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York, 1935

‘Molly Freeman, this may be your last day in school but I am still your teacher.’ Mrs Stanley yelled loud enough for all the pupils at Haxby Road School to hear, let alone the day-dreaming Molly.

Molly quickly brought herself back to the world of the schoolroom as she heard Mrs Stanley shout at her to concentrate on the job at hand, just as a blackboard rubber whizzed past her ear and landed on the varnished wooden floorboards of her classroom, leaving a cloud of white chalk dust floating in the summer’s air like a host of tiny fairies.

‘Sorry, Mrs Stanley, I was just looking out of the window, it is such a nice day and I’ve only another hour before I leave school for good anyway,’ Molly said quietly, hoping that her teacher of the last year would understand.

‘There is another hour for you to learn and put some common sense into your head, Molly Freeman. You will need every ounce of knowledge when you join the real world because, believe me, you will look back and realise just how happy your days here at school were.’ Mrs Stanley looked over the top of her glasses and glared at the girl she had tried to prepare for the rest of her life, just like she had prepared countless pupils before her. However, in Molly Freeman’s case, she pitied her future bosses; she was by no means the brightest button in the box and if her siblings had not already been working for York’s main employer, Rowntree’s, she would have struggled to get herself an interview even.

‘I’m sorry, I’ll try to concentrate.’ Molly put her head down and looked at her arithmetic book, but could not see the need for any of the elaborate fractions and equations that she was supposed to be able to work out. What would she need these for? She was going to make chocolate like the rest of the family and would have no need for such knowledge. Her mam had always said, ‘Do your best and that’s all you can do,’ and that’s what she had always done, regardless of what Mrs Stanley said to her. She glanced over at William Allen as she put her head down and tried to concentrate on her sums, but he stuck his tongue out at Mrs Stanley and then grinned cheekily at Molly as she sniggered.

‘You might think that I cannot see you, Molly Freeman and William Allen, but believe me I do have eyes in the back of my head. Any more disrespect from either of you and it will be a caning that you will be receiving on your last day in school.’ Mrs Stanley turned and stared at both of them as she finished writing on the blackboard.

‘Sorry, Mrs Stanley,’ William and Molly said together, not daring to look at one another.

‘Just get on with it, and then you can leave with your heads held high,’ Mrs Stanley said and sat down in her chair. This was one of many classes that she had seen through the last year of schooling. Most of them were following in their parents’ footsteps in family businesses, some were leaving to work in the local shops and some of them, like Molly, were hopefully going to work at the sprawling chocolate and pastille firm that had spread over the outskirts of York. The unshowy, philanthropic Rowntree family were to be praised for bringing much-needed work to the ancient city; not only had they helped people afford their own homes and take pride in themselves, but with their strong Quaker values they had put York onto the map. They had also made her own life easier, especially when it came to the likes of Molly, who she knew would be nurtured by them once at work. Elizabeth Stanley put her head down and started to check the papers that she would have to take home with her that evening, but for now, at least, the classroom was quiet and that was just how she liked it.

Molly concentrated on her arithmetic, but her mind was focused on going home and leaving the school that she had attended since the age of five. It wouldn’t matter what she put in her book, she thought, nobody would be bothered once she had walked out of the doors. So, instead of figuring out the set sums, she sketched pictures of her classmates in the margin, cartoon-like and funny, just like she thought of them. Finally, just before the bell rang for the end of the lesson and the end of the summer term, she sketched Mrs Stanley as a long, tall skinny woman with extended arms and huge glasses and whiskers – every pupil laughed about the whiskers on the end of her chin, which she obviously didn’t know were there. She sat back and grinned and added a caption, ‘Mary Hairy Stanley, the worst teacher ever!’ Then she closed the book and watched as the minute hand finally reached half past three and a child in a lower year rang the home time bell.

That was that, then: school was done for good and at long last she could hope to make some money to help the family. She stood up and pushed her school chair under the oak desk which so many past pupils had scratched their names into when bored with their lessons, and placed her book under the desk lid. School was over and now it was out into the wide world, whether she was ready or not.

‘Well, that’s it and it’s about bloody time – my father has been wanting me to help him in the shop for weeks now. I can learn far more working with him than I can in this place,’ William Allen said as he walked out of the school with Molly, not giving it a backward glance.

