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I will tell you a story of a factory, a very special place. It was a long time ago but for me it’s just as though it were yesterday. We’re in the mid-1960s. The last age of post-war innocence: the dawn of the age of celebrity.

We are coming out of our post-war shell. We’d been told that we had never had it so good, and now Mr Harold Wilson tells us Labour will make it even better. There is even talk of us counting our currency in the French way. Further afield, Africa is throwing off our colonial yoke and ordinary Americans are getting a better deal from Lyndon B. Johnson, even if they are being sucked into the escalating war in Vietnam.

These world-changing affairs seem very far away in Grafton, a small ex-mining and ironworking town studded with woodlands and set in green hills. Despite the sixties swinging elsewhere, Grafton is an old-fashioned kind of place. Some boys still join their fathers to watch football, race dogs and keep pigeons. Men still drink in clubs where women are banned. Labour-intensive Sunday dinners still keep the womenfolk out of mischief on Sundays.

At the Gaiety Dance Hall they play Beatles songs but remember times when dancing rock’n’roll was only permitted if you confined your excesses behind the sateen rope that divided you from the ‘proper’ dancers. The memory of bopping in the cinema aisles to Bill Haley’s ‘Rock Around the Clock’ is the new nostalgia.

The contraceptive pill is nudging Grafton women into a new way of looking at things. Even so, the dynamism of the ‘sexual revolution’ centres more around the rootless universities in the North, than here at its working-class core. On the bright side, more working-class children than ever before are climbing the new rickety ladders into higher education, to new-build colleges and polytechnics, now working-class Meccas.

The town of Grafton, once built around coal, now relies on Marvell Domestic Appliances for its income and prosperity. This big factory employs two and a half thousand workers – mostly women – who support eighty per cent of the households in the town. Some of these women are third-generation workers, their mothers and grandmothers having worked on the Marvell site in the Second World War to assist in the making of bombs to drop on Hitler.

My name is Cassandra Fox and in the summer of 1965 I am one of these workers. My own mother works at Marvell’s, so for this summer it is allegedly my good fortune to work here on the production lines in the week when Sandie Shaw – that thrillingly iconic singer – is flown in at great expense to present the millionth Marvell cooker to their millionth lucky customer.

In Marvell’s factory popular music – a weird echo of the wartime Workers’ Playtime – blares out from the factory Tannoy, punctuating and sometimes overlaying the industrial clamour. These days, rather than the old swing bands we have Bill Haley, Buddy Holly, Chuck Berry, Elvis Presley, the Everly Brothers. And now the Beatles. The women and girls sing along from time to time as a favourite track catches their ear.

The week I start at Marvell’s the Tannoy is blaring out Sandie Shaw’s ‘(There’s) Always Something There to Remind Me’ instead of ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’ and ‘I Want to Hold your Hand’ – much to the disgust of younger workers who think their taste is far more sophisticated than this. After all, the Beatles, the Rolling Stones are where it’s at these days.

My tale of Sandie Shaw’s visit to Marvell’s is only one of many stories, told and untold, that fuse together to make that ten days in the mid-sixties so very extraordinary.
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Monday

On the day I started at Marvell’s I sat beside my mother on the early bus, which smelled of soap and freshly lit cigarettes as it swayed and bumped through a morning that seemed bruised and battered from the night before. The bus was packed to an illegal level: too many bodies crowded together. Faces shone out and receded in the pallid, early morning light. There was no talk, no eye contact at this time of day. People just smoked and coughed, scanned the papers, picked horses, read horoscopes, and checked on last night’s football score. Some girls, cigarettes in mouths, were taking out their big rollers and putting on full make-up. One girl was clipping on large daisy earrings.

At the factory gates the streams of workers, flowing from the dozens of buses, merged into a river of people pouring down the walkway towards the flat grey hangar-like buildings that encompassed the great Marvell enterprise. I had to stop to take it all in. Of course I had heard about this place from my mother. And I had seen it many times from the bus on the main road. But up close it was another thing: bigger and dustier, kind of seething with some life of its own.

Straight ahead, this long, high loading bay fronted the big cooker building: a large wagon was already parked there, its rear doors wide open. Two boys in warehouse coats over their drainpipe trousers were sitting with their legs dangling over the edge of the bay, having a last cigarette before they started, and whistling appreciatively at the best-looking girls as they passed.

‘Come on, Cassie!’ My mother nudged my arm and led me through a door at the side. While we stood in the queue waiting for her to clock in, I blinked around at the inside of the building and caught my breath. The building was twice as big as it seemed outside. The long production lines stretched into the distance; overhead wires looping down like so many spider-webs. No machine sounds. Just the echo of voices, as hundreds of people trickled towards their stations, muttering, laughing, dumping out their cigarettes.

My mother grabbed my arm again and marched me down the line till we came to a crossroads. ‘This is me!’ she said. ‘And that’s you.’ She pointed towards a kind of watchtower of offices at the centre of the building overlooking the lines. An iron staircase led up to a gantry with doors leading off it. ‘Up those stairs, love. There he is. You can’t miss Charlie Priest. The smooth bloke that’s wearing a suit. Tell him I sent you. He knows you’re coming.’

She strode off then, like she owned the place.

I ran up the stairs under the eyes of Mr Priest. He had shaving cuts on his face and smelled strongly of aftershave.

‘I’m Cassandra Fox,’ I said. ‘I was told to come here.’

‘Linda’s gal? Good worker, our Linda.’

He had this funny voice, not quite American. He looked me over. I saw myself reflected in his eyes: a girl of nineteen, nearly as tall as he was. Neat figure, nice legs. Mousy hair swept back too hard in a ponytail, making the face longer and thinner. Even then I knew my good points and my bad.

I stared back at him defiantly.

