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For my grandad, who would have loved me writing about football. There were so many times when I wished I could ring him and have a chat while I was writing this story.



Victory for the Sewing Factory Girls
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Chapter One

Clydebank, Scotland, 1916

Ellen looked out of the window and sighed heavily.

‘It’s so quiet,’ she said. ‘The streets are empty.’

Her sister Bridget rolled her eyes.

‘Och, Ellen, don’t be so dramatic.’

‘All the men have gone.’ Ellen rested her head against the glass and watched as her breath made it steam up.

‘They have not.’ Bridget sounded amused. ‘Some men have gone recently, some had gone already, and some are staying put because – as you well know – the lads who work at the shipyard won’t be conscripted. Nor married men. And anyway, they’ve passed the conscription law now, but it doesn’t come into effect until March.’

Ellen ignored her. She hated when Bridget spoke sense.

‘There’s no one out there.’

‘It’s raining and it’s freezing cold.’

Ellen wiped the window with her hand. ‘I can’t see a single soul.’

Bridget put down her pen and tutted.

‘Ellen,’ she said, ‘stop looking out of the window and come and make yourself useful. Because the streets may be empty, but the shop is not.’

With exaggerated effort, Ellen dragged herself away from the window and instead leaned against the counter.

‘Everyone looks worn out,’ she said, watching one customer pick up a skirt and hold it against her daughter to see if it would fit. ‘Tired.’

‘So do you.’ Bridget was adding up a column of numbers in a ledger. ‘Now would you please stop talking for a second and let me concentrate.’

‘Everyone’s so sad.’

‘Fifty-five,’ said Bridget, scribbling in the book. ‘And sixty. Everyone is a bit sad, yes. But that’s not surprising, is it?’

‘I suppose not,’ Ellen replied. She pulled the stool from behind the counter closer to her and hauled herself up on it because her feet hurt and she needed to sit down. ‘But …’

Bridget shut the ledger with a thud and waved goodbye to the woman and her daughter, who’d decided the skirt wouldn’t fit. ‘Ellen,’ she said, sounding more than a little exasperated. ‘Everyone is sad because there is a war on.’ Her expression softened as Ellen looked at her. ‘And you are tired because your James is on a ship somewhere in the middle of the ocean, goodness knows where, and you are pregnant and decidedly green around the gills all the time, and my darling niece, as much as I adore her, is quite the handful.’

Ellen tried to smile at the mention of her daughter, but found it was quite an effort to shift her morose mood now she had let it take over. ‘She’s definitely that.’

She looked over at the shop floor. Mrs McGinty from the next street was rubbing the hem of a pair of trousers between her thumb and forefinger, looking disdainful.

‘That’s good work,’ Ellen called. ‘Hand-stitched.’

Mrs McGinty frowned. ‘Fabric’s thin.’

‘We’ve lined the knees and the rear. Won’t wear through.’

Ellen caught her sister’s eye and made a face. Mrs McGinty was, as their friend Sadie always said, ‘a fusspot’.

‘Price is a wee bit steep,’ said the fusspot. ‘It’s second-hand after all.’

Ellen shot her a fierce look. ‘Those trousers came from one of Sadie’s posh friends in Glasgow,’ she said. ‘They’d barely been worn because the wee lad who owned them grew three inches in as many weeks. And I fixed the hem myself, and I lined the inside, and they’re worth the money we’re asking.’ She held McGinty’s gaze. ‘If you had tokens, they’d be cheaper.’

Ellen, Bridget and Sadie ran the shop together. It was called the Clydebank Clothing Exchange because they took donations from local people in exchange for tokens, then mended the clothes, or adapted them, and then sold them. The folk who’d donated worn-out or too-small clothes could spend the tokens they’d earned in the shop.

It had been a labour of love when they first started but now they were so busy they’d had to employ another seamstress – Sadie’s sister Rachel – and Ellen was proud that they were keeping their heads above water. And goodness, the money was certainly coming in handy now James had joined the navy.

‘We’re closing,’ she said, suddenly feeling a rush of anger as McGinty peered at her stitching. ‘Sorry. Time to go.’

She slid off her stool slightly awkwardly, and bustled the other woman out of the shop, ignoring her protests that it was only three o’clock in the afternoon.

‘Early closing today,’ she said, giving her a nudge to get her out of the door and shutting it behind her.