Unlike Molly, who lingered at the doorway and wondered if Mrs Stanley’s words were right about school days being the best. She had struggled at school sometimes, but she had always known that it was for her benefit that she attended. Unlike William who was often absent, only to be found working in his father’s butcher’s shop on Haxby Road – for he had a future working in the family business. She, however, did not have secure employment yet and even though her siblings already worked for Rowntree’s, and she was to attend an interview on Monday, she was dreading entering the sprawling works of the chocolate factory. She had heard her two sisters gossiping and talking about their work life and coming home each evening smelling of the chocolates that they made and packaged, and it sounded a completely different world to the safety of the school. They both came home exhausted and full of moans most days, having to think for themselves but at the same time sharing the comradeship of working together and gossiping around the kitchen table.

‘I’ll see you then, Molly, I’ll probably be serving you or your mam in the shop next time you see me,’ William said, pushing his hands into the pockets of his tight-fitting trousers. He was a big lad, well fed at home, unlike most of the rest of her class, whose families struggled to feed them.

‘Yes, I’ll see you, William. You take care,’ Molly said, watching as he walked down the road towards home as a pang of panic overcame her: she was about to enter into the world of work and she was scared.

‘Is that you, our Mol? Well, that will be that then.’ Winnie Freeman had just finished making a pie crust and was wiping flour from her hands onto her cross-over apron. She looked up towards the kitchen doorway as she heard the front door slam on the small terraced house that she and her three daughters lived in.

‘Yes, Mam, I’m home. Is there anything to eat, I’m starving,’ Molly said as she entered the kitchen and slumped into one of the rickety wooden chairs set around the kitchen table.

‘You can make yourself a sugar sandwich, but only one, mind. I only got that loaf of bread this morning and already it’s half gone because your two sisters insisted on taking their own dinners to work with them. You would all eat me out of house and home if I let you.’ Winnie sighed as she ran a knife around the edge of the enamel pie tin, tidying up the crust before placing it into the oven of the Yorkshire Range. ‘I don’t know why either of them can’t have their dinners in the dining block with the rest of the workers instead of taking what they can get from under my nose.’ Winnie watched as Molly sliced a doorstep from the loaf and buttered it liberally before sprinkling a good spoonful of sugar on it and biting into it. ‘Don’t make another, you have meat and potato pie for your supper. Although there’s not much meat in it … I’m sure that Thomas Allen’s scales are wrong; I don’t seem to have got much for my money.’

‘William is starting work for him full-time now, he says,’ Molly said, licking the sugar crystals away from the side of her mouth.

‘He might as well have been this last month or two; he never seems to be at school, from what I hear. The truancy officer is always knocking on the door, according to Lizzie Mason, but they’ll not get any sense from that family, no matter how many times he knocks on their door.’

‘Well, he’s no need of school, he’s known all along that he is going to work for his father,’ Molly said, looking at the loaf and hoping that her mother would allow her another slice.

‘No, you don’t, miss, you’ll thank me in another year or two when the boys are showing interest in you. Nobody wants to be walking out with the plump one; a slim waist and a petite figure are what’s wanted. Especially if you are to attract somebody with a bit of money in the bank,’ Winnie said, smacking Molly’s hand as she reached for the carving knife. ‘And as for William working in his father’s shop, he still needs to be able to weigh things correctly and to charge properly. Although perhaps that’s what is wrong with his father, perhaps he makes it up as he goes along,’ she continued, as she started to peel four potatoes to boil in a pan to accompany the pie.

Molly retracted her hand sharply and watched her mother as she filled a pan with cold water for the potatoes.

‘Mam, I don’t want to go to work for Rowntree’s, I’ve been thinking I’d rather go and work in a shop or happen to learn to type and be in an office,’ Molly burst out, looking worried as she saw her mother’s face cloud over. Nobody ever questioned her mother’s decisions, she was the matriarch of the family, and she had held her family together since the death of her husband from a particularly bad bout of influenza nearly ten years ago. Her word was set in stone.

‘Don’t be daft, our Molly! You, work in an office? You can barely spell; you even say to yourself that the words don’t make any sense to you, no matter how much you look at them. You should be thankful that Rose got you the interview on Monday; she’s put her neck on the line for you. It was either Rowntree’s or Terry’s on the other side of town and you wouldn’t want to trail there every morning. Besides, you haven’t even been taken on yet, but you should be all right, as long as you don’t say you struggle with reading.’ Winnie looked at her youngest – she knew she had problems, but at the same time she was not daft, she just couldn’t make sense of letters like she should.