‘Let’s get you started then.’ He led the way through an outer office where two women were already typing. One, a fair slender woman, really good looking, looked up and smiled with faint sympathy. In the corner a man in a ragged spotless white coat was staring up at a notice board, and beside him a youngish man in shirt and tie squeezed his eyes against the smoke of his cigarette as he ticked off columns in a ledger in front of him. He raised his head and his eyes flickered over me just like Mr Priest’s had. But I was not offended this time. This one was good looking, not in a film-star-ish way, but in a tight, pale-skinned, high-cheekboned, grey-eyed kind of way.

I have to tell you my heart lurched. But I was only nineteen then, still a virgin and unspoken for, so my heart tended to lurch with alarming regularity.

In his office Mr Priest sat down behind a desk piled with papers and files and bristling with offcuts of metal. He nodded at the chair opposite and I sat down. Then he lit a cigar, took a good drag and filled in some forms.

‘Here, sign this, Cassandra Fox,’ he said. He signed a time card and pushed it across to me. ‘I’ve marked it up for you this morning. But don’t you forget to clock out tonight on the machine. The girls’ll show you how. And don’t forget to clock in tomorrow. Remember!’ he drawled. ‘Not clocked on, not clocked off, not paid.’

And that was it. No palaver about getting a job in those days. He led the way back out onto the gantry, his hand just touching my elbow. I could feel the glances of those people in the office. Perhaps it was unusual for him to take this trouble. I imagined the general manager had minions to do all this. Perhaps the blonde woman. Or the fair man. Maybe my privileged position was something about what my mother told me yesterday, about her and Charlie going back a long way. She’d seen my look and smiled slightly. ‘Not that, Cassie. He was a simple progress man there when I started and we got on pretty well. That’s all.’

On the gantry, we looked down at the long production lines and the sheer noise hit my ears. The women were working away, some of them shouting over the noise of the Tannoy blaring out ‘Summertime Blues’, their raucous tones counterpointing the smooth tones of Eddie Cochran. The penetrating voices and straining music were under-pinned by the humming grind of the conveyor belt. I wondered if you ever got used to the noise. I thought that it must turn some people deaf. But then how would they know?

‘I’m sending you down on the wiring jackets, Cassandra. Nice little job. There are good workers there’ll show you the job,’ said Priest. He leaned over the railing of the gantry and bawled, ‘Steve!’

A young man looked up from the box of wires he was loading onto the end of the line from a trolley. He was a little too fat but had smooth mushroom-coloured hair and was very neat, wearing a shirt and tie and pressed slacks, not overalls like some of the other boys I’d seen as I came in.

‘Yes, Mr Priest?’ he said.

‘Take this young woman down the wiring and set her on with Patsy O’Hare. I’ll let Stan Laverick know I want her there. Name of Cassandra Fox. Linda’s girl.’

The boy’s keen glance moved to me and he grinned. His eyes stayed on my face. At least he didn’t look me up and down.

‘Yeah, boss,’ he said.

I looked down from the gantry, glued to the spot. The place had this funny smell; of dust and powdering concrete; of burned paint and industrial grease; of bodies and cigarette smoke.

Priest laughed. ‘Daniel into the lion’s den, eh?’ He gave my shoulder a push. ‘Get on then, young lady. You gotta start sometime, somewhere. Linda tells me you’re a clever sort, but down there is the real world where clever counts different. Down there, we work. We know how many beans make five. Another kind of education, you could say.’

I took a deep breath and made my way down the iron stairs. I’d said nine words to Priest and now it seemed I was in the machine, part of his operation.

‘Now, Cassandra!’ The boy called Steve winked at me and we walked shoulder to shoulder down the line under the sharp eyes of the operators, whose hands never stopped moving as they followed their progress. This was it. Do or Die. This was it.

‘Ouch!’ I licked my finger, and dropped the wires. Again.

The woman called Patsy O’Hare – narrow face, grey-blond hair piled high on her head, pouchy cheeks, too much lipstick – didn’t stop working. ‘Not doing too well, are we? Cassandra, was it?’ There was no sympathy in her voice. ‘From where I sit, looks like you’ve two left hands.’ Her voice was as deep as a man’s, but resonant, not hard to listen to.

I stared at the bench in front of me. The boy called Steve had showed me the job: screw two small screw holders into a kind of wiring harness with small screws. Once you’d done that, the slowly moving line took it to the next girl, who bunched dozens of wires and, hands flying, screwed them into the harness.

Steve introduced this girl to me as Karen. Her glossy black hair fell onto her shoulders and she wore her long fringe set in two maxi-rollers. Her eyes were lined in kohl. Even with rollers she had glamour.

‘’S easy!’ Karen went over it again after Steve had left. ‘You just do this, this, this and this.’

That word just! The job wasn’t easy. It cut your fingers till they bled, and my fingers, quick as they were with pen and paper, were very slow.

I struggled on for half an hour under the eyes of these two women and at last Karen sighed, jumped off her stool and came to stand by me. ‘You want a bit of help, love?’ Her words were friendlier than her tone. ‘You’re stopping the line here.’

I rubbed my eyes with my sore hands and said a humble thank you.

Karen slipped into my seat and demolished my backlog of work, her hands whirring to the point of invisibility. Watching her steady machine-like movements, my eyes swam and my body dropped to a machine-like throb that fell into rhythm with the music on the Tannoy: ‘Bye Bye Love’.

Talk about dated . . .

Karen jumped up again and I thanked her too enthusiastically. Patsy O’Hare looked up, not stopping her wiring. ‘No need to say thank you, flower. Our Karen just doesn’t want you to stop the line and lose us all our bonus. Looking after number one, like we all have to.’

I picked up the wires and screwdriver. ‘It’s not fair to expect me to be quick straight away. It’s not my real job.’ God, what a whiner I sounded.

‘Not a real job! Ooh, I forgot! Student, aren’t you? Should’a known. Fancy name you got. No job at all, this, for someone called Cassandra,’ said Patsy.

I’d had grief – even fights – about my name at school as well. Can’t count the number of times I’d wished my name was Jane. Now things were not so bad. There was even another girl at my college called Cassandra.