‘It’s Tuesday,’ Mrs McGinty called through the glass.

Ellen turned over the sign in the window so it read ‘closed’ and leaned against the door.

‘I can’t stand that woman.’

Bridget raised an eyebrow. ‘So I gathered.’

Ellen snorted.

‘Her husband’s flat-footed apparently.’ She marched back to the stool and sat down again with a sigh. ‘Flat-footed my eye.’

‘Missing James?’ asked Bridget, astutely. It annoyed Ellen how well her sister could read her moods. ‘He’s been gone a while, now, eh?’

‘Do you remember when Da fixed the wall above our bedroom door?’ Ellen said thoughtfully.

‘Yes.’

‘And it made our door a wee bit shorter, so we kept banging our heads? And then we got used to it, so we ducked, but sometimes we’d forget and we’d hit our heads and it would hurt?’

‘Yes,’ said Bridget again, with a little less certainty this time.

‘It’s like that.’ Ellen nodded. ‘Just the same.’

‘Right,’ Bridget said with a small frown. ‘The same as our bedroom door?’

‘I’m getting used to him being away,’ Ellen said. She swallowed because she felt a lump in her throat, and she didn’t want to cry. Not again. She cried all the time just now. Yesterday she’d cried while sorting some tiny wee baby booties because they were just so sweet and small. And this morning she’d cried because Annie wouldn’t eat her porridge and said she wanted her da.

She lifted her chin. ‘I don’t want to get used to him being away,’ she said.

Bridget looked like she was going to ask a question but instead she put her hand on Ellen’s. ‘It’s all right to be sad, you know.’

‘Don’t,’ said Ellen with a grimace. ‘Don’t be nice. Because when I start crying, I don’t tend to stop.’

‘Then buck up,’ said Bridget mildly. ‘We just need to grit our teeth and get on with it.’

The rattling of the door handle made them look up.

‘It’s Sadie,’ said Ellen, in a rush. ‘Don’t tell her.’

‘Don’t tell her what?’

‘About the baby.’

Bridget looked surprised. ‘She doesn’t know?’

Ellen looked at the door of the shop, and then at her sister. ‘Not yet,’ she said in a low voice.

‘You’ll have to tell her soon enough.’

Ellen adjusted her apron over her thickening waist. ‘I’m just not sure …’ she began, as Sadie rattled the door handle again.

‘Ellen?’ she called. ‘Ellen?’

‘Answer it,’ Ellen said to Bridget. ‘But shhhh.’

‘Bossy,’ said Bridget, but she went to the door just the same and unlocked it. Ellen knew she’d not say anything – Bridget could always be relied on. She wasn’t sure why she didn’t want Sadie to know about her new baby yet. It was just that there was something in Sadie’s eyes recently that made her reluctant to share the news. And there seemed to be a distance between them that hadn’t been there before.

‘Why are we closed?’ said Sadie, coming inside. ‘It’s Tuesday.’

‘McGinty was here,’ Ellen began.

Sadie rolled her eyes. ‘Fusspot.’

‘Aye.’ Ellen managed a small smile. ‘I threw her out and shut the shop.’

‘Don’t blame you.’ Sadie unwrapped her scarf and took her hat off. ‘Missing James, are you?’

‘A little,’ said Ellen. She saw Sadie and Bridget exchange a concerned glance and it irritated her. ‘I’m fine,’ she said firmly to Sadie.

‘Are you?’

‘Yes.’ She looked at her friend. ‘Are you?’

‘Aye. All fine.’ Sadie dropped her gaze which made Ellen think she might be lying. But she didn’t understand what was wrong because as far as Ellen could see, nothing had changed for Sadie. Her husband Noah had not joined up, and even though conscription had happened, he wouldn’t be called up because he was a teacher. James wouldn’t have been called up either because he worked at the shipyard, but he had joined the navy anyway. Ellen shook her head gently, wanting to dislodge the sadness. Wasn’t she known for being cheerful? Wasn’t she the one her da always said was like a ray of sunshine?

She forced herself to smile, though it felt a little odd. ‘I’ve had an idea.’

‘Oh no.’ Bridget looked alarmed. ‘What now?’

Sadie leaned against the counter, pretending to be faint. ‘It’s not a strike, is it?’ she said, fanning herself.

This time Ellen did manage a genuine smile.

