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As the Great War rages, Jack’s toffee factory in the market town of Chester-le-Street, Durham, is threatened with closure when sugar rations begin.

Anne, who works for the owner Mr Jack, must choose between her heart and her head when Mr Jack declares his love for her. Not only might he have to sell the toffee factory if he breaks off his previous engagement, but he can never know the secret that Anne carries.

Elsie is forced to keep a secret when she risks her safety as well as her reputation in order to make ends meet.

And, for Hetty, a long-hidden family secret surfaces, threatening to tear Hetty’s family apart. Her future with Dirk feels more fragile than ever.

Together the three toffee factory girls share laughter, sorrow and secrets, and support one another through the challenges ahead.
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Author’s Note

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: 
Book 1 in the Trilogy

Hetty, Elsie and Anne start work at Jack’s toffee factory in the Durham market town of Chester-le-Street when war breaks out and men leave to serve in the forces.

Hetty Lawson is the breadwinner at home, working to pay debts her father left when he died. She wins a competition at the toffee factory to become the face of the new brand of toffee, which is named Lady Tina. Hetty lives with her overbearing mother, Hilda, and younger brother, Dan, who is her mother’s favourite child. When Hetty’s boyfriend, Bob, goes off to war, she falls for a Belgian man, Dirk, who lives in the nearby village of Elisabethville. Hetty writes to Bob to call off their relationship, but unbeknown to her, her letter is lost before it leaves the country.

Elsie Cooper has had a rough upbringing. She meets Frankie, a minor criminal, and ends up agreeing to take the blame for a crime he commits. Frankie’s hold over Elsie results in heartbreaking consequences. Meanwhile, Elsie’s factory colleague, Stan, will do anything for her, but she sees him only as a friend, blind to the fact that he’s the right man for her.

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, had no choice but to sell him and now struggles to live with her decision. She channels her sorrow and energy into her work and impresses Mr Jack with her energy and enthusiasm for the toffee factory. She also develops feelings for him, and he feels the same for her. However, he is already promised to a society lady, and if he doesn’t marry her, her father won’t invest in the factory to secure its future.




Chapter One

January 1916

Anne Wright rented a cramped room on the top floor of a terraced house on Victor Street. Her landlady, Mrs Fortune, had an annoying habit of entering her room without warning. However, this time when she tried to open the door, she was thwarted. Anne allowed herself a smile as she glanced at the bolt. There was a knock, loud and insistent.

‘Miss Wright!’ Mrs Fortune yelled from the landing. ‘Is there something wrong with your door? It won’t open.’

There was more rattling of the handle before Anne slid open the lock. Mrs Fortune, red in the face with frustration, almost fell into Anne’s arms when the door finally opened.

Anne, standing tall and straight, smiled serenely. ‘Mrs Fortune, how nice to see you this Saturday morning. Was there something you wanted?’ She knew she’d have to play it carefully with her landlady, for she didn’t want to risk being thrown out. Her little room wasn’t plush, but it was the only home she had. However, she was fed up to the back teeth of her landlady barging in. Finally she’d taken steps to ensure it didn’t happen again.

Mrs Fortune breathed deeply, nostrils flaring, and narrowed her eyes. ‘What happened to your door? Why was it stuck?’ she demanded. She looked around the room. ‘I hope you’re not hiding something in here.’

Anne’s shoulders dropped. She’d been living with Mrs Fortune for over a year and was disappointed that her landlady still didn’t trust her.

‘Mrs Fortune, I am not hiding anything, or anyone. I know you well enough by now to know you’re intimating, yet again, that I have sneaked a gentleman in here. I have told you many times that I’m not that kind of girl. You know I’d never break any of your house rules,’ she said firmly.

Mrs Fortune’s beady eyes landed on Anne’s pristine eiderdown. Anne could have sworn at that moment that the landlady looked disappointed not to have found evidence of wrongdoing.

Mrs Fortune was a peculiar woman, she thought. She was short, with grey hair tucked under a small black hat that she wore from first thing each morning to last thing at night. Anne had never seen her without it. ‘Mrs Fortune, do you remember our conversations . . .’ she began, then paused, thinking of how best to explain why she had installed the lock on her door without permission. ‘Our many conversations about you, as my landlady, respecting my privacy as your lodger?’

Mrs Fortune put her hands on her stout hips and looked from Anne to the door, where the shiny new bolt finally caught her eye.