‘I won’t, Mam, but they may ask me to take a test, our Annie says they will, so they’ll soon find out. That’s what I’m worried about.’ Molly sighed. Annie had tried to get into an office job, and she was a lot brighter than Molly, but she had frightened Molly with her talk of the test that she had been put through. Even though Molly knew that she would not be given a second look at an office job, she was worried about any tests that she would have to do for even the most menial of jobs.

‘They are a good, understanding firm, they’ll find you a place. They know your sisters are good workers and you’ve come from the same stable, so they’ll take you on,’ Winnie said as she added salt to the handful of potatoes and hoped that she would be proved right.

But Molly hoped that her mother was wrong for once; the smell of chocolate filled the house and the surrounding streets all the time and she had wanted to break the trend in the Freeman household.

‘Hey up, the other eggs have chipped,’ Winnie said, meaning her other two daughters had arrived home from their shift, as she heard them entering the house chattering excitedly. ‘They’ll just have to wait for their teas for a minute, I must be running late.’

Rose, the tallest and oldest of the sisters, entered the kitchen first, pulling off the white turban that protected her blonde hair that was immaculately held in place by hairgrips. Her make-up was like that of a movie star too. Rose loved to look just right and she had taken the eye of many a fella as she walked the two streets to and from the factory. She had also impressed the management and been told that she was going to be put in charge as a Grade A overlooker once the new product that they were developing was in place. This was good news for Rose as she was walking out with Larry Battersby and everyone knew that wedding bells would soon be ringing – every penny would be needed for them both to set up home together.

‘Now then, our Mol, how was the last day at school then? Are you ready to join us Chocolate Girls come Monday?’ Rose said cheerfully, leaning against the pot sink as her other sister Annie lit a longed-for cigarette and sat down across from Molly with her legs crossed and her turban still covering her head of tight dark curls.

‘I don’t know. Annie, do you think I’ll be all right? I’m beginning to worry about working there,’ Molly said, looking at her other sister who, unlike Rose, didn’t care about how she looked, or what folk thought of her; she was the tomboy out of the trio.

‘Of course you’ll be all right; we’ll be there to look after you. Just try not to be put into the Card Box Mill, the stink of glue really gets on your chest,’ Annie said, taking a long drag on a Craven A cigarette, which made her cough.

‘Not as much as those things do, our Annie, I wish you would stop smoking, it is most un-ladylike,’ Rose complained and then turned to look at Molly kindly. ‘You’ll be fine, love, wherever they decide to put you. The Rowntree family might be strict but they are fair and care about their staff, they have to, or else they wouldn’t be honouring their religion. Quakers are known for their caring ways.’ Rose put her arms around her youngest sister briefly to reassure her.

‘Listen to her! No wonder she is getting a promotion, creeping and sticking up for the management. They are like any other business; if you don’t make them money then they will get rid of you. Just like they sacked Brenda Crosby the other week,’ Annie said, shaking her head as she remembered that one of her friends had been given instant dismissal without listening to a word in her defence.

‘That’s because she had been helping herself to the chocolate bars and selling them on to her friends. What else were they supposed to do?’ Rose said, glaring at Annie.

‘She swore to me that she didn’t, that that old bag Agnes Moore, her overlooker, just held a grudge against her. I believe her as well,’ Annie said, flicking her butt end into the fireplace and hoping that her sister would not argue back.

‘You need better friends, our Annie, everyone knew what she was doing and it was just a matter of time before she was caught. She’s lucky that she didn’t get the police knocking on her door.’

‘Girls, please, no arguing, just for once let us have our supper in peace,’ Winnie said and smiled at Molly. ‘You will be just grand, love. Just do your best, keep yourself tidy and mind your own business, that is all that they will want. Now, Annie, put the kettle on and change that look on your face, it’s as black as the chimney back and it will stay that way if the wind changes.’

‘Well …’ Annie moaned.

‘Well, nothing, kettle filled, please, and stop your whinging. We will have a game of rummy after supper, that will pass the night,’ Winnie said as she prodded the potatoes with a fork to check if they were ready.

