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Chapter 1

Monday, 29 January 1940

‘I’m so sorry.’ Archie smiled weakly, taking hold of Patty’s slender hand, as she sat next to his hospital bed, concern etched across her face. ‘I promise, I didn’t mean to scare you.’

‘Well yer didn’t do a very good job!’ she blurted out before she could stop herself. ‘It’s just, I’ve been so worried, and you kept telling me nothing was wrong, but I just knew in my heart of hearts, summat weren’t right,’ she tried to explain. ‘How are yer feeling now? Have you eaten anything? What have the doctors said?’ As usual Patty didn’t draw breath, unable to get her words out quick enough.

Sheepishly, Archie looked down at his starched white bedsheets, guilt coursing through his tired and fragile body.

Less than thirty-six hours earlier he had been rushed to hospital after collapsing in the front yard of Vickers, in the middle of the Vicktory Knitters Wear and Share event. Archie had known for weeks he was ill and getting weaker by the day but, ignoring the concerned protests from his family and Patty, he’d refused to rest. He’d insisted he was okay, despite the relentless cold weather that had left his lips blue and him fighting to catch his breath. It was nothing he hadn’t experienced before. Ever since Archie could remember, he’d suffered from nasty colds that always seemed so much worse than his friends’ due to his weak heart.

‘I promise I’m all right. My pride and downright pigheadedness just got in the way,’ Archie finally conceded, colour flushing his cheeks – a welcome sight as far as Patty was concerned, hoping this meant he was getting stronger and more like his old self.

‘What do yer mean?’ Patty asked gently. She was still cross with Archie for not listening when she’d begged him to take it steady but also knew that it wasn’t the time to say I told you so. The most important thing now that Archie was laid up in hospital was supporting his recovery.

‘Oh,’ he sighed, knowing he owed Patty an explanation. He’d left her in such a state of panic when he’d been carted off in the back of an ambulance on a stretcher and rushed to the City Hospital. The doctors had told Archie that Patty had tried to see him the previous night, hours after he’d collapsed, but he’d been flat out and wired up to God-knows-how-many machines while the medical staff assessed his condition. Although he’d spent his childhood being prodded and poked, listening to his childhood consultant’s grave warning about how weak he was, he was fully aware what a shock his sudden turn must have been for Patty, especially because he’d tried to convince her it was just a heavy cold. ‘I reckon I better start at the beginning.’

‘Always a good place to start,’ Patty mused. Her head was still a whirlwind of conflicting emotions; frustration mixed with angst as she desperately tried to ward off the fears which had sent a shiver down her spine since Archie’s collapse.

‘It’s a bit of a long story but I’ll do my best,’ Archie said.

‘I’ve got as long as it takes,’ Patty insisted, relieved that Archie was finally going to tell her the truth about what had been going on.

‘According to my mum, not long after I was born, doctors told her and m’ dad I had a weak valve in my heart. It was a reyt old shock for them and left them and my nannan worried sick. Apparently I was nothing more than a scrap of a lad and my mum never stops reminding me I was knocking on death’s door more times than sense. She says she lost count how many times she called the priest to the hospital, convinced I was about to take my last breath. When my pals get a cold, they are over it in a few days, but that could leave me at death’s door.’

‘Oh,’ Patty gasped, struggling to imagine how terrified Archie’s family must have been.

‘It’s not so bad.’ Archie smiled encouragingly. ‘I’m still here, aren’t I?’

‘Go on,’ Patty encouraged.

‘Well, somehow I would always miraculously pick up, even when the doctors thought there was nothing else to be done for me. Apparently my nannan refused to leave my bedside for weeks at a time and would only have a doze when nurses assured her I was stable, and they would check on me every ten minutes.’

‘That must have taken its toll on everyone,’ Patty said.

‘I think, well, I know it did.’ Archie nodded. ‘It was all a bit of a roller coaster for them. Due to how poorly I would get and never sure of what was around the corner, my mum and dad decided not to have any more children.’

‘Gosh,’ Patty whispered, her voice breaking.

‘Yes, my mum told me a few years ago they were frightened they wouldn’t be able to give me all the love and care I needed, but my nannan explained they were also really scared that if they did lose me, they would be left childless.’

‘Oh, Archie,’ Patty sighed, wiping away the stream of tears that she could no longer hold back. ‘Yer poor parents and nannan. They must have been out of their minds. Could they not do anything to make you better?’

‘Well, as I said, I’m still here.’ Archie smiled, trying to lift the mood.

‘Do you ever take anything seriously?’ Patty protested, making to tap his arm but thinking better of it, frightened that even the smallest jolt could have unthinkable consequences. ‘I really thought you were a gonner yesterday. You reyt scared me.’

Patty closed her eyes to try to compose herself but the memory of Archie’s ashen face and his blue lips, gasping to catch his breath, still haunted her. Thank goodness everyone had been there to help: Nancy and Betty consoled her, as Dolly calmy coaxed Archie to stay awake, while Frank and her dad propped Archie up on a chair and wrapped him in coats, to try to abate his violent shivering, telling him Patty would have his guts for garters if he didn’t keep fighting. Someone had also run to the office and called for an ambulance quickly.

