bone man, Hilda was overjoyed.

‘Such a lovely lad, so kind,’ was all she’d said, while Hetty had rolled her eyes.

No, she couldn’t face going home yet.

She left the station and headed into town. But with each step she took, her legs felt heavy, and she had to force herself forward. She didn’t notice what was going on around her. She didn’t feel the August sun on her face or hear the birds in the trees. She was lost in thoughts about Bob and fears about the war. As she neared the town centre, she didn’t pay much attention to the busy stalls and noisy traders in the market square. She didn’t even notice three girls from Jack’s toffee factory, walking towards her in their khaki and red overalls.

‘Watch out!’ one of them called as Hetty bumped into her.

Hetty spun around to apologise, but the girls had moved on, laughing and chatting, taking up the width of the pavement as they walked arm in arm. She watched them go. They looked around the same age as her, but they seemed so grown up, full of life and swagger. She felt a million miles away from them. All she could think of was her life without Bob.

She reached the Lambton Arms pub and sank onto a stone wall. The pub was large; a three-storey building wrapped around the corner of Front Street. The top two floors were the living accommodation for pub landlord Jim Ireland, his wife, Cathy, and their three young boys. Her legs began to shake as the shock of Bob’s departure really hit her, and she decided to sit for a while.

‘Hetty Lawson! I want a word with you!’

Hetty didn’t need to turn around to know who was calling. Her body tensed and she took a deep breath. The last thing she needed was a run-in with Jim Ireland, but it looked like she had no choice. She stood, pushed a lock of hair behind her ears, wiped her hands across her eyes and braced herself.

Jim was a small, stocky man with a round belly from too much beer. When he walked, he rocked from side to side. He was completely bald and his round face was pink. He wore a pair of black trousers, a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows and a black waistcoat on top. He wobbled his way towards her.

‘Where’s this week’s money?’ he demanded.

She saw a flash of anger in his eyes. The danger of the situation forced Bob from her mind.

‘Mum hasn’t paid you?’ she said, shocked.

‘Would I be here in the middle of Front Street asking you about it if she had?’

‘Mum’s not well,’ Hetty said, thinking quickly. Her heart began to hammer. How she hated using her mum’s illness as an excuse. ‘She’s not been out of the house, as she’s in a bad way.’

Jim glared at her. ‘Bring me my money tonight.’

‘I can’t promise—’ Hetty began, but he held up his hand.

‘I want the money I’m owed. The money your good-for-nothing father racked up in debts in my pub before he drank himself to death.’

‘But Jim—’ Hetty tried again.

‘Just bring the money, lass. And if you’re late paying me again, it won’t be me you’ll have to deal with next time. I’ll pass on the debt to my brother Frankie, and believe me, you don’t want to mess with him. I’ve been patient with your mum since your dad died, but let’s be clear about this: I want what I’m owed.’

Hetty knew all about Jim’s brother Frankie. Most of the folk who lived in Chester-le-Street were aware of his fierce reputation as a drinker and a fighter. She knew that if Jim was threatening to escalate her dad’s debt, she had no choice but to find the money – and quick.

‘I’ll sort it out with Mum,’ she said, edging away.

‘Aye, see that you do,’ Jim replied.

Hetty was confused. Why hadn’t her mum paid this week’s instalment? What had she done with the money?

‘Please, miss. Your dog.’

She didn’t turn to acknowledge the man behind her. She didn’t have a dog, so he couldn’t be speaking to her. But then she felt a tap on her shoulder, and spun around to find herself looking into a pair of piercing blue eyes. His face was smooth, his hair brown. He was slim, and wore a smart black suit with an unusually wide collar. She’d never seen any of the local boys wearing such a fancy suit.

‘Your dog,’ he said again, offering her a piece of string. On the end of the string was the small black dog that had followed her from the station. It was sitting patiently on the pavement, its head cocked to one side.

There was an accent to the man’s voice that Hetty knew meant he wasn’t from Chester-le-Street. In fact, he didn’t even sound English, and she wondered if he was one of the Belgians who worked at the munitions factories in the nearby town of Birtley. Her mum had warned her to stay away from the Belgians. She said they were trouble, but this man looked harmless and gentle.

‘It’s not mine,’ she heard herself say, but he had already passed the string to her and she was too polite to refuse. Now she was holding it in her hand. ‘It’s not mine,’ she said again, but the man was walking away.

She looked down at the dog. ‘What am I to do with you?’
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