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Chapter 1

Sunday, 15 October 1939

As they sat on their favourite park bench, their hands entwined, Betty wrapped up in her brown tweed winter coat, the chilly autumnal air that was a sharp reminder winter was on its way biting at her flushed cheeks, she felt the happiest she had in weeks.

‘I’m so sorry my letters never arrived,’ William said, turning to face his young sweetheart. ‘I promise I wrote whenever I could, only missing the odd night when I was so exhausted after training that I fell into bed, unable to keep my eyes open a minute longer.’

‘It’s me who should be saying sorry.’ Betty smiled weakly, feeling guilty about how she’d dug in her heels and stopped writing to William after she hadn’t heard from him for several weeks. ‘I feel embarrassed and annoyed at myself for ever doubting you. I should be utterly ashamed of myself. I just got scared you had forgotten about me.’

‘Oh, my lovely, sweet Bet, please never think that. But it’s understandable – what in heaven’s name were you supposed to think when not one of my many letters arrived? I assure you, though, there’s nothing in the world that would stop me thinking about you – not even Hitler himself. It’s the thought of seeing you again that gets me through each day.’

Betty squeezed William’s hand a little tighter. Over the last few weeks she had been on a roller-coaster ride of emotions. After her beloved William had left their home city of Sheffield to start his RAF training to become a fighter pilot, nearly thirty miles away at the other side of Doncaster, she’d worried nonstop.

If being terrified her first and only true love of her life would be in danger once he took to the skies in one of those gravity-defying monstrosities wasn’t enough, Betty had tormented herself with ideas that William had forgotten about her when his normally frequent and cheery letters stopped dropping through the letter box.

She’d spent weeks hardly sleeping, staring at the ceiling, convincing herself William’s new life had opened his eyes to a different and exciting world, one that didn’t include herself. In the meantime, Betty had tried to keep her mind busy by working at Vickers, the steel factory where she had taken a job as one of their first female crane drivers, two months earlier. And for a while, it had worked. After one of her colleagues, Patty, had fallen from a ladder, leaving her off her feet for a couple of weeks, in her normal pragmatic way Betty had sprung into action. Without Patty’s wage coming in, money would be tight for her parents, who had five hungry children, including Patty, to feed, so she’d set up a new Care Club, organizing a whip-round and using the money to buy meat and groceries for the family. Helping the Andrews family had got her thinking about what else she could do. There had to be some positives come from this war and it was nice to be able to do your bit and help those in need. Although Hitler and his mammoth army of sinister-looking troops hadn’t invaded England yet, Betty wasn’t naive enough to think they had got off lightly. The power-hungry dictator had already marched his soldiers through Czechoslovakia and Poland, obliterating towns and cities, leaving countless fatalities in his wake. No one knew how and when this war would end, but Betty was determined not to sit back, and to do anything she could to make a difference, however small.

All this had certainly helped keep her mind busy, but she’d still spent countless hours fretting about her William, who she had been courting for over two years now. Before Neville Chamberlain had made his monumental announcement to the country that England was now at war with Germany, he’d shared his dream of soaring across the skies in a Spitfire and becoming, in his words, ‘the greatest pilot the RAF had seen’.

Then, last night, just when Betty thought she couldn’t cope a moment longer with the torment of it all, William had surprised her in the most unexpected of manners. Betty, Patty and their third steelworker friend, Nancy, had arranged to go to the weekly dance at the City Hall, in the heart of Sheffield, with Patty’s new boyfriend Archie and her best friend Hattie. But the sight of seeing so many Saturday night revellers enjoying themselves, let alone couples entwined in one another’s arms, was too much, a painful reminder of what she assumed she’d now lost after not hearing from William for so long. In floods of tears and with a heavy ache in her heart, Betty had announced she was going home, not wanting to spoil her friends’ much awaited night out by being miserable company. Nancy, in her typically kind and motherly manner, had insisted on walking Betty to the door, but just as they stepped out onto the paved precinct of Barker’s Pool, an unexpected appearance had stopped them in their tracks. To their utter surprise, it was William!

Nancy had quietly disappeared, making her way back to her friends at the dance, leaving William to take Betty in his arms, their salty tears merging, rendering the pair speechless for a couple of minutes as they happily collapsed into one another.

When they were finally able to speak, William was as perplexed as Betty as to why none of his letters had arrived, including the note to say he had been granted forty-eight hours’ weekend leave and he couldn’t wait to see her. He’d fully expected to see Betty waiting for him when he’d rushed from Sheffield train station to Betty’s lodgings on Collinson Street, in Walkley, but to his shock and confusion her landlady, Mrs Wallis, had explained Betty was out dancing with her Vickers pals. After a frantic dash across town, William had finally tracked down his somewhat dishevelled and heartbroken sweetheart.

Only after they had enveloped each other in their arms, taking it in turns to wipe away one another’s tears, had the clearly devoted pair made their way back into the dance hall and joined Betty’s new friends, before William had insisted they joined the scores of other couples swaying to Glen Miller’s ‘Moonlight Serenade’. Within minutes it was as though they had never been parted, slipping back into the easiness and closeness between them.