‘I’m ever so sorry,’ Archie apologized again, cross with himself for all the unnecessary trouble and worry he’d caused. His whole reason for keeping quiet about his illness was to stop his workmates fretting about him and to avoid being labelled as sickly, but his Yorkshire stubbornness, an all too familiar family trait, had achieved exactly that. ‘It really was the last thing I wanted to do. I know it’s hard to believe, but as well as trying to convince myself I was okay, I was trying to protect you. I didn’t want you fretting. I really thought I had it all under control.’

‘I could have looked out for yer more,’ Patty sniffled.

‘That’s just the thing,’ Archie added. ‘I’ve been wrapped up in cotton wool by my parents and nannan all my life. I know it’s because they love me and care, but I just want to be treated like everyone else. I don’t want any special attention.’

‘But I’m yer girlfriend,’ Patty said, a little more sharply. ‘You should have told me. We’re not meant to have any secrets. Surely you could have been honest about something so serious?’

Regret momentarily silenced Archie. The whole reason he hadn’t told Patty was because he didn’t want any fuss but look where that had got him.

‘It’s hard to explain …’ he replied, taking a deep breath.

‘Try me,’ Patty interjected. It took all her effort to be patient and understanding but she couldn’t help be somewhat miffed Archie hadn’t felt he could share his ‘big secret’ with her.

Archie bowed his head, a wave of shame overtaking him. ‘I just want to feel like a real man,’ he muttered.

Stumped by Archie’s heartfelt confession, Patty bit her lip. In her eyes he was a ‘real man’; he worked in a steel factory and hauled great chunks of metal across a shop floor. As much as she was cross with him for not confiding in her, Patty also knew he didn’t need her nagging at him right now. This was one battle she might have to leave for another day. Besides which, it wasn’t just brawn and muscles that made Archie a man, he was also one of the kindest and caring blokes she knew.

‘Please don’t be mad at me,’ Archie whispered, lifting his head and looking straight at Patty.

Seeing how exhausted he was, Patty let her frustration subside.

‘Oh, yer daft thing,’ she said, squeezing Archie’s hand a little tighter. ‘If I didn’t love yer so much, I would bloody well throttle yer, but promise me you won’t be so bloody stupid ever again.’

‘Aw, Patty, I love you too, with all my heart and I promise I won’t lie to you again. Scout’s honour,’ Archie vowed, raising his other hand into his usual three-finger salute. If the truth be known, this latest scare had really frightened him. It was a long time since he’d had such a close call. After the heart specialists, at the very hospital he was once again a patient in, had found medication for him as a young teenager to keep his condition at ease, he’d managed to survive most winters by staying wrapped up and keeping himself protected against the bitter cold air.

Of course, it still meant he couldn’t do everything his mates could. Playing football had been virtually impossible, with doctors warning him anything that caused his heartbeat to race was dangerous. He’d happily taken the title of having two left feet, preferable to being labelled sickly and weak, which in reality is how he’d felt. But the years of hospital appointments, and his family insisting on wrapping him in cotton wool, had taken its toll on his confidence. It was why months ago when they had first met, he’d wrongly assumed Patty had chosen factory lothario Tommy chuffin’ Hardcastle over him. He’d resigned himself to never being good enough.

‘Yer best not,’ Patty said, pulling Archie back to the present. ‘But what’s done is done, so let’s not dwell on it. No point crying over spilt milk as me mom always says.’

‘Well, I’m grateful all the same,’ Archie replied. ‘I was worried you would be so cross that you might decide that I wasn’t the right—’

‘Now stop that right now,’ Patty interrupted, feeling uncharacteristically grown up, and despite her frustration, she was grateful her sweetheart was here to tell the tale. ‘It wasn’t all that long ago you were running to my rescue when I was acting like a stubborn old mule and went flying down that godforsaken ladder.’ It was true: despite Archie being convinced he wasn’t the man of Patty’s dreams, it hadn’t stopped him running to her aid after her near fatal accident, and in actual fact, it was what had finally brought them together, when a couple of weeks later they had confessed their true feelings for one another.

‘Well, I’m one lucky fella, is all I can say,’ Archie said, stroking Patty’s hand tenderly.

‘Yes, you are!’ she teased. ‘But I could get used to all these compliments.’

Right on cue, Archie’s cheeks turned their usual crimson, as they always did when anyone paid him attention.

‘Anyway, I’m glad we got everything cleared up,’ he said, trying to draw a line under their conversation and move on. ‘How’s work been today?’

‘Well,’ Patty said, instinctively dabbing down her mucky khaki overalls, ‘it was as busy as ever and everyone was asking about you, wanting to know if you are okay.’

Guilt soared through Archie once again. He really had caused quite a fuss, which was the last thing he’d intended. ‘Oh dear, and dare I ask how the rest of the event went yesterday? I hope I didn’t ruin it all after everyone’s hard work.’

‘I’d be lying if I didn’t say it didn’t ’alf cause quite a to-do.’