‘You’re lucky to get a job at all just here for the summer,’ said Karen. ‘Must know somebody.’

I nodded. ‘My mother works down on circuit breakers.’

‘What’s she called?’

‘Linda. Linda Fox.’

‘I know her. Marvell’s bloody marvellous family policy,’ growled Patsy. ‘Landed us with more duck eggs than a NAAFI omelette.’

‘I can’t help it if . . . ouch . . . this wire’s like knives. Doesn’t half cut you.’ I got down to scrabble on the floor for the dropped wires.

When I got back on my stool Karen lifted her open hand in the air, her fingers splayed. ‘What you need is plasters, love. One for every finger. Prevention better than cure.’

I put down my screwdriver and looked round. ‘Where do you get plasters . . .?’

‘Woah! Matter of fact you can get plasters from the woman who takes care of the lavs,’ said Patsy. ‘But stop where you are for now, flower. Don’t want you stopping the line all together.’

So, ignoring my stinging fingers, I picked up my screwdriver, got my head down and worked on, avoiding the gaze of the other two women and only half listening to their talk about Elvis and Priscilla and the wonderful romance of it all. Every so often Karen would come round silently to help me with my backlog but nothing was said.

After what seemed like many hours the nine o’clock buzzer went. First break. I could have cried with gratitude. This time last week I had been rolling in for my first lecture, already sleepy from my college breakfast.

As the conveyor ground to a halt the rippling sound of talk filled the workshop like the twittering of starlings in the hangar-like space. I knew from my mother that in this ten-minute breathing space in the factory, secrets were spread, reputations and marriages were made and ruined. Her cynical view was that some of the women exaggerated their experiences to tell a good story, others invented tales – told outright lies – so as not to be left out. Confidences and revelations were good currency at break-time.

Patsy brought her stool round to sit beside Karen, who smiled and lounged back, her flask of coffee in one hand and a cucumber in the other. She took a bite of the cucumber as though it were an apple.

She looked at me. ‘Don’t you like it here, then?’ she asked. ‘Cassandra?’ She said my name like it was a joke.

I shrugged. ‘I’ve just started. What do I know?’

Patsy laughed. ‘Doesn’t need to bother to like it. Cassandra here will be back away, shot of us all in a few weeks’ time. Nice name, that. Where might it come from?’

‘I was called after that man that writes in the Daily Mirror.’

‘I read his stuff,’ said Patsy. ‘He said they shouldn’t hang Ruth Ellis. Years ago. Right too. He was talking sense. Bloody men!’

Karen bit into her cucumber. ‘It’s a man’s name, then?’

‘No, it’s after a Greek goddess who foretold the future.’

‘I’ll tell you my future,’ said Patsy. ‘Work, work and more bloody work.’

That seemed unanswerable.

‘You got a boyfriend, then?’ said Karen, closing her sandwich box and putting it back in her bag.

‘Well, I know some boys.’ One of the nice things about college is the possibility of being friends not just with the girls there but with the boys from the university down the road. Equality and independence is the thing these days. Everyone seems to keep their options open. Only a few of the girls have begun to pair off. Just now, that suits me.

‘Aye, them college lads,’ said Patsy. ‘I heard about them. Get up to all sorts, don’t you? Sex and drugs, and rock and roll, isn’t it?’

‘Not for all of us,’ I said primly. Not all the time, I added in my head. Nearly choking yourself on a joint or two doesn’t really count as drugs. One of the boys had taken LSD and said it was amazing but he had none the day we met him, so we couldn’t try it.

Patsy folded her arms, pressing her breasts high, like a pouter pigeon. ‘Don’t get me wrong, flower. Me, I like a good time. Don’t we all? You’re a short time on this earth, I say.’

Then suddenly the Tannoy blared out with Sandie Shaw singing ‘(There’s) Always Something There to Remind Me’. A cheer went down the line and a few of the women started to sing along. Karen jumped down from the stool and started to sway and dance to the music. The boy called Steve brought his coffee and leaned on the end of the line to get a better view. Then the record finished and she stopped dancing. Another cheer erupted from the line opposite and Steve put his fingers to his mouth and whistled.

Karen jumped back on her stool, breathing hard. ‘I tell you what! I can’t believe she’s really coming here to this place. To Marvell’s. That Sandie. Just think! It says in the paper she’s just waiting for another big hit like that one.’ She took out her rollers and combed her fringe down over her eyes with her fingers. She took a mirror from her pocket and peered at herself.

Steve grinned at her. ‘A blind man on a fleeing horse might think you look like Sandie, Karen. Except for one thing.’

She pouted. ‘And what might that be?’

He pointed downwards, grinning. ‘You got your shoes on.’

‘Oh, very funny. D’you think anybody’d leave their shoes off on this filthy floor?’

‘She might. Charlie Priest’s ordering this big clean-up for when she comes, so they say.’

Then the buzzer went again and the conveyor started to whine. Steve gathered his empty trolley and went off whistling ‘(There’s) Always Something There to Remind Me’. Patsy went back round to her side of the line and Karen rewound the two giant rollers.

‘Be good to see Sandie in the flesh, though,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe she really is coming, you know. It was in the papers. What about that, Patsy? Sandie really coming here! I can’t believe it.’

Patsy glanced at me and rolled her eyes. I picked up my wires and my screwdriver, my heart heavy again. I had forgotten about the plasters. No time to get them now.

Patsy picked up a bunch of wires and her hands started to fly. ‘I tell you what, Karen. When that Sandie sees you she’ll think you’re making game. You really are her spitting image.’

Karen tossed back her hair, not displeased.

Patsy’s hands dropped into their rhythm. ‘How about it, though? Millionth cooker? Millionth bloody cooker? Who’re they kidding? I might have turned a million wires for them, but I’ve never seen parts for a million cookers going down this line, I’m telling you.’

Karen’s hands were flying over the wires. ‘Don’t you think we’ve made a million, then, Patsy?’

