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When I was at primary school, I liked to play football. 
I was what my parents called a 'tomboy' – I liked to climb 
trees and make stuff and read adventure books – but at 
school, I wasn't allowed to play football because it was 
'a boys' game’. In PE, us girls had to play netball instead, 
which somehow didn't seem half so much fun. Sometimes, 
though, the boys would let me play football with them, 
but I was usually in goal because nobody else wanted to 
be goalie. 'You're quite good, for a girl,' they told me.

Things may have changed a little now, but too slowly. 
These days, as an author, I still get emails and letters 
from girls asking if I'll ever write about football, because 
they love it. I don't think I'll ever write a book about 
football, but I've fallen in love with this one. It tells a 
story of courage in the face of adversity, of overcoming 
the odds and smashing the barriers that barred women 
from football . . . and it's full of heart and warmth 
and hope.

FOREWORD
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And it isn't fiction . . . Way back at the end of World 
War One, women and girls were pushing the boundaries 
and proving that they could be every bit as good as men 
on the footy field. Awesome, right? This really happened, 
and author Eve Ainsworth has woven the story of a 
football team made up of factory girls into a gripping, 
heart-warming story. 

Reading Kicking Off, I was transported back in time 
to an age when a fifteen-year-old girl could be called 
up to work in a munitions factory, standing all day 
at a production line, handling dangerous explosives . . . 
a time when Britain was at war and every family had 
someone fighting at the front, or had lost somebody in 
battle. This is a story of friendship, family and football, 
and I think you're going to love it.

Cathy Cassidy 
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It was October 1917 when my life truly changed.
I suppose that’s quite a flippant thing to say, really, 

when our country was already fighting a war that 
many of us privately worried we’d never be able to 
win. Families all around were struggling. The future, 
if you could ever bring yourself to think about that, 
looked bleak for most of us. But the truth is – without 
the war, who knows where I may have ended up? 
Without the war, who knows who I might’ve become. Of 
course, I should never be thankful that such a cruel and 
awful event happened, but I am thankful for what that 
time did for me and my life, as well as for many 
other girls like me.

I really think, that in many ways, it was the making of us.
For us, it was a new beginning.

When I was called up to help in the war effort – a gangly 
fifteen-year-old with frizzy hair and barely a sensible 
thought in my head – I wasn’t as frantic as some girls 
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I knew. I didn’t cry, or try to convince my doctor that I had 
some rare disease that would stop me working. I didn’t 
know what to expect; I simply accepted my fate and tried 
to make the best of it. Worries (as Mam had drilled into 
me) were best ignored, they only caused more trouble. 

I found out I was to become a factory worker, building 
the weapons that our brave soldiers would use on the 
front line. I had little say in the matter, even though I had 
no real idea what this work would involve. It wasn’t like I 
could protest or ask to do something else. This was to be 
my assignment now. At least, like Dad said, I wasn’t to 
be facing ‘God knows what in some far-off land’. 

I’d seen the posters they’d put up in the street. Special 
ones addressed to us girls. One had stopped me dead in my 
tracks. I took a moment to stop and read it twice, to really 
take in the message.

 

It was just there, glued up on the fence opposite our street. 
You couldn’t miss it. I had been walking back from the 
shop and I ended up frozen on the spot, staring up at it. 
Something inside me stirred and I had to hug my coat close 
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to my body to stop myself from shivering, even though 
I was still clutching the loaf of bread I had just bought for 
Mam. I had to read the words again, this time out loud.

‘. . . lives depend . . .’
It made me shiver again.
‘On her . . . lives depend.’
On her . . .
The country needed women.
It needed me.
I suppose that meant I counted for something too.
Of course, there were other posters all over town, all 

promoting the war effort. They had been up for ages 
now – ripped and weather-worn, but seen by thousands. 
They had been there to remind men of their duty, in case 
they ever dared to forget it. It was a similar poster to 
this one that my big brother Freddie had seen in town 
all those months ago, one that told him that his country 
needed him. After reading that, he had come home with 
a sudden determined energy. 

‘I have to go and fight, Hettie,’ he said. ‘I can’t just sit 
around while men are dying. I have to play my part.’

It didn’t matter, he said, that he was only sixteen. It 
didn’t matter that Mam cried and cried and told him he 
was too young, or that Dad stopped talking to him for days, 
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locked in a darker mood than ever before. Freddie had 
decided that he was old enough to be part of something 
important. He needed to do his bit. His mind was made up.

I knew he was scared, though. This was my Freddie 
after all. Lovely, gentle Freddie. He wasn’t a fighter. 
That wasn’t him. Freddie dreamt of stopping work 
at the factory one day and learning to become a 
photographer. He wanted to go to far-away places. 

‘I’ll be all right,’ he told me, brushing my cheek with 
a cool kiss. ‘I’ll be home soon. I promise.’