At the end of the night, William had escorted Betty home, safely delivering her to the doorstep of her lodgings, where she had resided since leaving home four years earlier, at the tender age of nineteen. As he’d tenderly kissed Betty goodnight, cupping her cheeks in his hands, William hadn’t rushed to break away, wanting the moment to last forever, and Betty didn’t resist.

‘I’ve missed you so much and dreamt of this moment coming back to you,’ he’d whispered, their lips finally parting. ‘I want to make the most of every single moment of my leave, so I’ll call on you tomorrow mid-morning and we can go for a walk.’

‘That would be lovely,’ Betty had replied, in a dreamlike trance, still in disbelief at how her night had ended, especially after the upset and uncertainty of a few hours ago.

After she had waved William goodbye, watching him walk down the dark tree-lined street, the blackness quickly swallowing her sweetheart, his silhouette disappearing into the shadows, Betty let herself into her comfortable lodgings. Her landlady, Mrs Wallis, who had been more like a second mum to her since war had been announced, was already in bed. It had been a long day, and her eyes were heavy, so despite the excitement of the evening, Betty climbed the stairs to her room, as though she was walking on air. She’d undressed quickly and snuggled under her pink floral eiderdown, for the first time in weeks a welcome sleep beckoning.

‘Penny for them?’ William asked now, grinning at Betty, which quickly snapped her out of her daydreaming and back to sitting on her favourite bench with her sweetheart beside her in one of their treasured Sunday morning rituals.

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Betty smiled. ‘It’s just the last twenty-four hours really have been a complete and utter whirlwind.’ It wasn’t like her to be so dreamy, but being reunited with William made her the most content she’d felt in months.

‘Well, I wonder if you can take one more surprise?’ William asked tentatively.

‘Whatever do you mean?’ Betty quizzed, not sure what to make of William being so cryptic all of a sudden.

‘I have a question I would like to ask you,’ William added, his cheeks slightly flushed.

‘Whatever is it?’ Betty was now becoming worried about how he was acting.

‘Well,’ he said, standing up and reaching into the pocket of his navy wool overcoat. ‘I, erm, I er, I wondered…’

‘What on earth is it, William?’ Betty prompted. But before she had the chance to probe him any further, William got down on one knee, taking her left hand in his. ‘Oh,’ she gasped, but then was stunned into silence, too shocked to say another word.

‘Betty Clark, would you do me the honour, one day, when this war is finally over, of becoming my wife?’ In his other hand lay the most beautiful antique gold ring, a line of alternately positioned small but dazzling sapphires and diamonds in the middle.

For a split second Betty was rendered speechless, taken completely by surprise. She hadn’t believed her weekend could get any better. This time yesterday she had been utterly miserable, convinced William had forgotten about her, but now here he was on bended knee, proposing.

‘Please say yes,’ William whispered, looking pale and panicked at Betty’s stunned silence.

‘Oh, William,’ Betty said softly, finally finding her voice. ‘Yes. Of course, yes.’ Her eyes were brimming with happy tears. ‘There really is nothing in this world that would make me happier.’

Jumping to his feet, William wrapped his arms round his new fiancée, tightly squeezing her slender frame as they both were swept away by the romantic moment. ‘My lovely, sweet Bet, you have made me the happiest man alive. But I have to say, you had me worried for a minute that you were going to say no.’ Ever since William had started his training and been forced away from Betty, he’d realized that, as soon as this war was over, he never wanted to be parted from Betty again. Wanting to spend every single moment of his life with his first and only true love was the reason why he’d made a visit to Betty’s dad Joseph early this morning to ask for his permission and blessing to marry his daughter.

‘I’m sorry, you just caught me off guard for a moment,’ Betty half laughed, half cried, as she tried but failed to hold back the tears that were now cascading down her cheeks, smudging her carefully applied Max Factor panstick and pale pink rouge which she’d meticulously dabbed on earlier this morning. ‘You really are full of the best surprises this weekend.’

‘I aim to please.’ William winked. ‘Now,’ he said, pulling away from their embrace for a moment, ‘I almost forgot, let’s pop this ring on your finger. I really hope it fits.’

Gently sliding the beautiful jewelled band onto Betty’s wedding finger, William gave an exaggerated mock sigh of relief. ‘There’s no turning back now,’ he joked. ‘You are stuck with me forever.’

‘I think I can live with that.’ Betty beamed, admiring her truly beautiful engagement ring, now positioned snugly on her fourth finger. ‘It really is quite exquisite. Can I ask where you got it?’ She was barely able to take her eyes off her new precious jewel.

‘Actually,’ William started, his cheeks once again flushing, ‘I hope you don’t mind but it was my nannan’s. When I told my granddad last night that I was planning on asking you to marry me, he insisted on giving me her ring.’

‘Oh, William, that’s so kind of him. I really am very touched. But are you sure he doesn’t mind? Shouldn’t such a precious and sentimental heirloom be passed down to a blood relative?’