‘You! You’re out of the egg, lass. Have you any idea what a million is?’

‘It’s a lot.’

‘You go out on the darkest clearest night, flower, and look at all those bloody stars. See them? A million’s twice, thrice as many as the stars you see there. Have we made that many cookers? That’s a joke.’

As at last I began to drop into a rhythm of my own, screwing in those wires, it occurred to me that Patsy O’Hare was not so stupid. Not stupid at all.

Karen’s hands stopped for a second, then they started again. ‘Anyway, Sandie Shaw’s coming and that’s that. Fancy seeing her in the flesh! A star!’

Patsy shrugged. ‘Can’t see what you’re getting so rosy about, Karen. She’s just a young kid. I saw her on the telly. Has as much flesh as a starved cat. Just a string of chewy gum that forgot to put its shoes on.’

‘You can’t say that, Patsy. Sandie Shaw’s famous. She’s top of the pops. Earns hundreds of thousands. They say she gets a hundred letters a day, half of them asking to marry her.’

Patsy grinned. ‘Ah! Now I see why you want to look like her, Karen! All those men asking you . . .’

A man stopped by the line then, bright and sparrow faced, wielding a clipboard, wearing a spotless white coat that was hanging in rags at the hem. I recognised him. He was the man from the production office.

‘Who we got here, then, Patsy?’ he said, genially enough. ‘I think we saw this young lady up in the office.’

‘Summer worker, Stan, here to play. Steve looked for you but couldn’t find you. Brought the lass here himself,’ said Patsy. ‘It’s Linda Fox’s daughter, name of Cassandra.’ She nodded at me. ‘This is Stan Laverick, love. Thinks he’s God Almighty, but really he’s our beloved foreman.’

‘No need to be sarky, Patsy.’ He ticked something on his clipboard. ‘You all right, kid? Young Steve told us he’d put you down here.’

I looked down at my bloody fingers. ‘Yes. I’m fine.’

‘I know your ma. Linda’s a good worker.’

‘I’ll tell her you said that.’

‘Do that. She’s all right, is Linda.’ He turned his attention back to Patsy. ‘Get on to the girls, Patsy. Big clean-up’s called for this week, getting ready for this big Sandie event. This line needs a clean – on it, in it and under it. Mr Priest says Mr Owen himself has sent the message down.’ He breathed the name of Mr Owen as though it were the name of the Almighty. He went on, ‘Good housekeeping! Everything’s gotta be spick and span for this visit. Not just Sandie Shaw but Mr Owen’ll be here. Maybe even – even – Mr Abrahams from London. We’ll stop the line ten minutes before finish today, Patsy. Steve’ll sort you for dusters and brushes. That’ll make a start.’

Patsy stared at him for a minute. ‘You’re joking, ain’t you? We’re not paid to clean, Mister Laverick. We’ll lose time, man. You’d better adjust our bonus. We’re not losing bonus, Stan, Sandie Shaw or no Sandie Shaw.’

‘It’ll be adjusted, Patsy. Charlie Priest has said the bonus would be adjusted. Don’t make waves. Oh, look!’ He gestured towards the gantry. ‘Mr Priest wants me.’ He moved off swiftly, half walking half running on his slightly bent legs.

‘Run away, why don’t you?’ Patsy called after him. ‘Bloody Stan Laverick. Bloody Sandie Shaw. Our bonus’ll be down. You can bet on that.’ Her painted face was suddenly grim. ‘I’ll tell you what! If I’m down on bonus this week I’ll flay that Stan Laverick.’
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My hands move. My hands move. Pick up, screw in, check, move on.

This whole place smells. It smells of solder, burned wire and the ghost of cordite from the war. It smells of women and blood. It smells of old dust and new paint. It smells of the egg sandwiches the women bring to eat in the dust at the end of the line.

So many women. Of course there are men too, in the press shop and the tool room. But here on the lines it’s all women, with a few men to lord it over them, such as that bow-legged foreman, and a few men in battered suits. You’ve got to say that Mr Priest wears a better suit than most. He seemed nice enough when he interviewed me. He must have a sense of humour, giving me this job down here with these two women who are brilliant at it. They have the hands of angels, hands that blur as they work, they’re so fast. Steve told me that Mr Priest brings visitors to watch them, like they were prize turkeys or pigs in a show.

My hands move, my fingers tipped with blood.

I’ll never, never keep up with them. Never in a thousand years.

I suppose, like my mother says, I should count myself lucky. At least now I know what it’s like to work in a place like this. So I know more about life, more about her life, I suppose. In our lives up to now, her being at work – at the factory – was just her being out of the house and coming home dog-tired. Now I know more. All this couldn’t be further away from school, or college. As she says, it’s educational in its own way.

My hands move. Pick up, screw in, check, move on.

I really liked school. It was orderly, graduating from one class to the next, reading prescribed texts for predictable teachers. At the very least it was a change from the unkempt house, the wretched unmade bed and the dead-ash fire. School and library were my refuge. Quite a pet of the librarians, I was. They kept me the snuggest corner, found me the best books. They quite took care of my sex education with Alex Comfort and Simone de Beauvoir. But each day the comfort came to an end when I was thrown out of the library at closing time, to go back to the cold house, my mother’s perplexing, cold rage. She’s so much better now, but she was very depressed in those days: easy to see why, my father dying so inconveniently young, leaving her with me and all their debt.

That house and the library were all I knew until – one of the true miracles of these times – I went off to this college that has big coal fires, three meals a day, bread and jam left out at eight, your laundry done and, at last, some true friends. When I’m there I live up to my name and tell fortunes by candlelight, before coming down clanking stairs to my own little room at midnight. And in the carved wood library there are books and books. And in the rooms there is talking about Chaucer and Andrew Marvell on someone’s bed till three o’clock in the morning.

Andrew Marvell. That’s ironic.