‘Count me out, Mam, I’m meeting Larry, we are going to the pictures. There’s Shall We Dance on at the Odeon and I love Fred Astaire and Larry loves Ginger Rogers.’

‘Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers, listen to you, what’s wrong with Laurel and Hardy, now they give you a good laugh,’ Annie said as she filled the kettle and placed it on the range.

‘Annie, you would argue with your own shadow if you could. Now all of you, let’s have some peace and enjoy our supper together in a civilised manner.’ Winnie sighed, her girls had all had the same upbringing but none of them were alike in their ways and it often led to many an argument. However, all her girls had spirit and knew right from wrong so she couldn’t have done too badly, even though sometimes it had been hard bringing up three girls on her own for the best part of ten years. With Molly finally going out to work and Rose heading for marriage, life should finally become a little less hard.




2

Monday morning had come around all too soon for Molly’s liking. She lay in bed listening to her two sisters who shared a bedroom getting ready for work and could hear her mother in the back yard filling the boiler in the outhouse for the Monday wash. She pulled her bedcovers over her head, blocking out the sunshine that was coming through the skylight window of her attic bedroom. She felt sick as she thought about what she had to do that day: it would be the start of her new life as a Rowntree’s employee if things went well, and if they didn’t she had no idea what to do. There wasn’t much employment in York except the chocolate and confectionery factories of Rowntree’s, Terry’s and Craven’s, and out of the three, Rowntree’s was the nearest, being only a couple of streets away from where she lived. So it went without saying that she should hope to get taken on there.

‘Molly, move your shanks, its seven fifteen and your interview is at nine,’ her mother shouted from the bottom of the stairs, and then her bedroom window shook as her sisters slammed the front door in their hurry to get to work and to clock in on time, running down the street arguing with one another as ever.

‘I’m coming,’ Molly replied and felt a wave of nausea overcome her yet again as she climbed out of bed and looked at herself in the wardrobe mirror. She analysed every inch of herself as she pulled her nightdress over her head, did up her skirt and buttoned the ditsy patterned blouse that her mother had ironed especially for her interview. She studied her reflection as she pulled her knickers and socks on and realised that she was still a schoolgirl in looks, unlike her sisters, who were grown women and beautiful. She had bobbed, short, mousy-coloured hair that she held back with a hair clip, and freckles over her nose. She was gangly and not yet fully grown where it mattered, unlike Rose, who had the best figure anyone could ask for. Nevertheless, it was what God had blessed her with. There was no way she could change it now, she thought, as she washed her face in the bowl that stood on the washing stand and hoped that she looked the part.

She ran down the stairs and outside to the back yard to spend a penny on the wooden-seated lavvy next to the outhouse. Steam was coming out of the outhouse where her mother was preparing the weekly wash and she could hear her putting the tin lid on the huge pot that she washed the whites in and smell the carbolic soap and Dolly Blue that her mother used religiously every washday. She sat on the lavvy seat and wished she could disappear and not have to face the day, but her mother was not going to let her, and sure enough here she was knocking on the lavvy door.

‘Tea’s on the table and there’s some porridge in the pot. We can’t have you fainting at your interview. I’m about to scrub the front doorstep, so move yourself,’ Winnie called as Molly reached for a sheet of last week’s cut-up newspaper to wipe herself clean.

Monday was her mother’s busiest day; it was washday, step-scrubbing day and it was the day the rag ’n’ bone man came. Shouting his usual call of ‘Rag ’n’ bone!’ and exchanging a new supply of Dolly Blue bags, or donkey stones that her mother scrubbed the front doorstep with until it was almost white, for leftover bones. The bones went to be sold to the glue factory, and any outgrown clothes or rags traded were to be sold on as shoddy to the nearby mills. The rows of terraced houses might not be the wealthiest ones in York but there was pride within the women who lived there, and if a standard was not kept then it would be worse for the woman who let the row down. Windows were cleaned, steps scrubbed and the nets kept pristine just to prove that you were a good housewife.