‘Oh.’ Arche slumped. The idea of him bringing the Vicktory Knitters big event to a premature and abrupt end only enhanced how daft he already felt. Patty’s friend, Betty, had been planning the occasion for months, determined to make sure the locals of Attercliffe had enough winter woollies to get them through the rest of the season. She had somehow managed to convince virtually every female steelworker to start knitting hats, gloves, jumpers and cardigans to give away at the event. ‘I’ll apologize to Betty, Dolly and everyone else as soon as I’m back at work, which hopefully won’t be too far away.’

‘Hang on a minute,’ Patty butted in. ‘You’re racing ahead of tha’sen, in more ways than one.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, after you got carted off in that there ambulance, there was a bit of a lull. M’ dad took me inside and Dolly forced me to have a very sweet cup of tea, but I’m sure it wasn’t just sugar she added to it. Whatever it was, it stopped me shaking anyhow,’ Patty explained.

‘Oh, Patty,’ Archie audibly sighed once again, feeling even worse for all the trouble he’d caused, something he hadn’t thought was physically possible.

‘I’m not saying it for that reason, and I haven’t finished yet!’ Patty shook her head. ‘Anyway, by the time I’d supped Dolly’s concoction and come back out in the yard, Betty and her landlady had somehow managed to appease everyone.’

‘So, they didn’t have to cut short the event?’ Archie asked hopefully, adjusting the pillow behind his back. One of the nurses had used it to prop him up after he’d had another long and much needed sleep.

‘No!’ Patty exclaimed. ‘Yer know what Betty’s like. She’s reyt good at organising everyone. I have no idea what she and Ivy said to everyone but when I got back into the yard, they’d roped in Frank to take over my table and there were women coming and going, and Dolly soon got to handing out mugs of tea and sweets for the kids.’

‘Well, that’s one good thing,’ Archie answered with an enormous sense of relief, a huge grin appearing across his face.

‘So yer can turn that frown upside down once and for all.’ Patty smiled, repeating Archie’s nannan’s phrase, which had become somewhat well-known throughout Vickers to help them get through the difficult times they were facing.

Unable to stifle his laughter, Archie quietly counted his blessings. I really am a lucky bloke, he thought to himself.

‘I’m just pleased after all the effort you women went to, especially Betty, that the day was still a huge success.’

‘I’d fair say it was,’ Patty agreed. ‘I know when we started clearing up, you could count on one hand how many jumpers and pairs of socks we took back upstairs and put in the Swap Box. I reckon we might have kitted out of ’alf of Sheffield with new winter woollies yesterday. Nobody left empty-handed, that’s for sure.’

‘Will you tell Betty I’m chuffed to bits for her and apologize again that I wasn’t there to carry on helping out?’

‘Yes, if you insist!’ Patty rolled her eyes in mock frustration, knowing everyone would just be relieved Archie was okay and wasn’t, well … Patty refused to allow her mind to think about the ifs and maybes. Her sweetheart was sat up in bed, with colour in his cheeks and thankfully no longer looking like he was on death’s door.

‘Now, tell me,’ she said, her tone turning more serious. ‘What have the doctors said and are you going to be okay?’

Archie glanced around the long ward of beds, which resembled what he imagined a dormitory in a boys’ boarding school would look like, and checked that the much older patients weren’t listening. ‘I think I’ve had a very lucky escape,’ he whispered.

Patty sensed he didn’t want to gloat about the life he still had ahead of him. Some of the old men in the beds nearest Archie looked so frail, their skin transparent and their breathing laboured, she couldn’t imagine they were meant for this world much longer.

‘I should say so,’ Patty replied. ‘In fact, I would go as far to say that’s the understatement of the century.’

‘Yes, you’re right. To put it simply, the cold air combined with a bit of a chest infection, well quite a nasty one, played havoc with my breathing and circulation, but the good news is there’s no lasting damage. The doctor said I just need to be careful and stay wrapped up.’

Once again Patty’s eyes filled with tears. The sheer relief combined with the shock of the last thirty-six hours was all too much.

‘Hey, come on,’ Archie said gently, edging himself towards Patty and pulling her close, so her head lay on his lap. ‘I’m here and nothing bad happened,’ he added reassuringly. ‘Please don’t get upset.’

But now the floodgates had opened, Patty couldn’t stop, and she allowed Archie to soothe her; the fears which had soared through her caused her whole body to shudder.

‘I was just so frightened I would lose you,’ she sobbed, her voice broken. ‘I was terrified you wouldn’t wake up.’

‘But you didn’t and here I am, sat up in bed,’ Archie said, trying to comfort her. ‘And more to the point, I’ve realized what a daft apeth I’ve been and won’t ever be so stupid again.’

Patty raised her head and looked straight into Archie’s eyes, which were also brimming with emotion. ‘Really?’ she asked.

‘When I came to in the hospital,’ Archie replied, ‘you were the first person I thought about and all I could think was thank God I’m still alive, as the idea of not being able to spend years and years with you by my side would feel like such a waste.’