‘He was adamant,’ William said reassuringly. ‘To be honest, I think he knows my nannan would be delighted it now had a new owner. It’s been sat in the top drawer in his bedroom since she died five years ago. He said it was doing nowt but collecting dust and it needed to be worn by someone who would treasure it as much as she did.’

Once again, Betty was lost for words. She knew her own dad kept her late mum’s engagement and wedding rings in a little trinket box in his sock drawer. For years after she had passed away, when Betty was still young, she would often go into their bedroom and find the red and gold ceramic pot, taking out her mum’s simple but precious pieces of jewellery and holding them tightly. For a few short minutes, Betty felt as though her mum was still there with her and she would tell her over and over again how much she loved and missed her. Maybe now the ring would be passed to Edward for when he found the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with.

‘I promise I will look after it with all my heart,’ Betty vowed, knowing no matter how many wage packets it had cost William’s granddad, it could never come even remotely close to the sentimental value.

‘I know you will, Bet,’ William said, as he took hold of her warm hands. ‘I would trust you with my life. There is no one who deserves this token of my ever-lasting love more.’

Despite Betty’s normally practical and at times stoic attitude to life, William’s words and overwhelmingly romantic gesture had really touched her. She may have spent years teaching herself to be independent, determined not to be overly reliant on anyone and knowing only too well the pain it brings when you lose someone you love wholeheartedly, but Betty knew it was time to let her protective barriers down and let William be the one to offer to take care of her. Of course, she wasn’t going to give up her job at Vickers to become a stay-at-home bride-to-be, waiting for her wedding day, but she would happily allow William to hold the key to her heart and, for a few minutes at least, be her knight in shining armour.

‘Thank you,’ Betty said, her voice trembling with emotion. ‘This means more to me than you will ever know. You have made me the happiest woman in Sheffield.’

‘Well, I’m rather pleased to hear that, my beloved fiancée.’ William grinned, feeling equally ecstatic. ‘Fiancée, eh? I like how that sounds. Now, how would you like to celebrate? Can I tempt you with tea and cake? Maybe we could nip into town and go to Lyons’ teashop?’

‘Well, that would be lovely,’ Betty said, ‘but have you forgotten it’s Sunday and nowhere will be open?’

‘Oh, I am a clot,’ William laughed. ‘However, I do have your favourite chocolate caramels in my pocket.’

‘Well, I won’t say no.’ She smiled, reminiscing how not only had her dad bought her a bag of the gooey soft-centred treats whenever they went to the Gaumont picture house as a little girl, but also that William had taken over the tradition when they had started courting.

But the memory also struck another, more pressing chord with Betty. ‘My dad!’ she gasped. ‘We must go and tell him. He’ll be so upset if he isn’t the first to know.’

‘You’re absolutely right,’ William agreed, smiling. ‘We should nip and see him straight away.’

Betty’s dad had been so protective over herself, her elder sister Margaret and their younger brother Edward, after they had lost their mum. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’

‘Not at all,’ William assured her. And with that, he leant over and gave Betty a big kiss on the cheek. ‘I feel like all my Christmases have come at once, and I can’t wait for you to become Mrs Smith. As soon as this war is over, we will set a date and walk down that aisle.’

‘That will be a special day and something to look forward to,’ Betty said, standing up, attempting to smooth down her coat as she did, but realizing her knees were all of a jitter. ‘Oh, look at me,’ she laughed, looping her arm through William’s before she fell back onto the bench. ‘You’ve made me come over all funny!’

The pair burst into a fit of giggles, laughing at their own lovesick giddiness. It really had been the most wonderful morning.

‘Right,’ Betty said, composing herself, ‘we must go and see my dad and Edward.’

‘Your wish is my command,’ William replied cheerily, as they headed out of the park arm in arm.

Forty-five minutes later, for the second time that day, William was making his way up the ginnel to the Clark household, only this time he wasn’t by himself and with nerves coursing through him.

‘Hello, Dad,’ Betty called. She pushed open the back door to her childhood home at 58 Queen Street, Darnall, the aroma of roast beef greeting her.

‘Betty love,’ came the jolly reply as she and William made the way into the old family kitchen. ‘I’ve been expecting you. I guess there’s no need to ask why you look like the cat who got the cream,’ Betty’s age-worn dad, Joseph, exclaimed, throwing William a knowing wink. He got up from the wooden table where he was sitting with her brother, Edward. ‘I’m assuming by that smile you are here to share some happy news?’

‘You know?’ Betty asked, slightly confused, looking from her dad, to Edward to William.

‘Well, before I came to see you this morning, I popped here first,’ William confessed, ‘to ask your dad’s permission. It is the right thing to do, after all, but I have to say, thankfully I feel less nervous now than I did when I arrived here earlier.’

‘Oh, William.’ Betty grinned, simultaneously taken aback by how carefully William had planned the proposal as well as trying to imagine her dad’s surprise when he’d arrived at the family house first thing this morning. ‘You really did think of everything.’