‘It’s not a strike,’ she said. ‘Though as far as I remember, Sadie, you were the one who came up with that idea.’

Sadie shrugged, looking rather happy about it, and Ellen felt her mood lift, a tiny bit, surrounded by her two favourite women.

‘Remember how in the strike we thought we were stronger together?’ she began.

‘Of course.’ Sadie nodded.

‘Well, I thought, there are lots of women like me, aren’t there? Women whose husbands are off at sea, or at the Front. And maybe we’d be stronger together too.’

Bridget, who was a passionate suffragette, stood up straighter. ‘Keep talking.’

Ellen reached under the counter and pulled out a banner she’d been stitching, whenever she’d found a minute. She unfolded it and stood back to let Bridget and Sadie see.

‘Join the Clydebank Clothing Exchange,’ Sadie read aloud.

‘Everyone welcome,’ Ellen added. ‘But I’ve not had time to stitch that bit yet.’

Bridget leaned over and examined the stitching. ‘Nice work,’ she said.

Ellen rolled her eyes. ‘Of course.’

‘What does it mean?’ Sadie asked.

‘Remember when we started?’ Ellen said. ‘In the strike. When everyone was desperate and we all came together to help with clothes and food and …’ She ducked her head, suddenly feeling a little silly. ‘And, well, friendship?’

‘We did,’ said Sadie. She put her hand on the banner and rubbed the fabric gently. ‘We really did.’

‘I thought perhaps we could just throw open the doors – once a week, maybe? More if we need to. We can collect donations for folk, and for the troops, and perhaps knit socks? And just, you know, be there for one another.’ There was a pause. ‘Maybe it’s a silly idea,’ she said quickly. ‘Everyone’s busy …’

She reached out to roll up the banner again but Bridget caught her hand. ‘I think it’s a good idea.’

Sadie took her other hand. ‘Me too,’ she said. ‘I think it might be just what everyone needs.’

‘Really?’ said Ellen.

‘Really.’ Sadie smiled. ‘We’ll help of course, won’t we, Bridget? We’ll all work together.’

Ellen felt an overwhelming sense of relief. ‘I was hoping you’d say that. Because I have absolutely no idea how I’d do it without you.’


Chapter Two

‘It’s going to be more like the Clothing Exchange we organised during the strike,’ Ellen told Bridget’s friend Ida later that day. ‘Everyone will be welcome to come along and do their bit and make new friends.’

‘Ellen’s got it all worked out,’ Bridget added.

Ida, who loved nothing more than bringing people together, looked pleased. ‘Tell me more about it,’ she said.

They were in Bridget’s flat above the Clothing Exchange. It was two flats really – the other one was above the shop next door – McKinley’s General Store, which Ida owned. Ida, who was rather clever with a hacksaw and a pot of paint, had made a door in between the two. Ellen thought it was very handy how the two women – who were very close friends – could come and go between their flats. The arrangement seemed to suit them well.

Bridget was still married, of course, but her husband Malcolm had moved to Manchester after the strike. He and Bridget had given up the single-end flat they’d shared and Malcolm rarely came back to Clydebank now. In fact, Bridget hardly ever mentioned him, though Ellen knew they wrote to one another.

‘I just thought it would be nice to bring people together,’ Ellen said. ‘Don’t set a place for Annie, she’ll be asleep in two minutes.’

She looked over to where her daughter lay curled up on a chair. Bridget followed her gaze and smiled fondly as she put cutlery on the table and began to slice the bread.

‘We’re going to get together and talk, and knit socks, and collect donations.’

‘Sounds wonderful.’ Ida had cooked dinner and now she ladled the soup into bowls and brought it to the table, while Bridget put the bread down and pulled out the chairs. Ellen sat down. ‘I’m very happy to help.’

‘The more the merrier,’ said Ellen.

Bridget took a sip of soup and nodded. ‘This is delicious, Ida.’

Ida smiled, appreciating the compliment, and Ellen thought – not for the first time – how content her sister was nowadays. She’d never been so calm when she lived with Malcolm. Not that he was an unpleasant man. On the contrary, he was a good, kind chap, though Ellen hadn’t been overly fond of him at first. But Bridget had seemed so prickly almost as soon as they’d married. Tightly wound.

She looked at her sister while they ate. Bridget was listening to Ida chatting about the Clothing Exchange and watching her closely.

‘Are you missing the suffragettes?’ Bridget said.