Like my mother says, I should count myself lucky, getting this summer job at Marvell’s at all. Like Patsy says, they have this family policy, which means I only got this job because my mother works down on circuit breakers and she and Mr Priest ‘go way back’. I wonder if they really were an item, whatever she says. Hard to think that about your mother. Forty seems pretty ancient, really. Patsy here must be at least that.

My hands move. Pick up, screw in, check, move on.

My fingers feel like frozen sausages as I try to bunch wires and screw them into the harness. I drop the wires, I drop the screwdriver, I screw the eye into the wrong hole. And these women grunt and scowl at me because I’m losing them their bonus. Maybe Charlie Priest is playing a joke on them.

I have to tell you, this Patsy O’Hare frightens me. She reminds me of the principal of our college, this large looming woman who smells of violets and can make a whisper resound across an auditorium. This Patsy, with her foul mouth and her quick hands, makes me feel like Gulliver in Lilliput. She’s a funny one, Patsy, pushing and pushing until she finds your weak spot, then ramming in hard. The other one, Karen, just follows her lead. She’s Patsy’s pet: just that bit gormless, peering through that long fringe with her painted eyes. But she’s quick, nearly as quick as Patsy.

My hands move. Pick up, screw in, check, move on.

But I’m beginning to think now there’s a lot more to Patsy than meets the eye. She reminds me of my mother in some ways: hard as nails on top, hard as diamonds underneath. And, as it is with my mother, I do want Patsy to like me. If I’m quicker at this job maybe Patsy will like me and let me glimpse the diamonds underneath. Corny, that, but true.

Patsy’s going on again about this Sandie Shaw visit – all this extra cleaning, and being worried about losing her bonus – obsessed with money, that woman.

Karen laughs at her. ‘You’ll be there cracking the whip, Patsy, nattering us all to clean and dust like it’s your own living room. You’ll see.’

‘One day they’ll get more than they bargain for, that lot. Asking us to do extra for no more pay,’ says Patsy darkly.

My relief is boundless when the buzzer finally goes for lunchtime. I gulp my egg sandwiches and go down to see my mother in her block. There’s hardly time to do that but the fresh air will be good after the hot burned air of the line. And I’ll get away from Karen going on about Sandie Shaw.

My mother is sitting up at her bench doing the Daily Mirror crossword. She pushes it away reluctantly when she sees me but her smile is warm enough.

‘Cassie! What’re you doing down here? Did you clock out?’

‘No. I—’

‘Should have, you know.’

The other women on her line are watching and listening with interest.

‘I didn’t know . . .’ I lean against the bench beside her. She takes my hand in hers and looks at the women beside her. ‘See that? Cut her fingers to ribbons. This job of hers is gunna cost me her wage in plasters.’

Sympathetic smiles and murmurs patter down the line.

I pull my hand away. See? I’m back in Lilliput again, among giant women. Or is that Brobdignag?

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I say. ‘I’m getting used to it.’ I put my fingers behind my back. ‘Karen, this girl I work with, says it’ll get better.’

She smiles. When she smiles my mother’s face lights up: it’s thin and gloomy in repose. ‘A lesson learned. It can only get better. It’ll come, Cass. Don’t worry. Here, I didn’t eat this.’ She pushes a Penguin biscuit towards me. ‘You can have it.’

‘Thanks.’ I push it in my overall pocket.

She looks at the clock at the end of the line. ‘You’d better be getting back, love. Stan Laverick’ll have his eye open for you, seeing as you didn’t clock out down there. Can’t besmirch the family name, you know!’ She exchanges smiles with the woman beside her.

I turn slowly and make my way towards the big double doors at the end of her line. Patsy said it. Marvell’s bloody marvellous family policy. Getting their pound of flesh out of me, and my mother too.

I take out the Penguin and start to munch at it. It’s peppery and sweet at the same time. Suddenly I am thinking of my friends Emma and Jeanette out in France, picking grapes in the sunshine. I should be there with them now. Picking grapes in the sunshine. I glance at my watch and start to run towards my block, trying to ignore the shame of the tears that are falling from my eyes.
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Monday

The general manager of Marvell’s, Charles Priest BSc., (known as Charlie to everyone except his wife, Millie) had just moved into Elm Rise, to a large detached house with double gates, on the prime site in Grafton, at the far end of a new estate by the bluebell woods. Millie always said she knew they had really made it when they moved from a semi in the centre of the estate to this detached house that overlooked the Bluebell Beck. The week before she had felt so pleased with the new house that she said to Charlie she intended to combine her birthday with a housewarming party.

Her Charles was not so sure. ‘It’ll be a Monday, lover,’ he said easily. ‘A work night.’

She pouted. ‘My birthday’s on that Monday, Charles. It doesn’t have to be an all-nighter. We can have a cocktail party, seven till nine, like they do on the American pictures.’ She knew Charlie liked all things American.

‘Well, put it like that, honey . . .’

‘You can invite that lot from work. And Mr Owen and his wife as well.’

‘Mr Owen won’t come.’

She bristled. ‘They’re only flesh and blood, Charles. Mr Owen is not God Almighty.’

That’s the trouble, Charlie thought. Mr Owen is God Almighty. At least at Marvell’s he is. For the group of men who ran Marvell’s, who ate, slept, dreamed of the place, the factory was their church, their chapel, their Palace of Varieties, and Mr Owen was their God, their master of ceremonies. And Charlie was their high priest. He smiled to himself. The thought pleased him. Priest by name, priest by calling.

She stroked his face. ‘Go on, Charles. It is my birthday, after all. Plea-ease!’

So he gave the party the nod.

In the end Millie had circumvented Charlie’s nervousness by sending Mr Owen his invitation through the post. It was a very tasteful invitation, one of a set she had bought specially at W.H. Smith. She didn’t waste postage on the rest of the Marvell men, just gave Charlie a pile to put into the internal post.

She was vindicated by the gracious handwritten reply she received from Mrs Owen. As for the rest of them, she had to make do with word-of-mouth responses via Charlie.