‘What on earth is that?’ she yelled.

‘I think you know what it is, Mrs Fortune.’

‘You’ve damaged the door,’ Mrs Fortune said, running her fingers across the bolt.

Anne crossed her arms. ‘I’ve done no such thing. As you can see. I’ve installed a lock, carefully and neatly.’

Mrs Fortune stepped forward and looked into Anne’s clear, bright eyes. Anne stood her ground and pressed her sensible flat shoes against the bare floor to steady herself. She knew she should have asked permission, but had she done so, she feared Mrs Fortune would have said no.

‘If I’d asked you about installing a lock, you would have refused me,’ she began, pre-empting complaints.

Mrs Fortune shook her head. ‘You don’t need a lock on your door. You don’t require privacy in my home . . . unless you’ve got something to hide,’ she said darkly.

Anne dismissed her comment with a wave of her hand. ‘I do need privacy, Mrs Fortune. Everyone is entitled to it. I don’t barge into your rooms downstairs, do I? And although I’ve asked you many times not to enter my room without permission, you’ve repeatedly ignored my requests. I’m a grown woman, not a child. While I’ve lived under your roof I’ve been a model tenant. I always pay my rent on time, I keep my room clean, and I never . . .’ she tilted her chin, ‘I never bring back gentleman callers. And don’t I give you free toffee each week from my work at Jack’s factory too?’

Mrs Fortune’s right eye twitched. Anne had expected more resistance from the feisty woman. She’d even put money aside from her wages in case the landlady demanded compensation. However, she was both surprised and relieved when Mrs Fortune dropped her gaze. For the first time since she’d moved into Victor Street, Anne felt she’d won a small victory.

Mrs Fortune turned away and carefully inspected the lock. ‘You installed this yourself?’ she asked more gently now, sounding impressed.

‘Yes, I bought it from the Co-op in town, along with a screwdriver and all the fixings,’ Anne replied.

Mrs Fortune spun around and her eyebrows shot up into the rim of her black hat. ‘You know how to operate a screwdriver?’ she said, astonished.

Anne nodded. ‘Yes, of course. I’m a woman of many talents, Mrs Fortune. There’s a lot you don’t know about me.’

Mrs Fortune gave a wry smile. ‘There are many things we don’t know about each other,’ she replied.

Anne immediately wished she could take back her words. Because if Mrs Fortune found out everything about her, she knew she’d be thrown out onto the street. She’d shared her deepest secret with only Hetty and Elsie, her close friends at the toffee factory. They knew about the baby son she’d parted with to be raised by Mr and Mrs Matthews, a well-to-do couple in Durham. That was where she was planning to head this morning. All she wanted to do was take a peek at her boy, just a glimpse over the fence. Some days the heartache of giving up her child wouldn’t leave her and compelled her to seek him out, hoping for a glimpse of him through a window of the couple’s large, impressive home.

Anne kept other secrets too, things she hadn’t even shared with Hetty and Elsie. Things she couldn’t share with anyone. The truth was that she’d fallen for the factory owner, Mr Jack, who she worked closely with. However, he was promised to a society lady by the name of Lucinda Dalton and they were to be wed. To complicate matters further, Mr Jack had recently told Anne he loved her, not Lucinda. He’d even presented her with a Christmas gift, a silver brooch with precious stones in the exact shade of blue to match the toffee factory logo.

So far, she hadn’t dared allow herself to be swept up in the romance of Mr Jack’s heartfelt words. If she did, his marriage to Lucinda might not go ahead, and Mr Dalton’s promised investment in the factory wouldn’t happen, meaning there was every chance the factory would have to close, particularly if the rumours of sugar rationing were true. All the sugar boilers, chocolate enrobers, wrappers and packers, delivery men and stable men would then be out of work. Anne would lose her much-loved role as secretary to Mr Jack, and every toffee factory girl, including her friends Elsie and Hetty, would lose their jobs too. No, there was no need for Mrs Fortune to know everything.

Anne bit her tongue as Mrs Fortune looked her all the way up from her sensible shoes and her black linen skirt to her cream blouse with its patterned-lace collar and her brown hair elegantly styled in a bun. Aware she was being scrutinised, she felt herself blush and she pushed her small wire-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose. Mrs Fortune crossed her arms.

‘I won’t have you damaging any more of my doors, Miss Wright,’ she said. ‘Or floors, or windows, or any part of my home. Do you hear me?’

