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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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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 
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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