Anticipating the party had been part of the fun. Millie glowed with the thought of how the lesser wives would gasp at the size of her L-shaped lounge, her two bathrooms and her covered patio, its borders now ablaze with bedding plants. And, being in the trade, even the men would be interested in her new German dishwasher and her Italian tumble dryer.

‘It just shows who we are, Charles! Not one of them has a house like this. Just off the council estate, most of them.’ She had even persuaded Charlie that a cocktail cabinet in oiled teak would make the perfect birthday present. That would show them.

Millie Priest had always had a little bit of edge. That was one of the things that Charlie liked about her. She had always felt herself rather better than those around her. Growing up in a flat over a shop with quite a bit of ready money sloshing about, she had been brought up to feel privileged in comparison to the mere wage-earning, sometimes unemployed, people around her. After all, didn’t she speak properly and own six pairs of shoes in different colours? Hadn’t her grandfather been a member of Grafton Chamber of Commerce? The fact that the shop was open all hours, seven days a week, in order that her family could make their rather elaborate ends meet, went unremarked.

Charlie Priest had been the first young unattached car-owning lounge-suit-wearing man Millie had encountered in her shop-bound life, and before long she had a succession of Charlie’s rings on her finger and a succession of houses that reflected Charlie’s ever-increasing status at Marvell’s.

And now at last, for Millie Priest, Elm Rise was worth all the work she had put into her Charles. Her devotion to him was such that she failed to see that there was not much about him except his suits, his car, his slight American accent (acquired in a six-month work attachment in San Diego) and his ferocious devotion to Marvell’s. He had risen through the company by craft, intelligence and sheer grasp of the process. And, it had to be said, he had never lost his committed, working-class attitude to the job, his only pretension being the slight American accent.

On the Monday of the party Millie cleaned all morning and baked all afternoon. She made three different kinds of quiche, tiny sausages on sticks stuck into two half pineapples, a huge carrot cake and a chocolate cake, all jostling for space on her linen-covered teak table. Her new cocktail cabinet was fully stocked with liquor of every kind and her fridge door was full of bottled beer. (Charlie had acquired his taste for chilled beer in the States.)

And now tonight, in that moment before people arrived, with the house at its best and Charlie standing in front of the marble fireplace smoking a cheroot, Millie experienced a rare moment of unalloyed bliss. Then, as people trickled in with birthday presents, flowers and wine she felt like queen of all she surveyed.

As the evening unrolled, the cocktail cabinet unfortunately failed to impress Mr Owen, who was teetotal. And Mrs Owen kept dropping her sausages off the sticks. She was heard to murmur in her warm Scottish accent, ‘Och, look at me! A nice shortbread biscuit or a sausage roll I can handle, but sausages on sticks! I’m all fingers and thumbs.’

Fortunately the other wives loved Millie’s cocktail cabinet, sipped their martini cocktails with delicate appreciation and had no problems at all dealing with the sausages on sticks. They hovered near the drinks cabinet and talked of their families, of fortune-tellers, and of the particular delights of shopping in Northallerton, which had a wonderful Saturday market. Their menfolk, generous whiskies in hand, wandered back to the blind side of the L-shaped lounge and hovered around Mr Owen. They talked about the Americans tumbling helter-skelter into Vietnam, about the cunning of Harold Wilson and the delights of village cricket, before getting down to various tales and legends about Marvell’s in time gone by, and speculating whether Mr Abrahams, their greatly honoured founder and owner, would come north for this momentous presentation of the millionth cooker.

Stan Laverick, the foreman, stood at the edge of the crowd, glass of cold beer in hand, feeling uncomfortable. He experienced a trickle of envy at the ease of Alan Cartwright, who was standing at Mr Owen’s elbow and wearing, as befits a sales manager, the best suit in the room. Stan himself would have been happier at the end of the bar at Marvell’s club, drinking the keg beer, which was – as beer should be – slightly warm. Cold beer was another of those American things that had been creeping in since the war.

At the other end of the room the production secretary, Evelyn Laing – childless, husbandless – felt equally at odds with the women round the cocktail cabinet. Evelyn had been dragged reluctantly to the party by Tamás Kovacs, the young production controller from her office. Tamás had been desperate. ‘It says and partner, Evie. You wouldn’t want me to turn up alone, would you?’

Tamás could charm the birds off the trees.

Evelyn was less charmed when, once he’d settled her on a chair by the wall with a vodka and orange, Tamás had deserted her to join the circle around Mr Owen and Charlie Priest. She made a mental note not to let herself be charmed by him ever again.

From her throne-like seat in the wide bay window Millie Priest eyed Evelyn coolly, really annoyed at the younger woman for having what looked like natural blond hair, long legs, a neat figure and a quiet black dress that had a London look about it. The woman was only a secretary, after all! She wasn’t even married. And at her age too. She must be at least thirty, despite that clever make-up. Still, Millie worked up a smile and held up her drink towards her.

‘You all right, Evelyn?’ She spoke in her kindest tone. ‘You’re very quiet.’

All the women looked at Evelyn, who found herself blushing. ‘I’m fine, thank you, Mrs Priest . . .’

Two of the women giggled.

‘Millie, please!’ said Millie, arching her brows. ‘No formalities here, are there, girls?’

More giggles.

Millie stood up. ‘Can I get you a top-up, Evelyn?’

Evelyn put her hand over her glass. ‘I’m fine,’ she repeated.

‘Good.’ Millie sat down again and turned to Joanie, Stan Laverick’s wife. A pale, drained woman in discreet beige, Joanie was no competition. ‘Like I said, we had the lobster with the sauce. What a mess we made! The plate looked like the aftermath of the Somme.’

‘I never had lobster,’ said Joanie. ‘Never in all my life.’

‘You’ve missed nothing,’ said Millie. ‘Believe me.’

‘You can never tell with seafood,’ said Lynne Cartwright, who had come as some kind of yellow meringue. ‘I always say to my Alan that seafood and me will always be strangers. My sister-in-law had it on holiday in Portugal. She had to get home by ambulance plane! They were very good, the insurance people.’