Ida paused in her stream of conversation. ‘Is it that obvious?’

Bridget put her spoon in her empty soup bowl and got up from the table. ‘It’s obvious, but understandable,’ she said. She went to Ida’s side and put her hand on her shoulder. ‘I feel it too.’

Ida tilted her head towards Bridget for a second.

‘Do you?’ she said. ‘Honestly?’

Ellen watched Ida with curiosity. She was always so confident, Ida. Sure of herself. Yet suddenly she seemed to need Bridget’s reassurance, just like she – Ellen – turned to James for reassurance. It was nice to see. She was glad Bridget had a friend like Ida.

‘Of course I do, you silly goose,’ said Bridget with affection. ‘The fight for women’s suffrage has been such a large part of our lives for so long.’

‘And now it’s gone,’ said Ida.

‘Not gone,’ Bridget said. ‘Paused, for a while.’

‘And aren’t we seeing everyone this very evening?’ said Ellen, keen to make Ida feel better. She thought Ida was marvellous, and didn’t like to see her gloomy.

‘To roll bandages for the Red Cross,’ said Ida.

Ellen opened her mouth to say that rolling bandages was a worthy task, but Ida jumped in again before she could speak. ‘It feels like the fight has gone out of us.’

‘Tea?’ Bridget took the plates to the sink and filled the kettle. ‘Well, perhaps Ellen expanding the Clothing Exchange will give us another cause to focus on,’ she said. ‘Like knitting socks for soldiers.’

‘Mrs Pankhurst would approve.’ Ida’s voice held an edge that Ellen was surprised – and a little irritated – by.

‘You don’t think we should be supporting the men who are fighting? Men like James?’

‘I do, of course.’ Ida sighed. ‘Goodness knows they need our support.’

‘But?’ Ellen spoke sharply.

‘But I think there has to be a better way.’

Ida’s words played on Ellen’s mind as they went to meet their friends later. Was there a better way?

She tugged her sister’s sleeve as Ida marched on ahead. They’d dropped little Annie off at their parents’ house and they were heading to the church where the bandages were being rolled.

‘Do you think Ida’s right?’ Ellen asked now. ‘Is there a better way? What did she mean?’

Bridget shrugged. ‘The very idea of war makes me feel sort of bleak and hopeless,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Those boys – your sweet James, or Sadie’s brother Daniel, being given weapons and taught to kill other men just like them? It makes me want to cry.’

‘James isn’t fighting in the trenches,’ Ellen said. ‘He’s on a ship.’

‘A battleship,’ Bridget said.

Ellen shuddered.

‘I don’t like to think about it.’

‘But what’s the alternative?’ Bridget said helplessly. ‘I’m not sure.’

The bandage rolling was taking place in the hall at St Andrew’s Church – the very place where the Clydebank Clothing Exchange had started.

They walked up the path and through the wide door. The hall was full of women, bustling around collecting baskets of rolled bandages, or sitting rolling them, or knitting socks. Bridget looked very tired all of a sudden, and Ellen wished she’d suggested staying at home and letting Ida come on her own. But Ida put her hand on Bridget’s back and steered her towards the corner. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Chin up. Helen’s over there.’ And Bridget smiled, and Ellen thought that bringing women together to do something purposeful was a very good idea indeed.

She followed Bridget and Ida to the corner where Helen and a few of the other suffragettes were busy rolling bandages.

‘It’s funny being back here, isn’t it?’ said Helen after a while. ‘Back where we spent census night to avoid being counted.’

‘It feels like a very long time ago, and yet hardly any time at all,’ said Ida.

‘So much has happened since then,’ Ellen agreed.

Bridget looked down at the bandage in her lap. ‘Was it worth it?’ she asked. ‘All the fighting we did? It all came to nothing in the end.’

‘Ah but you see, Bridget …’ Helen dropped a finished bandage into her basket with a flourish. ‘It’s not the end.’

‘Really?’

‘We’re not done yet. Trust me.’

Bridget smiled at her, and Ellen smiled at Bridget, and felt the same little shiver of excitement she’d felt back in the days of the strike, when she was part of something important. And then a voice made her wince.

‘Evening, ladies.’

Ellen closed her eyes briefly, and when she opened them, Bridget was screwing her face up in a way that made Ellen want to laugh.

‘Christina,’ said Ida, coldly. ‘We’ve not seen much of you, lately.’