It wasn’t an outright proposal, but the heartfelt sentiment wasn’t lost on Patty. ‘Oh, Archie,’ she whispered. ‘There’s no one I would rather spend the rest of my life with either.’

For the next few minutes, the pair remained perfectly still, safely encased in one another’s arms, oblivious to the constant bleeping of machines, or the clicking of the nurses’ heels as they dashed up and down the ward and the rattle of the tea lady pushing her trolley.

‘I could stay like this forever,’ Patty thought aloud.

‘Me too,’ Archie agreed.

‘Can I get you lovebirds a cuppa?’ interrupted the cheery, plump woman, who was already letting the hot brown liquid flow into two blue-and-white striped enamel mugs, anticipating their answer.

‘That would be lovely, thank you,’ Archie replied, releasing Patty from his strong, protective arms, not wanting to seem improper.

‘Yes, me too,’ Patty chirped, her voice returning to normal, even if her blotchy red eyes betrayed how overwrought with emotion she felt.

Regaining their composure, the couple sat upright as they nursed their welcome cuppas, both grateful the other was by their side.

‘I really don’t want to leave you, but I suppose I better be getting home,’ Patty said, as she drained her mug. ‘Me mom will have me guts for garters if m’ tea ends up ruined.’ She’d somehow managed to persuade the ward matron to allow her in to see Archie before the visiting time had officially begun. Patty couldn’t be sure, but she was convinced the robust and rather officious-looking woman had weakened when she’d explained she had come straight from the factory. There had been a lot of chatter across the city about what a grand job the women of Sheffield were doing, stepping up to ‘do their bit’ wherever they could to help the war effort.

‘Well, we can’t be having that,’ Archie laughed, ‘I don’t want to be getting into any trouble with your parents. I’m sure they are already cross with me for putting you through all this worry.’

‘I don’t think you have anything to worry about there,’ Patty replied. ‘M’ mom adores you and will just be relieved you are okay. I can guarantee she will insist you come round for tea as soon as you are home and back on yer feet.’

‘Well,’ Archie grinned, ‘that is always an offer I can’t refuse. And hopefully it will be sooner rather than later too.’

‘Really?’ Patty quizzed, realizing she hadn’t actually asked Archie when he might be allowed to go home.

‘Yes,’ he answered, beaming. ‘The doctor said this afternoon, if I’m still okay tomorrow, I could be discharged, as long as I promise to stay out of the cold air until my chest is clear.’

‘Oh, that’s brilliant news.’ Patty bent over and kissed Archie on the cheek, before pulling on her navy duffle coat that she had hung on the back of the wooden hospital chair. ‘Thinking about it, I haven’t heard you cough once since I got here.’

‘That will be down to how warm it is in here and the concoction of medicine the nurses keep feeding me.’

‘Well, you must do what the doctors said. You ain’t coming back to work straightaway, are you?’ Patty affirmed, more than asked.

As much as she would miss not seeing Archie every day at Vickers, she would much rather he make a full recovery than try to rush back and have another setback.

‘No. I’m going to do as I’m told this time. I reckon I’ve well and truly learnt my lesson.’

‘Good,’ Patty said firmly. ‘As much as I would like to stay longer, I better get home. It’s already pitch-black out there and I should let you get some rest now.’

‘Will you be all right?’

‘Yes, don’t fret. I can catch a tram and be home in less than half an hour.’

‘Well, just take care.’

‘I will.’ Patty leant over Archie to kiss him goodbye.

‘Thank you,’ he whispered as their lips parted.

‘What for?’

‘For caring and not getting angry.’

Patty smiled. ‘Just get better and promise never to have any more secrets again and all is forgiven.’

‘You have my word,’ Archie promised, squeezing Patty’s hand a little tighter.

As she left the ward and started heading down the long corridor, she vowed she would take extra care of Archie; after all, isn’t that exactly what he’d done for her when she had been recovering from her fall?

‘Hiya, luv.’ Archie’s mum, Gracie, interrupted Patty’s thoughts.

‘Hello,’ Patty greeted brightly in return. ‘Sorry, I was in a world of my own. How are you?’

‘Well, it’s been a while since our Archie has given us such a scare, but I’m getting there.’

‘You must be out of your mind,’ Patty said, moving to the side of the corridor to make room for a porter who was pushing a frail elderly man in a wheelchair towards Archie’s ward.

‘It never gets any easier and you never stop worrying,’ Gracie sighed. ‘That lad has caused me more than a few sleepless nights, that’s for sure.’

‘I can’t begin to imagine how difficult it’s been.’

‘I don’t begrudge it,’ Gracie explained. ‘He’s my son, and that’s what mums do. I just wish he’d rest when his body tells him to.’

‘Is there anything I can do?’ Patty asked, feeling for Gracie, who looked utterly exhausted.

‘I dunno, luv. I know what a stubborn old mule our Archie can be. He has me at my wits’ end at times.’

‘You won’t get any arguments from me there,’ Patty agreed. ‘I’d been pestering him for weeks to take it steady. I just hope he does now.’