The other women murmured in sympathy.

Millie turned to Evelyn. ‘You’d have to eat foreign food when you worked abroad, I suppose? Didn’t Charlie tell me you had worked abroad?’

Now all eyes were upon Evelyn. Mrs Owen smiled slightly.

‘Yes, I did,’ said Evelyn. ‘But mostly I liked the food. Very much, in fact.’

‘You were an air hostess?’ said Lynne. She might as well have said ‘prostitute’. ‘I bet you went all over the place.’

‘Well, Paris . . .’

‘Paris?’ said Lynne. ‘I think that’s overrated. I went there on the train once. It was wet and cold. Springtime in Paris! That’s a laugh.’

Evelyn was stung. ‘Paris is the perfect city, I think. Beautiful even when it’s cold. I was in South Africa too. That was warm. And Australia, that was warm. And New York, that was freezing. Liked them all.’

Lynne glanced at her from head to toe. ‘And were you always just an air hostess?’

They were all staring at her with a kind of chill eagerness.

‘Just an air hostess?’ Evelyn shook her head. ‘Well, no, actually. I met this family on a flight to New York. They took a shine to me and I became their nanny. Took care of their children. They travelled a lot. Me too.’

A nanny! Joanie and Lynne exchanged glances.

‘I could never do that, nannying,’ said Millie. The other women relaxed. Envy was not required.

Mrs Owen sat up straight in her chair. ‘Och, I imagine it was quite a hard life, my dear, taking care of other people’s children. It’s never easy, even with your own.’

Evelyn smiled at the older woman, grateful for the implied respect. ‘It could be. But they were really nice kids. And it did have its compensations. We met a lot of famous people. Travelled a lot. The father was based in New York. Holidays in France.’

‘Not holidays for you, though,’ said Millie sharply. ‘Minding kids. That’s no picnic.’

Joanie Laverick shook her head. ‘You’re right, it isn’t. My boys were murder in Blackpool last year. On and on for money for the slot machines.’ She turned to Evelyn. ‘I bet you were coining it, like. Not even your keep to pay for.’

Mrs Owen frowned at her and glanced at Evelyn.

Evelyn shook her head. ‘It wasn’t like that, Mrs Laverick. You had to pay your way, to keep up your own standards. Nice clothes and stuff. And there were so many things to do on your days off. You had to take the opportunity of where you were and what there was to do, and that cost money, I can tell you.’

‘Did you ever see the Statue of Liberty?’ Mrs Owen shifted the gear. ‘We saw that once from the ship. A wonderful sight. You’d not believe how tall it is. My husband was thrilled to see it. Called it the eighth wonder of the world.’

The other women turned to look at her, contemplating the thought of the phlegmatic Mr Owen being thrilled about anything.

‘My Charles likes America.’ Millie sat back in her chair. ‘But me, I think travel’s overrated. You can see all those places better on the telly. There are plenty of good places in England. Look at Torquay. The English Riviera. Give me that, any time.’

That’s me put in my place, thought Evelyn, downing the last of her vodka. She observed Mrs Owen sending a look down the room to her husband, who caught it neatly, obviously from years of practice.

He put down his coffee cup, stood up and shook Charlie’s hand. ‘Well, Charlie, thank you for a wonderful evening but we’ll have to get ourselves away. Work tomorrow, then I’m preaching tomorrow night at the Fellowship . . .’

Alan caught Stan’s gaze and raised his brows, sharing the paradox of their forceful MD being not only teetotal but a lay preacher as well. They had both grown up in factories where the sport was to tease any number of blokes for such eccentricities. But Mr Owen could flaunt both these things because he was a great boss and, along with Mr Abrahams, the reason why nearly three thousand Grafton people had work.

Mr Owen followed Millie to retrieve their coats and the others could hear his deep Welsh voice thanking Millie and Charlie again for their kind hospitality. The women in the bay window watched as he put an affectionate hand through his wife’s arm and led her down the drive to his car, a burly, reliable Humber, a bit like the man himself.

Evelyn took the opportunity to raise her eyebrows in Tamás’s direction. He looked at his watch and stood up. ‘Me too, Charlie. I’ve gotta go.’

‘You preaching too, Tam?’ Stan slapped him on the back. ‘I’d never have thought it of you, son!’

‘I’m no preacher,’ said Tamás. ‘But, like the boss said, there’s work tomorrow and I’ve got to get Evelyn back home. I’ll not get home till eleven.’

Charlie permitted himself a knowing smile. ‘Night is young, eh, lad?’

Tamás caught Evelyn’s frown. ‘Nothing like that, Mr Priest. Me and Evelyn are just good friends.’

Charlie nodded. ‘I believe you, thousands wouldn’t.’

Suddenly the rather small hallway was brimming with arms, legs, coats, with Charlie’s cigar and Millie’s Miss Arden perfume. Evelyn slipped on her coat and made her way outside, but not before Millie Priest had treated her to a thin smile and an invitation to come again, ‘Er . . . sometime.’

Millie watched Evelyn go to stand beside Tamás’s Riley Elf and wait for him to unlock the door. She and Charlie watched the little car roar down the cul-de-sac.

‘We made a mistake there,’ she said. ‘Inviting her.’

Charlie clicked the door shut. ‘What’s that?’

‘We should have said wives only. Fancy that boy bringing a secretary.’

‘Couldn’t do that, lover. Couldn’t expect the lad to come on his own.’

‘Maybe we shouldn’t’ve invited him. He must be fifteen years younger than the rest of you.’

‘Couldn’t do that, like I said. He’s one of the team, is young Tam. Mr Owen’s keeping a watching brief there. Wouldn’t be surprised if we’re all working for Tamás in ten years’ time.’ He lit another cheroot and took a drag. ‘Anyway . . .’

‘Anyway what?’

‘What’s wrong with a secretary? Not good enough for a shopkeeper?’