Molly looked at the porridge that had been left for her in the pot. It had skinned over and congealed and she didn’t fancy it, even though she was hungry and her stomach was churning, so she poured a cup of tea and looked at the clock. Another half hour and she would have to be out of the house and walking the few streets to the Rowntree’s works. She looked at the washing-up that had been left behind and decided to do that to distract herself and help her mother. Pouring hot water from the kettle into the sink she washed everybody’s breakfast pots and left the porridge pan to soak. Another ten minutes and she would go, she thought, it was always better to be early than late, so her mother had told her.

‘Oh, Molly, look at your skirt, it’s soaked from you washing up, and you can’t go to an interview with that big wet patch on you,’ Winnie exclaimed, looking across at her daughter as she made her way back through the kitchen. ‘Go and get changed, you’ll have to go in your other skirt, the one you had on yesterday, although it’s not as good or as pretty, but at least it’s not covered with washing-up water. But hurry up, it is nearly eight thirty and your interview is at nine.’ Winnie sighed, noticing the panic on her daughter’s face as she ran up the uncarpeted wooden stairs as fast as she could. Poor Molly, she was the kindest out of her three daughters, but nothing ever went right for her, no matter how she tried.

‘That’s better, not as posh as the one you were supposed to go in but at least it is clean,’ Winnie said as Molly pelted back down the stairs and stood in front of her. ‘Hands, nails, are they clean? They always look at your hands,’ Winnie told her and held her hands out for Molly to place them in hers for inspection. ‘Yes, you’ll do, now remember your manners and no matter what they ask of you, you do it. You need this job and it’s good of our Rose to get you this interview. Now, get gone and don’t dally.’ Winnie wondered whether to give her youngest a hug for good luck, but hugs were few and far between on her busiest day of the week and Molly would only cling to her and cry by the look on her face.

‘Mam, I don’t know if I want to go,’ Molly said, looking pitiful as her mother walked her up the oil-clothed hallway to the front door.

‘You go, and you come back and tell me that you start working at Rowntree’s tomorrow. We need the money; you need the money now that you’ve left school. You are not a little girl any more, Molly, now go.’ Winnie virtually pushed her out of the front door and over her newly cleaned step and watched as she walked down the street, giving a final backward glance at her as she turned the corner. ‘Please let them take her on, I know that she will be looked after at Rowntree’s,’ Winnie whispered under her breath, before going to find the bones that she had kept for the rag ’n’ bone man who she could hear yelling at the end of Rose Street.

With each step, Molly felt more butterflies in her stomach and more fear as she neared the sprawling complex of the Rowntree’s factory. It was a huge complex, covering most of the north side of York, with its own railway sidings and a small station called Rowntree’s Halt and its own wharf on the Foss Lock. Along with the huge factories that filled the air with the smell of chocolate, there were tennis courts, a library, a swimming pool, dining rooms, a cinema and even garden allotments to keep their employees happy and fit. There was everything an employee wanted and needed as long as they were willing to work hard and be proud of the job they did.

Rose and Annie had told her everything about the place and she had often met them outside the blue fence and gates that surrounded the factory after work, but as she reached one of the main gates, she could easily have fled, the terror inside was so bad. She looked up at a large clock positioned just inside the fence, reminding the employees to hurry if they did not want their pay for the day docked. Ten minutes to go, she was in good time, she thought as she passed the red-stoned arts and crafts building that was the library, and the flower beds which contained a memorial to the founder Joseph Rowntree, as she made her way to the sprawling dining block where Rose had told her the interviews were taking place. She tried to compose herself and smiled as one of the workers passed by her with a smile and a reassuring word.

‘They don’t bite, you’ll be fine, love,’ said the woman with the same white turban on her head that her sisters wore.

Molly smiled back and breathed in. ‘I will be all right; I will get this job and make my mam proud of me,’ she whispered to herself as she pushed the heavy oak doors open.

‘Here for the job, are you?’ an efficient-looking young woman asked her, showing little interest beyond that.

Molly nodded.

‘Wait over there then, somebody will be with you shortly,’ the woman said, pointing to a wooden desk where another young girl was sitting.

Molly tried to say thank you but only a squeak came out and the secretary looked at her as if she was an inconvenience to her day.

‘She’s a flarchy one, as my mam would say, couldn’t work all day in those heels,’ the lass sat next to her said and grinned. ‘You here for the job and all? I didn’t want to come but my mam said I had to and besides there is a train that brings me straight here, which is not something you can knock when you live out at the end of the world in Selby.’ The lass grinned again. ‘Besides, I need some money, I don’t want to live at home for ever, it’s hell there at the moment. My mam lives with this fella and my baby brother Billy is always bawling. I need to get out before it drives me crackers.’ She pulled a face behind the secretary’s back as she turned and gave her a black look.