And so, we watched him, and others like him, leaving 
for war. Leaving for a dark, brutal, unknown world that 
we’d only heard rumours about. Dad wasn’t there, of 
course, he was busy at work, but I think even if he hadn’t 
been, he wouldn’t have wanted to go and see Freddie 
off. Dad didn’t talk much about his views on it all, but 
I knew he didn’t agree with war and he didn’t like the 
idea of his only son going away to be part of one.

‘It’s killing for killing’s sake,’ he would mutter under 
his breath. ‘Lives lost, and for who? Someone tell me who 
we are fighting for, because it’s not for the likes of us.’

His views were not popular ones. Even Mam scolded 
him for being unpatriotic and cold. She said he should be 
there to see his boy leave.
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The trams were leaving for the train station from the 
early morning until late at night and it was quite a sight to 
see. All of these young men, jostled together, ready to join 
their fellow soldiers already out there fighting. They didn’t 
seem scared at all – in fact, most of them were laughing and 
joking and singing songs at the top of their voices. I would 
have been shaking like a leaf. My last sight of Freddie was 
of him standing at the back of the long line, looking so 
smart and tall in his khaki uniform. He saw me and Mam 
standing there, and he winked at us. That was his way of 
saying, ‘I’ll be all right. You don’t need to worry.’ 

But of course, Mam did worry. Especially when the old 
lady next to us shook her head sadly and said, ‘You know 
most of these poor lads won’t make it back.’

I’d never seen Mam so angry. She flashed the woman 
one of her coldest stares and snapped back, ‘My boy will 
be back. He’s a fighter. He’s doing what’s expected of him.’

Because that’s what the men did of course – what was 
expected of them. They sorted out all the problems while 
us women sat at home, waiting and praying and keeping 
the house clean for their return. I’d often wondered if 
that was enough, really. The suffragettes round our way 
certainly didn’t think so. They had been going on for ages 
now, demanding that women should be treated differently 
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– equally. Dad just got angry at the mere mention of them. 
He said they were ‘daft women that needed their heads 
sorting out’.

Mam didn’t say much about it, though. She looked 
at Dad with a tired, sad sort of expression and simply 
shook her head. I’d heard her talking to our neighbour, 
Edna Jones, about Edith Rigby. She was a Preston lass 
who was well known for her local suffragette activities 
– most famously for burning Lord Leverhulme’s home 
in Rivington. Dad called Edith a ‘dangerous and crazy 
woman’ with ideas above her station, but when I listened 
to Mam talking, I heard her using the words ‘brave’ and 
‘strong-willed’, which made my ears prick up. I thought 
Edith Rigby sounded rather wonderful, and not daft at all. 

Now, with the war raging on, women would have to be 
brave. We were being called up too. Here was the evidence 
– with this poster, with my new job.

We could help. We could fill the space that the men 
had left. We could creep into the shadows and the gaps 
and quietly take over where they had left off. And maybe 
we could even be as good as men – just like Edith had 
been saying. We could make a difference.

So that poster, that simple sheet of tatty paper, nailed 
to the fence and torn slightly at the corner, helped me 
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make to make sense of one of the most important things 
I’d ever had to do.

What I didn’t know right then, was that this would 
be something that would change my life for ever.

I lived on Spa Road, a small street off Marsh Lane – 
which itself branched off the long Strand Road where the 
huge Dick, Kerr & Company Factory stood. This would 
now be my place of work for as long as they needed me. I 
wasn’t quite sure what would be involved, but I knew that 
I would be helping to fill the munitions shells that would 
be used for the war. If I was honest, it all sounded a bit 
dangerous and I was worried about handling explosive 
chemicals, but I didn’t want to say anything for fear of 
looking cowardly. I knew from Freddie a little of what life 
was like at the factory. Freddie had been an apprentice 
there himself, working with the draughtsmen. He’d 
already seen some of the women start working there 
before he left himself.

‘They call them canaries,’ he’d said. ‘That’s because 
their skin can get a yellow glow from the TNT that they 
have to work with. They have to pack it into the shells, 
you see; it’s mucky work. Not easy at all.’

‘Their skin really turns yellow?’ I’d asked.
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‘Well, yes – over time. Even their hair can turn a 
strange yellow colour.’

‘That can’t be good for them,’ I’d said, shocked.
Freddie had shrugged. ‘Who knows? But what they’re 

doing is important – they can’t be worrying about 
anything else when there’s a war to win.’

‘Isn’t TNT an explosive?’ I’d asked, then.
‘Oh, yes. It’s mighty dangerous. There was one time 

when a shell exploded in the factory. The poor lass that was 
working with it was only eighteen or so. She lost two fingers.’

At the time, I’d tried to hold back my disgust – I didn’t 
want Freddie to think I was silly or weak – but now, I 
was going to be one of those women. Despite my nerves, 
I was convinced I was doing the right thing. If I became 
a canary – so be it. At least I wouldn’t be alone.

Freddie told me all about the Dick, Kerr Factory not 
knowing that I would one day be part of it. He, like so 
many men that lived in the area, had sought work from 
this great industrial giant. Even our own Dad had worked 
there for a time, long ago, before moving on to his back-
breaking job on the docks.