‘I wouldn’t hold your breath, luv. Our Archie is a beggar when it comes to trying to prove to the world he can keep up with everyone else. The only problem is his body can’t do it. We’ve been at this point more times than I’ve had hot dinners.’

‘I’ll do my best to try to rein him in a bit,’ Patty promised, saddened to see Archie’s mum in such a state after his latest turn.

‘If you could try, luv, I’d be ever so grateful.’ Grace smiled weakly. ‘Heaven knows, me and his nannan have tried often enough.’

‘I’ll do what I can.’ Patty nodded.

‘Thanks, luv. Well, I best get in and see him. Visiting time will be over before I get there if I don’t get a move on.’

‘I’m sure Archie will be delighted to see you.’

‘Aye, luv. You take care now too. You look as though you need a good night’s sleep.’

‘I’ll be fine, I promise.’ As Patty lifted her hand to wave goodbye, she was more determined than ever to make sure she looked after Archie, not only to help Gracie, but to make sure he didn’t jeopardise his promise to spend many more happy years with her.






Chapter 2

Tuesday, 30 January 1940

‘Patty,’ came Betty’s familiar voice. The youngest of the three musketeers – the nickname their foreman, Frank, had given them – was just walking through gate three of Vickers, her coat pulled high around her neck, with her workmate Nancy, when Betty caught them up.

‘Morning,’ Patty chirped, an obvious spring in her step, despite the bitterly cold weather.

‘I’m taking from how cheery you are compared to this time yesterday, you got to see Archie, and dare I tempt fate, can I assume he’s okay?’ Betty asked.

‘Yes.’ Patty grinned, as the group made their way to the main entrance. ‘I’ve just been telling Nancy, he’s not out of the woods yet, and will need to take it steady for a while, but a spell in hospital to rest up and get expert care was just what he needed. He actually had some colour in his cheeks again.’

‘Oh, that’s marvellous, luv,’ Betty said, delighted Archie was as well as could be. He had given them all quite a scare. ‘What a relief.’

‘Honestly, I thought m’ heart was going to burst when I saw him sat up in bed,’ Patty said as they made their way through the factory doors and towards the clocking-in machine.

‘Well, you must tell us everything over dinner,’ Betty insisted, her mind already thinking about what little pick-me-up treats she could muster up for Archie’s care package.

‘You’ll not be able to shut me up, but I need to find a way of making him slow down too,’ Patty said, as the three women took it in turns to have their timecards stamped.

‘Well, you won’t get any arguments from us,’ Nancy added, undoing the coat buttons of her navy mackintosh as the trio walked through the maze of corridors towards the factory floor. The heat hitting them was a welcome alternative to the thick frost outside, which had covered the pavements for the last month or so. Everyone who knew Archie had been worried sick after he’d been carted off to the City Hospital. ‘I know Dolly will be so relieved he’s at least on the road to recovery. You know how much she adores Archie.’

‘I do.’ Patty nodded. The affectionate, motherly canteen manager had been trying to dose Archie up for weeks with hot water and honey, in a bid to soothe his chest, completely unaware it wasn’t just an infection he was suffering from but a lifelong debilitating heart condition.

‘Right,’ Betty said, as they approached Myrtle – the pet name given to the monstrous crane she had now become an expert in handling and manoeuvring. ‘I’ll see you both at dinnertime. I’ve got something I want to chat to you about too.’

‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’ Nancy laughed, guessing Betty was already planning her next project, after the huge success of the Vicktory Knitters community event.

‘She’ll never flamin’ stop, that one,’ Patty added, as the pair made their way over to their respective cranes. ‘She’s not happy unless she is on a mission.’

‘Well, if it keeps her mind busy and helps folk out along the way, it can’t be a bad thing.’ If Nancy had learnt anything over the past four months since starting at Vickers, it was a busy mind was good at keeping the often overwhelming worries at bay. There wasn’t a single hour of the day when she didn’t find herself fretting about her beloved husband, Bert, who had been sent to France to support the Allied troops against Hitler. Working as a crane driver had given Nancy a much-needed focus and stopped her falling to pieces worrying about what the future held. So, she understood exactly why Betty threw herself into helping others, first creating a Care Club, to help those in need, which had soon developed into a Swap Club, where Vickers’s female workers could donate clothes they didn’t need and pick up something for themselves or family members.

‘This is true,’ Patty agreed, fondly recalling how she had been on the receiving end of Betty’s thoughtfulness only a few months earlier, after a nasty fall down her crane ladder had rendered her unable to work for a good few weeks. She had not been able to take home a wage, something her mom and dad heavily relied on to help with the household upkeep.

‘Right, luv, see you in a few hours,’ Nancy said, taking her coat off and placing it next to her gas mask and bag behind the ladder of her crane, Mildred.

The next four hours passed in what even Patty agreed felt like the blink of eye as they received the non-stop instructions for slabs of steel to be lifted and hauled across the shop floor.

‘I reyt thought the day would drag without Archie being around,’ Patty confessed as the three women sat down for their dinner. ‘But I swear I thought someone had got the timings mixed up when the hooter started – well, apart from the fact m’ belly was rumbling.’