‘I only live two roads down, it’ll be easy for me to come back and forward to work,’ Molly replied, trying not to look at the lass whom her mother would have called a bit common.

‘Well, that’s all right for you then, I don’t suppose you’ve got a spare room at yours, I could leave home then and have no travelling.’ She looked at Molly with a twinkle in her eye.

‘No, I live with my mam and my sisters; I sleep in the attic bedroom as it is,’ Molly said quietly.

‘Bedroom to yourself, eh! Luxury, I share with two of my sisters when they are at home, I dread when they come home from tattie picking. Mucky back-breaking job, you wouldn’t get me doing that,’ the lass said. ‘Anyway, what’s your name, I never heard you give it when you came in?’

‘It’s Molly, Molly Freeman. Should I have given my name when I came in, she never asked for it?’ Molly looked worried and thought of walking over to the secretary who was now sitting behind her formidable oak desk.

‘Nah, there’s only me and you waiting, they’ll know who we are. I’m Connie, Connie Whitehead. Whitehead by name and whitehead by nature. My mam says she doesn’t know why I’m so blonde when all the rest of us are quite dark. I think I must have been the milkman’s.’ Connie laughed and then went silent as the secretary put her finger to her lips.

‘I’m just a little nervous, I babble too much when I’m nervous,’ Connie whispered and then went silent as she could hear footsteps coming down the winding stairs towards them both. Looking up they saw a young girl not much older than themselves but dressed for office work, and with an air of superiority about her.

‘Interview? Are you two here for the interview? If you are then follow me,’ she said, turning back up the stairs expecting both girls to follow, walking with confidence and not even bothering to wait for their answers.

Connie shrugged her shoulders and stood up, followed by Molly, and they both followed the untalkative girl to the top of the stairs where she motioned for them to take a seat on a long leather bench next to glass cabinets filled with commemorative chocolate boxes for special occasions like Easter and Christmas. Both girls gazed at them and knew to be quiet.

Molly felt her stomach churn as a door along the corridor opened and a woman dressed in a smart plain suit stepped out and looked at them over the top of her spectacles. Her hair was tied back in a neat bun and her facial expression did not change as she looked at both the girls.

‘I’m Mrs Spencer, now come this way with me, we need you to fill in a form or two and take some tests to see which part of Rowntree’s you will fit into the best.’

Mrs Spencer led both girls to individual desks not too dissimilar from school ones and gave them a form to fill in giving details of themselves.

Molly looked at hers and felt a panic come over her; could she fill it in correctly and without making a mess and blotting the ink? She picked up the ink pen and started to complete her personal details. She was aware of how quickly Connie had completed hers and looked up at Mrs Spencer as she finally finished her form, a look of worry on her face.

‘Now we want both of you girls to take some tests to see what part of Rowntree’s you would excel in,’ Mrs Spencer said, and noticed both girls look at one another with worry on their faces.

‘It’s nothing to be anxious about and won’t take long, and then we will need you to visit the doctor and dentist.’

Molly felt sick; she had never been to a dentist, and what if she couldn’t manage the tests? Her sisters were always making fun of her for sometimes not being as sharp as them. She said nothing as Connie was sent through one door and she through another across the way where two women were waiting to assess her skills.

‘Hello, Molly, don’t worry, it’s not like an exam,’ said the younger of the women, and it was then that Molly noticed a man in the corner taking notes, which made her even more worried.

‘Here you will find different shapes to go into these holes in the board, but not all the shapes will have a matching hole. It is up to you to decide what goes where and how fast you can do it. Do you understand?’

Molly nodded and felt her stomach churn as she waited until she was told to start. All she could think was, why hadn’t her sisters told her there were so many tests, and then at least she’d have known what she was in for. Next it was about putting coloured cards into matching boxes, and then came a set of puzzles to solve. After this, somebody took her temperature and felt how cold her hands were. This, she was told, was to see if she would be able to use a chocolate piping bag, as if her hands were too warm the chocolate would go white once cooled. Molly’s head was spinning when at last she was asked to pack shapes into a box. The shapes were made of plaster of Paris and the tester smiled as Molly’s face fell when she realised that they weren’t edible.