‘Well, my mum would have had my guts for garters if I hadn’t done everything properly. She brought me up the right way, yer know!’

Betty couldn’t help but chuckle to herself, still getting used to the idea she was now engaged to be wed.

‘Aw, luv, I am utterly delighted for you. You deserve to be happy,’ Joseph said, wrapping his thick-set arms around his daughter. ‘And I have to say, I have no doubt this young lad here,’ he added, nodding at William, ‘will make you a fine husband. He was a bag of nerves this morning, but I know in my heart he’s going to make you very happy.’

‘Aw, Dad,’ Betty gasped. She knew he was a stickler for tradition but also a softy at heart.

‘I just wish your mum was here to help you celebrate. She would be over the moon and would have your wedding planned out before dinner was on the table.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ Betty said, trying not to dampen the mood, but like Joseph, she too wished that her mum could be here to share this happy moment. She’d missed her throughout her childhood, and although her elder sister Margaret had taken on a motherly role, always there when Betty and Edward needed a bedtime cuddle to dry their heartbroken tears, there was still a huge gaping void in the house that had never been filled. In moments like this, when there was such happy news to share, her absence was felt even more keenly.

‘She’ll be smiling wherever she is, luv,’ Joseph added. ‘Your mum might not be here in person, but she will be looking down on you and celebrating with you.’

‘Oh, Dad.’ Betty’s voice was breaking. ‘I really hope so. I miss her so much,’ she whispered, feeling her heart pound, unable to hold back the tears any longer and collapsing onto his chest.

‘Now come on, luv,’ Joseph gently soothed his daughter. ‘The last thing your mum would want today is you in floods of tears. This is a day of celebration. She would wring my neck if this turned into a day of sadness and I didn’t do something to mark the occasion.’

‘Dad’s right, sis,’ Edward said from the table where he had been reading the previous night’s Sheffield Star. ‘We need cheers, not tears.’

Half laughing, Betty lifted herself from her dad’s navy woollen sweater. ‘When did you get all grown up?’ she asked, looking at her twenty-one-year-old little brother.

‘Aw well, yer know. Thought I better start taking after you,’ he said in mock jest.

‘Well,’ Joseph said, relieved that any lingering sadness had now dispersed, ‘I prepared a joint of beef in anticipation you may turn up and there’s a tray of Yorkshire puddings in the oven that are due any minute.’

‘Thanks, Dad, that sounds perfect.’ Betty smiled, wiping away the tears that had smudged her make-up for the second time that morning.

‘And William,’ Joseph added, affectionately patting his future son-in-law on the back, ‘I meant what I said: I have no doubt you will make our Betty here very happy indeed.’

‘That’s definitely my intention, Mr Clark,’ William reiterated enthusiastically.

‘Call me Joe, son, even Joseph reminds me of me mum giving me a good telling-off for larking about, followed by a sharp clip around the ear.’

‘Well, I would hate to bring back those memories,’ William laughed.

Her wobble passing, Betty regained her composure. Despite all her worries over the last few months, she could clearly see how William beginning his pilot training had also helped him mature. He seemed to have grown up overnight, going from following his schoolboy dream to quickly becoming a man of the world.

‘Right, Dad,’ she said, determined to keep the mood light and celebratory, and the tempting aromas filling the kitchen now making her tummy rumble, ‘shall I get those puddings on the table?’

‘Yes please,’ Edward chirped up. ‘I feel like me throat’s been slashed.’

Ten minutes later, the four of them were tucking into their Yorkshire pudding starters, served with lashings of home-made bread sauce and a generous jug of thicker than normal gravy.

What followed was an afternoon of happy celebrations as William was officially welcomed into the Clark family, over a mouth-watering roast, accompanied by a toast with a small glass of sherry. For today, at least, Betty could put all her worries behind her and enjoy the moment, surrounded by those who loved her most in the world.






Chapter 2

Monday, 16 October 1939

Hand in hand, Patty and Archie made their way along Thompson Road, with Patty’s dad, Bill, quietly smiling to himself, a step or so behind them.

Despite it being a dreary, damp and dark Monday morning in October, there was a lightness in the air. For the last three weeks, Patty had been laid up with a sprained ankle. Despite the agony she had been in, the accident had resulted in leaving Bill’s flighty daughter, who tended to live in a fairy-tale land of her own, walking on cloud nine.

A few weeks earlier, Patty had crashed to the factory floor from one of the crane ladders and been knocked unconscious for a few moments. Her workmate, Archie, who Patty had grown fond of but had assumed wasn’t interested in her, had been utterly aghast, blaming himself for Patty’s near fatal accident. After she’d come to, Archie couldn’t apologize enough to Patty, horrified he’d failed in his duty to look after her; after all, it had been his responsibility to teach her how to control ‘Marlene’, the monstrous metal crane they were meant to man together.