‘I’ve been busy,’ Christina said. ‘There are battles still to be won.’

Bridget narrowed her eyes. Ellen couldn’t blame her. It was Christina whose actions had once landed her sister in jail, if only briefly. And, Ellen recalled with a little smile, alongside herself.

‘That’s what I was just telling Bridget,’ said Helen. ‘The fight for women’s suffrage goes on.’

Christina looked at Helen as though she’d grown an extra head.

‘Not that fight,’ she said, sounding like a disapproving schoolmistress. ‘Not now, Helen.’

Helen made a face at Bridget and Ellen. Bridget made no effort to hide her smile.

‘Mrs Pankhurst is leading a campaign to distribute white feathers to those men who have not joined up,’ Christina said.

‘What for?’ Ida frowned. ‘For what purpose is she distributing white feathers?’

‘To let them know they are cowards.’

‘Or unfit to serve,’ Ida pointed out. ‘Or working in a reserved occupation.’ She lifted her head and looked straight at Christina. ‘Like shipbuilding.’

Ellen laughed but quickly turned it into a cough. Half the men in Clydebank worked at the shipyard. Bridget snorted loudly, again making no attempt to hide her disdain.

Christina did have the grace to look slightly sheepish. ‘Well quite,’ she said. ‘White feathers would not be well received in Clydebank.’

‘I’m not sure they’d be well received anywhere,’ Ida said. ‘I have nothing but respect for Mrs Pankhurst, but I do not like this idea.’

‘Nor do I,’ said Bridget. She curled her lip. ‘I’m not surprised you’re in favour, Christina. Some people would think it a little …’ She paused. ‘What’s the word I’m looking for, Ida?’

Ida gave Bridget an amused glance. ‘Hypocritical?’ she suggested.

‘That’s the one.’ Bridget turned back to Christina. ‘Some folk might think it’s a little hypocritical for you to label others a coward.’

Christina glared at Bridget with such venom that Ellen shivered. But Bridget wasn’t backing down. Ellen knew her sister better than she knew herself and she understood that Bridget didn’t dislike many people, but those she did dislike, she disliked with absolute fervour. Ellen almost admired it.

Christina eventually dropped her gaze and Bridget looked mildly triumphant.

But Christina wasn’t finished. ‘I have turned my attentions elsewhere,’ she said. She pulled up a chair and sat down, addressing the suffragettes as though she was telling them a secret.

‘As you know, women are being paid to work in munitions factories. Many of them young. Many of them never having earned their own money before.’

There was a murmur of agreement from the women.

‘In fact, they are being paid rather well,’ Christina added.

‘I’m not sure that’s strictly true,’ Bridget began, then stopped talking suddenly. Ellen knew it was because Christina liked to remind her sister that she was one of the few former workers at the Wentworth sewing machine factory who’d not gone out on strike, and Bridget didn’t like to be reminded of that.

‘Consequently, there are worries about morality and drunkenness,’ Christina went on. She stood up. ‘So women like me – and like all of you, should you be interested – have been recruited to patrol the areas around the munitions factories and keep things in check.’ She began unbuttoning her coat and slipped it off to reveal a rather smart uniform. ‘We are the Women’s Police Service.’

Ellen saw Ida sit up a bit straighter.

‘Are you working at Wentworth?’ Bridget asked.

‘Not at Wentworth, no,’ Christina said. ‘Not directly.’

Ellen exchanged a look with her sister, who sighed and went on: ‘Are you working in association with Wentworth?’

‘Indeed I am.’

‘The same Wentworth that sacked my sister …’ Bridget gestured towards Ellen. ‘And my friends and, in fact, me, when we all stood up for what was right?’ Bridget said.

Christina looked at her. ‘That was a long time ago, Bridget.’

‘Was it?’

Ellen put her hand on top of her sister’s, wanting to support her but also to calm her. She felt the same about Wentworth, but the strike and everything they’d done back then seemed small in comparison to the war. And James being so far away. And all the death and the worries.

‘Things have changed,’ Christina said. The people running the factory have changed. And Wentworth is making munitions now. Doing its bit, as we all must.’ She looked around at the suffragettes. ‘Would anyone like to join me?’

There was a moment of quiet, and then to Ellen’s dismay, and from the expression on Bridget’s face, hers too, Ida stood up.

‘I’ll join you,’ she said.
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