‘Pack them in exactly the same way as you see in the completed box just there and make sure each one is contained in a frilly paper cup. When I say go, the gentleman over there will time you,’ the instructor said, and watched as Molly stood at the table and waited, a determined expression on her face.

‘GO.’

Molly felt her hands sweating and her brain tried to calculate where each chocolate should go. Could she do it quickly and correctly enough to get into the chocolate packing department along with her sister Annie? She had told her how fast they all worked in there, so she knew her hands had to be nimble and her mind sharp. Suddenly she dropped one of the pieces and it landed on the floor, causing her to lose precious seconds. She did not dare to look at the inspector’s face as she hurried to finish the task and at last heard the man click on the stopwatch as the last shape was given its allotted place. She sighed and stepped back; surely that was all the tests over.

‘Thank you, Miss Freeman, if you could go and take a seat out in the corridor we will come to a decision and let you know.’

Molly’s legs felt like jelly as she walked back into the corridor and sat down with relief on one of the leather seats. There was no sign of Connie, she was either still taking part in the tests or she had already left, Molly thought as she clenched the palms of her hands together and just hoped that she would not be going home with disappointing news. Had she put the coloured cards in the right boxes, and would dropping a pretend chocolate count against her? It was too late now, the instructors would have made their decision and there was nothing she could do. Her heart beat wildly as the door opened and the instructor stepped out and smiled.

‘Providing that you pass your medical, I’m pleased to say that we would like to welcome you to employment with Rowntree’s, to work in the Card Box Mill, making and printing the various chocolate boxes that we have for our products. Well done, Miss Freeman.’

Molly sighed. She had passed the test, and that was the bit that she had been most worried about, but she had really wanted to be a part of the chocolate icing team. ‘Thank you,’ she said, trying to smile. Perhaps she would eventually get there if she proved herself. She would try and ignore what her sister Annie had said about the Card Box Mill, she always did exaggerate slightly.

‘Don’t thank me yet, let’s get you through the medical and then you can. Follow me,’ the instructor said, and walked a little further down the hallway, stopping to open a door with an ‘Occupational Health Department’ sign on it.

Molly walked into the room. It was large and airy and smelt of carbolic soap, and she was greeted by a man in a white coat.

‘Ah, you must be Miss Freeman, please take a seat and I will then examine your eyes and ask you to read from the board over there as far as you can, then my colleague Nurse Jenkins will ask you a few questions and will ask you to undress for a full-body examination.’

Molly sat down in the chair and looked up towards the light that the doctor shone into her eyes, and then once he had made notes she was asked to read a series of letters that got smaller line by line.

‘Excellent! Now you just have the nurse to see and then on to the dentist.’

Dentist – she had seen a doctor before but never a dentist, and she didn’t want to undress in front of somebody she didn’t know. She was acutely aware that her knickers were patched and worn and was embarrassed by the state of them as she stood in front of the nurse and answered question after question about her health before being asked to strip off to her underwear.

‘Hold out your hands. Now turn them over so that I can see both sides.’ Molly held her hands out and noticed them shaking as the nurse ran her hands down her spine and legs and then parted the hair on her head. ‘Just looking for nits,’ she said, ‘and then we will measure your height and weight.’

Standing under the wooden measuring stick and then being weighed, Molly felt thankful that her ordeal was nearly over.

‘You are a bit thin for your height but it’s something and nothing. Tell your mam to give you a slightly bigger portion at dinnertime,’ the nurse said, and smiled as she wrote her notes down.

‘I don’t think she’ll do that, there’s not that much to go around anyway,’ Molly said, and wondered why her weight was so important.

‘There will happen to be a bit more, once you have started working for us, every penny counts,’ the nurse said, and then walked her to the door once Molly had pulled her clothes back on. ‘Next door down, just knock and enter, the dentist is waiting for you.’

‘Thank you,’ Molly said, and felt a tingle of excitement and fear as she left the nurse and walked into the dentist’s surgery.

‘Ah, Miss Freeman, welcome, come and sit in my chair and let me examine your teeth.’ The dentist, dressed in white, ushered her into his chair and pressed a pedal to make it recline as he hovered over her with a dental mirror in one hand and a steel thing that Molly had never seen before in the other. ‘Now this should not hurt, but if it does, then let me know.’