The young steelworker had fallen hook, line and sinker for Patty from the moment their foreman Frank had paired them up. In his eyes she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever had the good fortune to clap eyes on. Her naturally curly strawberry-blonde hair and perfect English rose complexion, teamed with her captivating hazel-green eyes, were hard not to notice. But just when Archie, who had always struggled with his confidence, was plucking up the courage to ask Patty on a date, he’d watched in dismay as she brimmed with excitement as the factory lothario, Tommy Hardcastle, promised her a dance at the City Hall. Afterwards, Archie had put two and two together and come up with five, wrongly assuming the pair were now courting. Hurt, he’d put up his barriers and replaced his usual friendly and caring tone with defensive monosyllabic sentences.

Of course, Patty then jumped to wrong conclusions of her own, telling herself Archie must have a girlfriend who was none too impressed he was working with a lass, and that must be the reason for his sudden change in demeanour.

Tommy was a notorious cad, who had shown his true colours when he’d arrived at the popular weekly dance, his arm wrapped round a Greta Garbo lookalike. Poor Patty had been heartbroken and vowed she was going to leave Vickers, as she simply couldn’t cope with this latest humiliation on top of Archie rejecting her too. Her feelings intensified when she’d spotted the lookalike movie star working as a turner in the factory, as the drive to recruit more women had taken hold. On the very day she had sworn would be her last at the steelworks, Patty had plummeted from the crane ladder. When she’d finally come to, in a heap in Frank’s office, Archie was standing over her, alongside her two new friends and workmates, Nancy and Betty, desperately willing her to be okay.

Afterwards, Archie had still assumed Tommy Hardcastle would be there to care for Patty, only for Nancy to intervene and explain Archie had got the wrong end of the stick. Archie realized what a naive and stubborn fool he’d been and, at Nancy’s insistence, had plucked up every ounce of resolve he could muster, armed himself with a bucketload of Dutch courage and arrived at Patty’s house with a bouquet of sweet-smelling flowers in one hand and chocolates in the other. After a heart to heart in which both he and Patty had finally revealed their true feelings for one another, Archie stepped out with Patty at the next dance at City Hall, and on the very same evening that William had unexpectedly turned up to surprise Betty.

Seeing how gooey-eyed Patty and Archie had been over Sunday dinner yesterday, Bill was in no doubt the pair were very much in the throes of young, puppy love. Bill couldn’t help but grin to himself, recalling how he and his wife Angie had been inseparable and smitten with one another when they had first met too, remembering only too well that fear of having your heart broken. Seeing his eldest daughter beaming with happiness was enough to make him smile, sure that Archie was just the tonic she needed. Not only was he one of Vickers’ most trusted and dependable workers, he also genuinely seemed a well-meaning and sensitive lad, who was as taken with Patty as she was with him.

‘Are we waiting for Nancy?’ Patty turned around to shout to her dad, who seemed to be lost in his thoughts on this nippy morning.

‘Oh yes, I’m sure she will be expecting us,’ Bill replied. They reached the corner of King Street, where they would meet the oldest of the three female crane drivers.

Right on cue, Nancy appeared, hurrying up the street. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. Have you been waiting long?’ she said, out of breath from rushing. ‘Linda was a bit clingy again this morning and didn’t want me to leave.’

‘Not at all,’ Bill said, giving Nancy a reassuring smile. ‘You haven’t kept us waiting but most importantly are you all right, luv?’

‘Oh, I just struggle to walk away when Linda gets upset. It makes me feel like the worst mum in the world.’

Nancy had begun work at Vickers a week or so after Patty and Betty, making the life-changing decision after her beloved husband was called up to fight Hitler’s troops in Europe. Worried she would be at home all day fretting about Bert, her concerned neighbour and friend, Doris, had encouraged her to get a job, offering to take care of Nancy’s two young children, Billy and Linda, before and after school to help out. Not only had it given Nancy the push she needed but it had helped Doris too, whose own husband, George, had died after a terrible accident at the very same steelworks months earlier. As well as being utterly heartbroken by George’s sudden death, Doris had been left worrying about how she was going to keep a roof over her and her four children’s heads, as well as food on the table. Never one to just give up at the first hurdle, she’d advertised in the posh end of town to take in laundry and within a couple of weeks her neat, terraced house resembled a Chinese laundry. Now virtually tied to her kitchen, Doris had then offered to feed Nancy and her two children on the days she was working. Her fierce Yorkshire pride meant she initially refused to accept any payment from her friend and neighbour, but Nancy used some of her new-found wages to buy the odd joint of meat and some veg for their meals. The arrangement had worked out perfectly, allowing Nancy to work, knowing her children were being well cared for, and giving Doris the additional money to make ends meet.