‘You are a case.’ Nancy laughed. ‘You’re as bad as our Billy when it comes to food. The way he carries on, you’d think I never fed him.’

‘Our Tom Tom is the same. M’ mom says we’ve both got hollow legs.’ Patty nodded, opening her haversack and pulling out the snap her mom had prepared for her at the crack of dawn. ‘Spam sandwich,’ she announced, unwrapping the brown greaseproof paper parcel, held together with a piece of string. ‘Me favourite, although I’m not s’ keen on this brown bread. I prefer the white stuff.’

‘I think you might be waiting a while for that, duck,’ said Dolly, who had taken a quick break from serving hot dinners to the hordes of hungry steelworkers now filling the canteen. ‘Looks like we are stuck with this grainy National Flour for a while.’

‘I asked m’ mom if she could use a sieve to get all the bits out,’ Patty exclaimed, taking a disgruntled bite out of her doorstep sandwich, which to her utter disdain also had only the faintest smearing of butter.

‘And what was her response to that?’ Nancy asked, somewhat bemused, as she endeavoured to stifle her laughter at the thought of poor Angie finding enough time in the day to honour Patty’s presumptive request.

‘Well, not to put too fine a point on it, she told me she would shove the sieve where the sun don’t shine if I asked her again.’

The whole table, except Patty, burst into a fit of giggles. ‘I’m not surprised, duck,’ Dolly finally said, tears streaming down her cheeks.

‘What?’ Patty said, her face poker straight. ‘I’ve heard some women do it and give the grains to the hens.’

‘Yes, but you haven’t got any hens, luv.’ Nancy chortled. ‘And I reckon your mom has enough on looking after you lot and running a house, especially with your Tom Tom now on the move.’

‘Oh, I suppose yer right,’ Patty conceded. ‘Did I tell yer she found him at the coal bucket again trying to eat the flamin’ stuff? Apparently he was covered head to foot in soot and the only white me mom could see was the rings in his eyes.’

‘Yer see, duck,’ Dolly said, ‘yer poor mom has enough to contend with, without spending hours chuffin’ refining bread for you.’

‘Our Billy and Linda aren’t too keen either,’ Nancy added. ‘They’d much rather have a slice of good old white bread, with a thick layer of jam, but I think those days are over for a while.’

‘It’s hard for little ones to understand, isn’t it?’ Dolly sympathized. ‘My granddaughters are the same.’

‘It is,’ Nancy agreed. ‘Especially our Billy, who I’m sure has the appetite of a grown man. He’s not impressed that I can’t make as many buns and the biscuit tin isn’t overflowing with treats anymore.’

‘They are too young to have to cope with the ins and outs of a blasted war,’ Dolly sighed. ‘Anyway,’ she turned back to Patty, ‘I didn’t mean to bring the mood down and I assume by your upturn in mood, our Archie is okay?’

‘Oh yes! He’s definitely much better than he was, thank you,’ Patty trilled. ‘To look at him, you would think he is nearly back to his normal self, but he is going to have to look after himself if he doesn’t want to have another scare.’ The group listened eagerly as she explained how Archie had suffered from a weak heart valve all his life. ‘He generally has it under control with medication,’ she went on, ‘but as soon as he gets the whiff of an infection, it knocks him for six. I think he knew he wasn’t right a few weeks ago but he was too stubborn to take a break.’

‘I hope he’s taken heed and is going to now?’ Dolly asked, concern etched across her soft face.

‘He says he has!’ Patty replied. ‘I think he has had quite the scare and the doctors have told him, they will only let him come home on the condition he has some time off, but he really has got to listen to his body and slow down when he’s not feeling so good. I’ve promised his mum I will try and keep an eye on him, but you know how stubborn he can be.’

‘Archie and my mum are alike then,’ Daisy interjected, as she joined her friends for dinner.

‘What’s that?’ Nancy was secretly praying she had heard Daisy right. ‘Have they said your mum can come home too?’

‘Yes!’ Daisy grinned, her face a picture of elation, as she took a seat at the table, which was conveniently positioned next to the Swap Club box. ‘Dad went in to see her after work last night and it looks like she could be home at some point next week.’

Nancy fought back the tears threatening to escape. Her chat, one mum to another, had done the trick. Although when Nancy had sat down with Daisy’s desperately ill mum, Josie, a few days before Christmas, she couldn’t be sure if the exhausted and frightened woman would take her advice and finally go and get the medical help she needed. Josie had been convinced it would be the last Christmas with her husband and three children and had refused to hand over another penny to a doctor, knowing what a dent it was putting in the already stretched family finances. But after Betty had made sure they wouldn’t go without – rallying everyone to donate to the Swap Club collection tin, from presents to mince pies, and paper-chain bunting to a hamper of food – Josie had accepted she didn’t want it to be her last. On Boxing Day, she had allowed her husband, Alf, to take her to the City Hospital, where doctors had diagnosed her with an ulcer and a nasty infection, but now, over two months after Nancy had sat down with her, pleading with her to get help, she was finally on the mend and coming home.