This made Millie charge back into the lounge to join the women. She allowed Joanie to pour her another drink while Charlie settled down at the other end of the room for a game of cards with the remaining Marvell men.

Millie downed her drink, poured herself another, and said, ‘Now then, girls, why don’t I show you round the whole house? You haven’t seen half of it yet. Did I tell you there are two bathrooms? Just bring your drinks with you.’
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As they drove away Evelyn said, ‘Never again, Tamás. I knew it was a mistake. Those women thought I was a freak.’

‘No one thinks you’re a freak, Evie. Honest. No one in their right mind, anyway. And it looked very cosy, all you girls down that end of the room.’

Evelyn lit a cigarette. ‘Girls! Are you blind, Tam? I was the youngest there and I’m thirty-one.’

He shrugged. ‘All girls together. That’s what it looked like.’

She let smoke drift from her mouth. ‘Listen, Tamás. Me, I know about all girls together! Didn’t I travel the world for six years, all girls together? I admit that wasn’t all plain sailing but it was a laugh. There in that house with its two bathrooms and its cocktail cabinet, believe me, it wasn’t all girls together, it was all mummy vipers together. And that Millie Priest is queen viper – all forked tongue and lashing tail.’

He clicked on the Riley’s full beam as they turned off the main road and left the town lights behind. He laughed. ‘Honest, Evie, these women, they can’t have been that bad.’

Instantly he felt her long nails digging into his arm.

‘My name’s Evelyn, not Evie. And those women were that bad. They sniggered at me. You’d think I was the Creature from the Black Lagoon.’

He drove on in silence for a while, then he said, ‘Well, Evelyn, I’m really sorry you didn’t enjoy yourself.’ It was said in his throat, his accent more apparent. He was clearly disappointed.

She chuckled, touched his arm gently now as he changed gear to make it up the long hill outside her village. ‘Not your fault, Tamás. I shouldn’t have agreed to go with you. My fault. I should’ve known better than to go to the birthday party of someone I’ve never met, who doesn’t know me from Adam. Or Eve! I should have said no.’

He groaned. ‘Heck, what a wonderful first date was this!’

‘It wasn’t a date, Tamás. I told you I’d come because you seemed so desperate to have someone to go with. I went with you as your friend. You know that.’

He steered the car into her narrow back lane and drew up beside her gate. He turned off the lights. They sat in silence for a moment. He turned and put an arm across the back of her seat. ‘Evie, I—’

She sat forward so his arm couldn’t touch her. ‘Like I said, my fault. Don’t worry, Tamás. It was an interesting experience. I’ve been to a few parties but this was my first time here in Grafton. The Marvell men at play! Nice, really. It was touching to see Mr Owen out of the office. And at least that Mrs Owen didn’t qualify as a viper.’ She turned away from him and peered through the car window. ‘Oh. There’s my dad watching out for me.’

‘Evie,’ he said desperately, ‘you are a grown woman. Your father . . .’

She laughed out loud. ‘Well, Tamás, I tell you what. I’m grown up enough not to be a worry for my dad, who’s not in a good state just now.’ She squeezed his arm, kissed the very edge of his cheek and got out of the car.

He watched her stride gracefully up the path, then turned on the engine and backed out of the narrow back lane. He thought how strange it was to think of elegant Evie with her high heels and London clothes living in one of these old pit streets.

As he drove back to the main road he thought of the pleasure that Evelyn had brought to his job. Like all the other men he’d sat up and taken notice when Evelyn Laing joined the office. Among her given tasks was some typing for him. In the beginning they had merely passed the time of day. The weather was always a useful topic here in England. (His father had taught him that when they first came to England – always begin with the weather.) In time he and she had more interesting topics than the rain.

Within a month he was bringing his sandwiches and newspaper to sit through lunch at her desk. At first she would read her glossy magazine, he would read his newspaper (always the Guardian: he and his father had read the Guardian together when they were first perfecting their English).

Before long he and Evelyn would talk right through lunchtime. He told her about himself and how much he loved working at Marvell’s. He could have gone to Edinburgh to be with his father but he stayed. ‘I felt at home here,’ he told Evelyn. ‘Edinburgh was my father’s adventure.’ He saw himself as lucky at being promoted so quickly at Marvell’s, picked out to be moved to the next level. ‘Look, I started on the lines at fifteen, speaking very little English. They nurtured me here. I think this is an amazing place.’

She told him about returning home after her mother died, exchanging a privileged international lifestyle for life in a pit village, so she could take care of her father and work at Marvell’s to keep them both. No, she hadn’t saved any money from working all those years up in the air and abroad. It was not her way. What she’d earned she’d spent on clothes, which she loved; and on enjoying her time off, travelling alone to satisfy her curiosity about the world. That was how she ended up at home just about broke, her only profit a trunk of fine clothes, some rather good jewellery and some great memories.

From the first Tamás had been surprised at how content Evelyn was about this, how tranquil. She seemed to like Marvell’s as much as he did. She was like no girl he had ever met. Oh, he’d had girlfriends, picked up at the Gaiety Dance Hall or from the blossoming avenues of the factory lines. With his natural manners and Hungarian charm he was never short of a girlfriend. With this girl and that, he’d had some great times. But he’d never wanted so badly to talk to a girl, to spend time with her, as he did with Evelyn. Of course she was not so much a girl as a woman and this made a whole lot of difference.

He’d wanted to get closer to her for months. And tonight Charlie Priest’s party had finally provided the excuse to get beyond lunchtime sandwiches. But that had backfired with a vengeance.

Tamás sighed. With a bit of luck he’d be in time for a pint at the Oak Tree with his friend Mick. At least that would be more relaxing than keeping up with the competitive chatter of his bosses, who always seemed to change character when Mr Owen was around. He loved his job and he loved Marvell’s, but sometimes you really needed to get away from it all.

He didn’t feel like going straight home to Maria, his landlady. Maria was a compatriot of his father, who had come over in ’56 with a husband. Within a year he had upped and run off with a Grafton
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