But there was no doubt, Vickers had been an eye-opener for the softly spoken and somewhat reserved mum of two, whose confidence had been shattered after her Bert left to fight. It had been further eroded when Harry, the rather chauvinistic crane driver she had been partnered with to teach her the ropes, had belittled and insulted her at every possible opportunity, unwilling to accept that women could do a ‘man’s job’. It was only after Nancy had been first on the scene after Patty’s disastrous fall, instinctively taking control, handing out instructions and caring for her young friend until she finally came round, that Nancy had found her confidence to deal with Harry. After he’d turned up for work a few days later, clearly the worse for wear after a tankful of ale the night before, and lost control of the crane hook, nearly injuring several workers in the process, Nancy had decided enough was enough. Harry had lied through his teeth, telling Frank it had been she who hadn’t been able to steer the machine correctly. Originally, Nancy had been determined not to tell Frank the truth about Harry for fear of being seen as not up to the job, but, after Harry’s lies, she had blurted out what she’d had to endure for weeks on end. Furious at the way Harry had treated one of his precious new recruits, protective foreman Frank had frog-marched Harry off the shop floor, reminding him that if it wasn’t for the fact they were inundated with war work, he would be out of a job altogether.

Not having to endure Harry any longer had been a real boost to Nancy, especially when gentle and patient Archie had stepped in to oversee her final training, and now she enjoyed working at the factory much more. Frank had even told her she was ready to go solo on the cranes, which made her proud to know she was trusted to do a good job. But even so it didn’t stop the home-loving mum, who had only ever dreamt of being the best parent possible, feeling dreadful at times, especially on mornings like today when Linda got upset at Mummy having to leave for work.

‘Listen up, duck,’ Bill added, interrupting Nancy’s thoughts. ‘Our Tom Tom cries for our Patty every time she leaves the house but within two minutes of going, he’s as right as rain. I bet you your Linda is exactly the same. I know it’s hard but try not t’ fret.’

‘It’s true,’ Patty smiled sympathetically. ‘He was frantically pulling at m’ legs this morning before I left but I guarantee he’ll have forgotten about me already and will be begging me mum for more breakfast – he’s like a human dustbin. I have absolutely no idea where he puts it all.’

Nancy couldn’t help but chuckle as she thought about Billy and how he was always complaining he was starving. Her husband, Bert, would forever joke he had hollow legs.

‘That’s better,’ said Bill, grinning. ‘Yer doing a grand job, duck, working and looking after those kiddies, but you mustn’t beat yerself up. If it wasn’t for women like you, Betty and our Patty here, the steel industry couldn’t survive, and just remember you are keeping our troops, including your Bert, safe.’

‘Thanks, Bill, I do appreciate it.’ Nancy nodded, her downward lips turning upwards, grateful for the much-needed pep talk and encouragement. ‘I guess we’d better get a move on now or poor Betty will be wondering where we are.’

‘Ooh yes,’ Patty exclaimed. ‘I’m dying to hear all the juicy details about her and William. She looked as happy as could be that he’d turned up on Saturday, didn’t she?’

‘She really did,’ Nancy agreed.

Squeezing Archie’s hand, Patty grinned. ‘Just shows yer, dreams can come true after all.’

Bill and Nancy glanced at one another and stifled their giggles, knowing Patty lived her life as though she was the screen starlet in a romance picture. ‘God love her,’ Bill whispered, as he and Nancy fell in line together, walking behind Patty and Archie, who were well and truly engrossed with one another, happy in their own little world.

The cooler morning air acted as a catalyst for the four steelworkers to pick up their pace and fifteen minutes later they were all walking through the enormous metal factory gates on Brightside Lane.

‘Right, see you all later and whatever you do, Patty, please be careful.’ Bill waved as he went in one direction to start his morning shift as a foreman in the rolling mill, while Archie, closely followed by his two female companions, headed towards their allocated clocking-in machine.

‘I will, Dad,’ said Patty.

‘Don’t you worry, Bill, I will not be letting her out of my sight this time,’ Archie added, gripping his sweetheart’s hand to emphasize his point.

‘Thanks, son.’ Bill nodded, confident Archie would be true to his word, before being swallowed up in the sea of workers who were flooding through the gates.

‘Oh look, there’s Betty,’ Patty said, waving frantically to catch the eye of their workmate, who was a few feet in front of them, lining up to clock in. ‘Betty,’ she called, ‘over ’ere.’

Hearing her excited colleagues’ calls, Betty glanced over her shoulder. ‘Morning.’ She beamed with a wide smile as Nancy, Patty and Alfie caught her up.

‘Well, you look like all yer Christmases have come at once.’ Patty grinned. ‘I’m guessing you have spent every waking hour with William this weekend.’

‘I have indeed.’ Betty nodded, a glint in her eye, pulling off her black knitted gloves and putting them in her pockets. ‘It really has been wonderful,’ she added, unable to wipe the smile off her face.

‘Is that what I think it is?’ Patty squealed, not missing a trick, her eyes firmly resting on Betty’s left hand.

‘It might be,’ Betty teased, but secretly delighted the beautiful family heirloom that was now resting on her wedding finger had been noticed.

‘Oh, my goodness, Betty. Has William proposed?’ Nancy gasped, taking in the beautiful diamond and sapphire band.

‘He has!’ The enormous grin revealed her excitement. If the truth be known, the normally more pragmatic of the three female steelworkers hadn’t come down off cloud nine since William had appeared out of the blue on Saturday night at the City Hall.