‘Well, if that’s not a reason to celebrate, I have no idea what is,’ Dolly cheered. ‘After all the worry recently, we needed some good news, and it looks like it’s landed all at once.’

‘You’re absolutely right there,’ Patty agreed. ‘We should mark the occasion.’

‘How about a drink in the Wellington on Friday? I reckon with Archie going to be all right and Josie home soon – not to mention the success of Sunday’s event – we all deserve a little toast.’

‘Oooh,’ Patty trilled at the thought of a bit of excitement. ‘Could I invite my friend Hattie too? She ain’t ’alf missing her John and it might do her good to get out for a bit.’ Like Bert, Hattie’s sweetheart had been posted to France at the start of the war.

‘Of course.’ Dolly smiled. ‘The more the merrier and heaven knows, we all need a little boost every now and again.’

‘Let me check if Doris minds having the kids for an extra half an hour,’ Nancy said. ‘If she’s okay with it, I’d love to pop in.’ Nancy couldn’t remember the last time she had been to a pub. It would have been before her Billy came along, when she and Bert would sometimes go for a quick drink on the way to the pictures on Saturday night.

‘Don’t laugh,’ Betty said, nursing her freshly made cuppa she had poured from Dolly’s stainless-steel urn, ‘but I’ve never been in a pub.’

‘What?’ Dolly gasped.

The four women all stopped what they were doing and looked at one another in shock.

‘Are you serious?’ Patty finally broke the silence. ‘Even I’ve been in a boozer and I don’t turn eighteen till July!’

‘Did yer dad never take you in as a nipper for a glass of lemonade and a bag of pork scratchings while he had a pint?’ Dolly asked, stunned by Betty’s revelation.

‘Not as far as I can remember,’ Betty confessed. ‘After my mum died, I think he was so determined to make up for her not being around, that once he’d finished work, he just wanted to be at home with us all. He’s never been the sort of man to drown his sorrows in the bottom of a pint pot. He likes the odd drink at Christmas or on a special occasion but that’s about it.’

‘Well, in that case, we definitely need to introduce you to the Wellington,’ Dolly exclaimed. ‘What about you, Daisy? Do you think you might be able to make it?’

‘Erm, I’ll check my aunt and dad don’t mind. I just feel a bit guilty putting on my aunt. She’s already done so much for us while Mum has been in hospital.’

‘Okay, duck.’ Dolly nodded. ‘Listen, if it’s too tricky, we can always do it another time.’

‘Let me ask and I’ll let you know, if that’s okay?’ Daisy asked.

‘Of course,’ Dolly said. ‘Same for you, Nancy,’ she added, turning to the older of the three crane drivers.

‘Thanks, luv,’ Nancy replied, finishing off her thinly sliced cheese sandwich, which had also been made using the new National Flour. ‘Now, Betty,’ she added, ‘did you say you had a new idea you wanted to chat to us all about?’

Betty glanced down at her watch. ‘I do, but I reckon it will take more than the two minutes we’ve got left of our break.’

‘Jeepers, is that the time?’ Dolly said, quickly gathering up the empty mugs. ‘I better get back behind that counter before the next load arrives, claiming their throats have been slashed and they are starvin’. But I want to hear more about this new plan,’ she added, turning to Betty, already guessing she had another project tucked up her sleeve and keen to get them all involved in.






Chapter 3

Friday, 2 February 1940

‘Right, girls, here we are,’ Dolly said, as the group all arrived outside the Wellington on the corner of Upwell Street, a few minutes’ walk from Vickers.

The women had come to a standstill outside the huge brown-brick pub, the door swinging open every couple of seconds as overall-clad men from the many factories that stood shoulder to shoulder throughout Attercliffe made their way in to spend some of their hard-earned weekly wages.

‘Are you all ready?’ Dolly asked.

‘Yes!’ Patty cheered enthusiastically, although she realized she was hardly dressed for a big night out in her mucky boiler suit that seemed to exhale dust no matter how much she or her mom scrubbed it.

‘I think so,’ Betty muttered, still slightly apprehensive.

‘Come on.’ Nancy laughed, bemused by her friend’s uncharacteristic hesitance. ‘You will be fine.’

‘Right, well, no time like the present,’ Dolly said, pushing open the doors and leading the women into the lounge.

‘What’s through that other door?’ Betty enquired, curious to why they were going into the room opposite.

‘That’s the tap room, luv,’ Dolly explained. ‘Where the men like to play darts, cards or dominoes.’

‘And according to my dad the beer is cheaper,’ Hattie quipped. ‘And he would know.’ Patty glanced at her friend, but for once didn’t say anything, knowing how much it upset Hattie that her dad would spend most nights in the boozer and come home roaring drunk.

‘Right, girls,’ Dolly said, ushering them to a quiet table in the corner. ‘You lot get a seat and I’ll go to the bar. What are you all having?’

‘Could I just have a lemonade?’ Patty asked. ‘I can give you the money,’ she added, not wanting to assume.