The smell of the surgery and the all-new experience frightened her and if she could have got up and run away she would have done, but Molly knew that she needed the job too much to show how scared she was and to leave. So she closed her eyes tight, blocking out the dentist’s face as he prodded and poked about in her mouth.

‘Ow!’ Molly yelped as the steel probe hit a nerve in a decaying back tooth and then wished that she had said nothing as the dentist pushed the pedal to bring the chair upright again.

‘I’m afraid, Miss Freeman, that back tooth is very badly decayed and will have to come out immediately. We will do that right here and now and have you home in no time.’

Molly felt the blood drain from her face. ‘I’ve never had a tooth out before, will it hurt?’

‘No, you’ll not feel a thing, I’ll give you some anaesthetic and some gas, and it will put you to sleep for a short while, just until I extract the tooth. Now when did you last eat?’

‘I didn’t have any breakfast this morning, I was too nervous,’ Molly said and felt like crying, but if a tooth was stopping her from making money for the family then she would have to put her faith in the dentist.

‘Excellent. I’ll get my nurse just to place you in a white gown, we don’t want you walking home with blood on your clothes now, do we?’

Molly felt like crying as the nurse prepared her for the tooth extraction. She watched as clinical devices were put into an enamel tray next to her chair and finally, a stand with two bottles of gas and gauges was wheeled up, to which a mesh mask was attached. The nurse checked that the white gown was tight around her neck and then the dentist loomed over her.

‘You won’t feel a thing, my dear, you will only be asleep for a short while and when you wake up we will take you next door into the nurse’s room where you can recover.’

Molly looked at the dentist and noticed every vein and blemish on his face as he placed the mask over her nose. It smelt of rubber and something stranger that she had never smelt before and she wanted to run as she heard a hissing sound and her mouth went dry and her head went dizzy and she felt slightly sick as the gas did its work and she slipped off into sleep.

Molly had no idea how long she had been asleep when she heard the nurse speaking. ‘Molly, Miss Freeman, are you back with us?’ She felt a gentle hand on her shoulder and then tasted the horrible irony taste of her blood in her mouth as she tried to sit up and leave the chair. ‘Not so fast, you will be dizzy and disorientated for a while. Take your time,’ the nurse said as the dentist came back over and asked her to open her mouth for a final check.

‘Everything looks fine, now don’t wiggle your tongue in the cavity, else it will start to bleed, don’t eat anything until teatime, and remember to brush your teeth twice a day and then you won’t have to return to me in a hurry, hopefully.’ The dentist indicated that the nurse should help Molly back into her room.

‘Oh, and no toffees or chocolate,’ the dentist added as Molly found her legs with the aid of the nurse and made her way to a chair to wait in until her full senses returned.

Molly felt groggy as she took the nurse’s arm. Toffees or chocolate, she never had either except at Christmas, and was he supposed to say that to someone when after all he worked for a chocolate factory? She’d never go back and sit in his chair ever again if she could help it, she thought, as she spat a mouthful of blood into the clean white hanky that her mother had made her bring.

After a short while the nurse looked across at her and smiled. ‘Feeling better now? Do you think you can stand and walk all right?’

Molly nodded, she had to get away from the smell that she now knew to be the anaesthetic. She never wanted to smell it again.

‘Right then, I’ll walk you back to the main office where you took your aptitude test. There are a few things that you will need before you start work in the morning.’ The nurse opened the door for Molly and waited for her to slowly gain her ability to walk and for her head to clear from the fumes of the gas.

Work in the morning, she was to start work in the morning, she thought as she sat across from Mrs Spencer, who nodded to the nurse, taking Molly’s new dental records for her files.

‘Right, Miss Freeman, you start with us tomorrow morning at seven thirty sharp in the Card Box Mill. You will work a forty-four-hour week and will be paid eleven shillings a week. This is a copy of the Works Rules and Regulations: make sure you read them before you start in the morning.’ Mrs Spencer hesitated and looked at Molly for acknowledgement.

‘Yes, Mrs Spencer, that sounds fine,’ Molly said and then realised that school hours had been a doddle compared to the hours she was about to work.

‘You need two white turbans and two white aprons that you can buy from various stores in town
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