‘Well, he’s certainly turned your frown upside down,’ Archie chirped up.

‘What?’ Patty laughed, turning to face Archie.

‘It’s what my nannan always used to say to me when I was little, after she’d tickled me to make me smile if I’d fallen over or was in a grump,’ he said, his cheeks turning crimson, embarrassed by his innocent revelation.

‘Well, I think it’s lovely,’ Patty enthused. ‘But more importantly, Betty, we need to know every detail of how William proposed.’

‘Yes,’ Nancy added. ‘You must tell us everything.’

‘I will,’ Betty agreed. ‘But we’d better get clocked in or Frank will be wondering where we all are. Shall I tell you everything over a cuppa and a sandwich at dinnertime?’

‘Yes,’ Patty squealed. ‘It’s like a fairy tale. I want to know every single detail.’

Nancy and Betty glanced at one another, sharing a warm-hearted smile at the youngest of the three crane drivers, swept up in her own little world.

‘Right, girls, we’d better get cracking,’ Archie chuckled. ‘I have a feeling we are going to have a busy day.’

‘Aha, you read my mind, son,’ came Frank’s familiar voice as they clocked in. ‘All I’m saying is thank the Lord it’s Monday as we have a list as long as my arm to tackle this week.’

‘What are we working on, boss?’ Archie asked, always intrigued by what happened to the great hunks of steel once it left Vickers.

‘Rumour has it we are moulding parts for Spitfires, but the gaffers don’t like to reveal too much. Loose lips sink ships and all that.’

‘But who are we gonna tell, Frank?’ Patty butted in. ‘I don’t know any Germans.’

‘Maybe not,’ the ever-patient foreman nodded, ‘but yer never know who’s listening, duck. And we are playing a fundamental role in the war effort. The steel industry is a priceless commodity and I have no doubt Hitler knows that.’

‘What does “priceless commodity” mean?’ Patty asked, looking even more puzzled.

‘It means that it’s extremely useful and incredibly valuable when it comes to production,’ Betty explained, popping her clocking-in card in the rack next to the machine.

‘And all the more so, for having you three women on board,’ Frank added. ‘We’d be in a right mess without you all. We’re losing scores of lads by the day to the forces. Not that I begrudge them fighting against Hitler and his troops but there’s not a cat in hell’s chance we would be able to keep up with the orders without you lasses.’

‘Well, we’d better get started then,’ Betty replied, never one to dilly-dally, productivity running through her blood.

As they headed through the cavernous factory, navigating the maze of corridors, Frank turned to Nancy. ‘Do you feel okay going up in old Mildred alone today, duck? No last-minute nerves?’

‘It still makes me laugh you have given all the cranes names,’ Patty giggled. ‘You make them sound like old ladies.’

‘I like to think of them as the matriarchs of the factory.’ Frank smiled. ‘Watching over us all and giving us a lift when we need one.’

‘Well, there’s no denying that,’ Nancy replied. ‘And yes, I think I am ready. Archie was exceedingly patient and helpful last week, and I feel as ready as I can be to go solo.’

‘Nothing to do with me,’ Archie encouraged, as they reached Myrtle, who Betty had been commanding with precision for weeks. ‘You knew exactly what to do. All I did was watch.’

‘You will be absolutely fine,’ Betty added assertively, taking off her coat to store behind the foot of her crane, with her gas mask and cloth bag holding her packed dinner. ‘You can tell Patty and me all about how you’ve got on over dinner, after you’ve heard about William’s proposal. Shall we find a quiet corner in the canteen? It feels a bit nippy now for the yard.’

‘Yes,’ Patty chirped up. ‘It’s gonna take me till midday to flaming well warm up. I’m chuffin’ freezing just from the walk to work.’

‘Oh, it won’t take long with that furnace going ten to the dozen,’ Nancy laughed. ‘But that sounds like a good idea. See you all then.’ She headed to the opposite corner of the shop floor.

‘Right, Patty duck,’ Frank began. ‘You take good care getting up and down those crane ladders today. You’ve had one lucky escape, I don’t want you suffering another injury.’

‘Don’t you worry, boss,’ Archie said reassuringly. ‘As I told her dad, I won’t take my eye off Patty for a single second today.’

‘I bet you won’t,’ jeered one of the men nearby. ‘And I’m sure that’s not the only thing you won’t be keeping off her either – yer lucky sod.’

Patty’s cheeks flushed the colour of the crimson red fire in front of her, and she looked from Archie to Frank, lost for words.

‘That’s enough of yer wisecracks, son,’ Frank stepped in, knowing Archie was too quiet to retaliate. ‘We’re too busy for jokes so get on with what yer supposed to be doing.’

‘Just ignore him, duck,’ he added, looking at Patty who was still flushed in embarrassment. ‘He’s only pulling yer leg. These lads are still getting used to having women working alongside them and can get a bit too free and easy with their tongues. They don’t mean any harm by it.’

‘It’s all right,’ said Patty. ‘I’m sure they are just larking about.’