‘Get away with yer,’ Dolly laughed, ‘this is my treat, duck, you’ve all worked like troopers.’

‘As have you,’ Betty pointed out, still trying to take in the smoky surroundings. The dark mahogany bar was filling up and there was a steady hum of chatter. On the walls hung black-and-white pictures of Sheffield over the years. The wooden tables were enveloped by chairs on one side and built-in bench-like sofas, with deep-red upholstered cushioning, on the other, against the walls.

‘But I don’t shift great bulking slabs of steel all day long,’ Dolly reasoned. ‘Anyway, I insist.’

‘Well, maybe just a small port and lemon if that’s okay?’ Betty replied gratefully.

‘It is. Now go and sit down. And what can I get everyone else?’ Dolly added, spinning round to face the others.

In turn, Nancy, Daisy and Hattie all politely gave their preferences, as they huddled together, conscious they were the only group of women in the bar and were on the receiving end of several curious and amused glances from members of the opposite sex.

‘It’s like walking into the factory again for the first time,’ Patty whispered.

‘I know what you mean,’ Daisy agreed, avoiding the blatant stares of the men, who were holding their pints and exchanging smirks.

It was just the ammunition Betty needed to quash her nerves.

Despite never stepping foot inside a pub in her life, and having to ask Dolly if women were even allowed in without a man by their side, she suddenly felt galvanized.

‘Well, we have as much right to be here as any man,’ she said, her steely persona, once again forcing its way to the fore. On the first day she had started at Vickers, Betty had given one of Frank’s colleagues short shrift for insinuating women didn’t belong in the works, and when Nancy was getting a hard time from the arrogant lad she had initially been teamed up with, it was Betty who had forthrightly insisted her friend shouldn’t stand for any nonsense.

‘That’s the spirit, duck,’ Dolly said, as she made her way over to the table, carefully balancing a tray full of drinks. ‘They’ll all stop gawping soon. Women might be a rarity in here, but we aren’t the first and at the rate we are losing lads to the war effort and you lasses are taking their places, we definitely won’t be the last.’

‘Exactly!’ Betty added, now finding her feet in the unfamiliar surroundings. ‘We have as much right to an end-of-the-day drink as they do!’

‘Get you,’ Patty harked. With that the group of women burst into a fit of laughter, bringing even more attention to themselves.

‘Right,’ Dolly said, raising her glass of pale ale, after they had contained themselves. ‘I raise a toast to the Vicktory Knitters and good health to our Archie.’

‘I’ll definitely drink to that,’ Patty cheered.

‘Hear hear,’ Betty added, as they all took a sip of their drinks.

‘Eee, it’s nice just to relax a bit, isn’t it?’ Dolly stated more than asked.

‘I won’t argue with you there,’ Nancy replied. ‘I’m looking forward to a bit of time with our Billy and Linda this weekend.’

‘I bet you are, luv,’ Dolly said. ‘It’s important. Spending time with my granddaughters is the one thing that really spurs me on and gives me hope.’

Nancy nodded as it dawned on her again that she wasn’t alone. Not that she would want anyone else to feel the anguish she was suffering, but knowing she wasn’t alone gave her the encouragement she needed to bolster her spirits.

‘Now,’ Nancy asked, turning to Betty, determined to take a leaf out of Dolly’s book and not mope about the ifs and maybes. ‘Didn’t you say earlier in the week, you had something you wanted to chat to us all about?’

‘What’s this?’ Dolly asked, winking at Betty, in mock surprise. ‘Don’t tell me, you have another plan up your sleeve?’

‘As it happens, I have been thinking about something.’ Betty grinned.

‘Of course, you have,’ Patty said.

‘It’s just a seed of an idea at the moment,’ Betty started.

‘Well, come on then. Spit it out. What are you all going to have us doing next?’

Five pairs of eyes turned to Betty, keen to hear what her latest idea was.

‘I’ve been thinking—’ she began.

‘You never have,’ Patty quipped.

‘Ssssh.’ Hattie gave her friend a gently nudge in the ribs.

‘Don’t worry,’ Betty laughed, raising her eyebrows in jest, ‘I’m used to it. Anyway, as I was saying, I was thinking that maybe we could carry on knitting.’

‘Hey?’ Patty said, looking confused. ‘Who for now? Surely we have kitted out ’alf of Sheffield.’

‘I agree,’ Betty said. ‘But how about we join the national campaign to knit for the troops?’

‘Oh, luv,’ Nancy said, once again taken aback by Betty’s thoughtfulness.

‘Actually,’ Betty said. ‘It was holding back those socks for your Bert at the Vicktory Knitters event that inspired me. I heard something on the radio about the government encouraging us all to knit for victory and it made me think of all those soldiers who might benefit from a few extra woollies.’

‘That’s a lovely idea,’ Nancy said, trying to stave off the tears which were filling her eyes. She was sure Bert and men like him would take so much comfort knowing folk back at home were doing their bit to keep them warm and dry.

‘My two lads would be reyt grateful, duck,’ Dolly added. ‘It’s a
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