‘Loud and clear, Mrs Fortune,’ Anne replied. ‘Now, was there a reason for your visit this morning? I was about to go out.’

Mrs Fortune nodded quickly, then closed the door. She indicated the bed. ‘You may wish to sit down, Miss Wright.’

Anne shook her head. ‘Whatever it is, Mrs Fortune, I’m sure I can remain standing.’

The landlady began pacing. The room was so small that it only took her three steps to reach the window and three steps to return. Anne wondered what was on her mind. She glanced at her wristwatch. The bus to Durham was due soon and she didn’t want to miss it. She hoped her landlady would be quick. However, the clouded look on the woman’s face suggested otherwise.

‘Times are hard, Miss Wright,’ Mrs Fortune began, still pacing. ‘This dreadful war shows no end and food prices have shot through the roof.’

Anne braced herself. Because of her privileged position at the toffee factory, she knew exactly how much of an increase there’d been in food prices nationwide.

‘I understand, Mrs Fortune,’ she said.

Mrs Fortune stopped pacing. She looked at Anne. ‘Of course you do, you’re an intelligent girl. You wouldn’t have been taken on at Jack’s factory in such a senior role if you weren’t.’

‘How much more rent do you want?’ Anne offered.

A smile came to Mrs Fortune’s lips, then she delved into the front pocket of the apron that covered her skirt and blouse. She pulled out a small envelope and handed it to Anne.

‘The new terms are in my letter. Please read this and sign it to say you agree, then leave it with me on your way out.’

Anne took the envelope and placed it carefully on the mantelpiece. ‘I’ll read it when I return, Mrs Fortune. I really should go. I don’t want to be late.’

She picked up her handbag and gathered her coat, hat and scarf. It was blustery outside with a strong January wind and she needed to wrap up warmly.

‘There’s something else I need to tell you,’ Mrs Fortune added.

Anne didn’t stop in her preparations to leave, hoping the landlady would pick up on the hint. ‘Oh?’ she said, thrusting her arms into her winter coat.

‘I’m taking in another lodger,’ Mrs Fortune announced.

This made Anne stop in her tracks. She blinked hard. ‘But where will they . . .?’ There were no more rooms in Mrs Fortune’s house, so where would another lodger live?

‘Pearl will live downstairs in my front parlour,’ Mrs Fortune said.

Anne was stunned. Not only was Mrs Fortune giving up one of her private rooms, but she’d called the new lodger by her first name. All the time Anne had lived here, she’d been addressed as Miss Wright.

‘Pearl?’ she said, hoping Mrs Fortune would share some more details about the new girl. However, the landlady merely pursed her lips and headed to the door. She paused there, holding the handle. Anne followed, knowing that she’d have to run to Front Street if she was to catch the Durham bus.

‘One more thing, Miss Wright.’

‘What is it now?’ Anne asked impatiently.

‘There’s a gentleman to see you. I haven’t invited him in, as the neighbours will gossip and I won’t have that. He’s waiting outside on the street.’

Anne’s heart skipped a beat. ‘A gentleman? Who is it?’ she asked.

‘I didn’t ask his name as I have no time for such callers. You know my house rules,’ Mrs Fortune said sternly. Then she walked from the room and away down the stairs.

Anne was confused. She wasn’t expecting anyone. The only men she knew in Chester-le-Street were those she worked with at the factory. Why on earth would one of them come to her home? She racked her brains. Only one person knew where she lived, and that was Mr Jack himself, but surely it wouldn’t be him? He wouldn’t be so indiscreet as to visit her lodgings. In any case, Mrs Fortune would have recognised him. As the owner of the toffee factory, which employed many in the small market town of Chester-le-Street, he was a familiar face to everyone.

She listened to Mrs Fortune’s footsteps disappear downstairs, then heard the door to the parlour open. ‘Pearl, my dear!’ she heard the landlady exclaim before the door closed.

Her head spun. She couldn’t think straight. Another lodger in the small house, especially one so well known to Mrs Fortune, was one thing. And now a gentleman coming to call, well, that was another matter entirely. She took a moment to gather herself and calm her racing heart. She glanced at her watch again, realising she was too late to catch the bus and there wasn’t another due for an hour. There was only one thing for it. She headed downstairs to discover who was waiting outside.


ops/images/author.jpg





ops/images/book.jpg





ops/images/9781035402564_FC.jpg





ops/images/logo.jpg