‘They are,’ Archie reiterated, but inside feeling slightly frustrated with himself for not immediately jumping to defend Patty’s honour. He’d never seemed to be witty or sharp enough to find the right comeback. It was one of the things he had always berated himself for – he could be reserved and sensitive, preventing him from being ‘one of the lads’, which was something he’d battled with all his life.

‘It’s only banter. They’ll already be joking about something else before you know it,’ Frank added, long enough in the tooth to be aware one of his best workers was feeling unnecessarily inferior. He’d been exactly the same at Archie’s age. A lifetime in Vickers had soon equipped him with a tough exterior though, even if he was as soft as candy floss on the inside. ‘Now, let’s get you two going on Marlene and you’ll have forgotten about it in a jiffy.’ He jostled them towards their designated crane. ‘We’ve got a few heavy lifts today. So maybe you take charge of those, Archie lad, and then let Patty have a practice when it calms down a bit.’

‘Sure thing, boss,’ Archie said, focusing his mind on the day ahead, trying to put aside the niggling about his own personality that he’d never had the strength to overcome. ‘Are you ready, Patty?’ he asked, turning towards his coworker and sweetheart.

‘I think so.’ She nodded, trying to calm the nerves that were once again threatening to surface at the thought of climbing the perilously long ladder that led to their crane cab in the heavens of the factory.

‘Just take it steady,’ Frank gently encouraged, silently praying his youngest female steelworker didn’t suddenly lose her nerve, as she put her left foot on the bottom ring, holding onto the vertical rails, under his watchful eye.

But despite the slight flutter of butterflies, Patty kept her cool and slowly but steadily made her way up the ladder, with Archie following closely behind. ‘I did it.’ She smiled as she climbed into the safety of the metal cage-like cab.

‘You did,’ Archie replied, taking his place next to Patty. ‘I’m so proud of you.’ He gently squeezed her knee. Feeling his touch, an exhilarating shiver shot down the young steelworker’s spine. She knew everyone thought she was scatty for joining Vickers to find the man of her dreams, but despite her seemingly far-fetched idea, if Archie’s dedication towards her was anything to go by, and she had no reason to think it wasn’t, then her plan had been a huge success.

The rest of the morning passed quickly as huge slabs of steel were continually passed from trucks to furnace and sent to the turners’ yard to be shaped into parts. By the time the hooter screeched through the warehouse, indicating it was the midday dinner break, all three women were ready for a much-needed cuppa and a bite to eat.

After carefully following Archie down the ladder, Patty asked: ‘Do you mind if I spend my break with Betty and Nancy?’ Even though she loved spending so much time with Archie, she had made good friends in Betty and Nancy, and she didn’t want to neglect them just because she had a fella now.

‘Not at all,’ he chuckled. ‘I’m sure Betty is desperate to tell you all about William popping the question and I’m happy to catch up with a couple of the lads while I have my snap. Just wait until I’m back before you try and climb back up to the cab, though. I don’t think I could live with myself if you had another accident.’

‘I promise, I will,’ Patty gushed, delighted Archie was so protective over her.

A few minutes later, she, Nancy and Betty were amongst the sea of workers making their way through the labyrinth of walkways to the factory canteen. As they entered the busy hall, the unmistakable and tantalizing aroma of mince and onion pie hit the women. ‘Ooh, that smells tempting,’ Patty sighed.

‘Why don’t you treat yerself?’ Betty suggested, toying with the idea of a hot dinner too.

‘I would but me mom has packed me a bigger than normal beef sarnie, worried I’d be starvin’, and she’ll have me guts for garters if I waste a single mouthful.’

‘Well, it would be a sacrilege to waste it,’ Nancy agreed. ‘But maybe we could spoil ourselves and indulge in a cooked dinner once a week, especially as the winter draws in.’

‘Friday treat?’ Patty exclaimed, her eyes lighting up at the thought.

‘Sounds like a good idea,’ Betty agreed, as the trio of women found a quiet table in the corner of the bustling room, suddenly feeling slightly overwhelmed. ‘I think, apart from the canteen staff, we are the only women in here.’

Staring round the hall of men in their khaki and brown boiler suits, all hankering for a hot meal and a well-deserved rest, Nancy too felt a little intimidated. ‘The yard suddenly feels quite appealing,’ she whispered.

‘Now, girls, don’t let this lot intimidate you.’ Frank’s all too friendly and familiar voice hovered next to them. ‘They might glance over and make the odd comment, but I guarantee they will be more interested in getting some hot grub down their necks. You would think they’ve never been fed.’

‘Okay.’ Betty nodded, knowing only too well from her dad and brother how a physically intensive shift could leave them ravenous.

‘Anyway,’ Patty said, scanning the room, hoping she wouldn’t see that flamin’ Tommy Hardcastle, who, until she and Archie had got together she’d wasted far too much time fretting over, ‘we need to know every single detail about how William proposed. I’ve been dying to find out all morning.’

‘Well,’ Betty started, a smile as broad as the Cheshire cat’s appearing
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