Dick, Kerr was part of us all, our community – it was 
part of our identity. Everyone always knew someone 
who worked there. We were used to the sight of the big, 
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bulky building and we were all used to the thick fumes 
that pumped into the air. It had always been a great beast 
of a factory, making trams and lighting, and it was even 
responsible for the electrification of the railway from 
Liverpool to Southport. Everyone from these parts was 
proud of Dick, Kerr and what it had achieved. 

Freddie used to make me laugh, telling tales about 
the loud, bawdy men who worked there. He even told 
me about the football they would play at breaktime and 
lunchtime and how rubbish most of the men were at it. 

‘You’d think they’d never touched a ball before,’ 
Freddie would complain. ‘I mean, I’m not much better, 
but at least I can kick the ball properly.’

Most of all, Freddie talked about Alfred Frankland, 
who also worked at the factory as a draughtsman and 
was, in Freddie’s eyes, a man of incredible warmth and 
intelligence. He was the man to whom Freddie had 
confessed his dream of becoming a photographer, and 
unlike Dad, Mr Frankland hadn’t scoffed or bitten back 
with cruel words – instead, he suggested Freddie start 
saving towards his first camera. 

Yet now, Freddie was in France – and that dream 
seemed so very far away.



I stood outside our small terraced house, looking up at 
the tiny dark windows. This had always been my home 
– our home – and I always had a warm feeling inside my 
belly when I reached our front door and stood on Mam’s 
freshly washed tiled step. Everything was always so safe 
and familiar. I’ve never been one to talk about escaping, 
like our Freddie – in truth I’ve always been quite settled 
here in Spa Road, content with my lot. Dreams were for 
other people. Like Mam once said, ‘dreams only lead to 
disappointment’, and it’s much more sensible to focus on 
the here and now and be happy with what you have.

Except, it was hard to feel happy now that our house 
was so much emptier. Without Freddie’s loud voice and 
long, lean body taking up all the space, everything seemed 
wrong. It felt like he was the glue that held us all together. 

Behind me, I heard a shout which woke me from my 
troubled thoughts. I turned to see Ronnie and Davey 
Marshall, the twins that lived a few doors down from us, 
out on the street. Two little scallywags with scruffy 
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chestnut-coloured hair, freckles scattered on their cheeks 
and legs so skinny that they looked like they could snap 
in two.

Ronnie was clutching a very tired-looking football.
‘Hey! Hettie! Join us for a kick around?’
I couldn’t help but agree. It had always lifted my mood 

to play with Freddie, before he left. Hitching up my skirt, 
I ran over to them. Ronnie placed the ball on the cobbled 
street and guided a pass over to me. I controlled it with 
my booted foot and then quickly moved down the side 
of the street, nimbly avoiding Davey’s outstretched leg. 
Spotting Ronnie on my right, I squared a neat pass to 
him and then watched in satisfaction as he drove the 
ball between the two bins at number thirty-five – their 
makeshift goal.

Ronnie ran over to me in glee. ‘That were an amazing 
pass, Hettie.’

‘Thanks.’ I glowed.
Davey was sulking, his hands planted on his hips. 

‘I didn’t know you’d be that good.’
‘Why? Because she’s a girl?’ Ronnie asked. He grinned 

broadly. ‘I’ve spotted her playing with her brother.  
She’s pretty good . . .’ He hesitated.

‘For a girl?’ I finished for him.
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He shrugged. ‘Yeah – for a girl. I mean, it’s not like 
you’re meant to be good at it, is it?’

I frowned a little. I knew he was right – that was what 
everyone else thought. But it still didn’t stop the frustration 
inside of me. Why shouldn’t a girl be good at football? What 
on earth was stopping us? At least Freddie never seemed to 
think like that. He always said I could play as well as anyone 
else and why should it matter what was between our legs?

That had made me giggle.
‘Wanna play again?’ Ronnie said brightly.
I nodded. Why not?
Ronnie took the ball and dribbled down the left of the 

street. He was fast and quick with his feet, especially for a 
young lad. I moved myself away from Davey (who wasn’t 
quite as fast) and called for the ball. But just as Ronnie 
lofted it in my direction, I heard someone yelling my name.

I spun round in alarm.
Dad was standing at the end of the street. He must’ve 

come home from work early. His face was like thunder.
‘Hettie!’ he bellowed. ‘Stop that, right now.’
I tried to protest but he was already marching in my 

direction.
‘Stop that, right now,’ he hissed. ‘You’re showing 

yourself up.’
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And without another word, he stormed into the house. 
I knew that was my cue to follow.

‘I’m sorry,’ I stuttered to the twins.
I should’ve known better. Dad hated it when attention 

was drawn to him in any way, hated it when he thought 
people were judging us. 

Sometimes I felt like Dad hated everything about me. 
I don’t know how old I was when I realised there was 
something not quite right about him. Perhaps my little 
sister Martha’s age – four or five? Doubts began to flutter 
in my mind when I saw how other fathers acted – Queenie 
Ross’s dad would tell us all jokes in the street and produce 
magic tricks from his sleeve. He never frowned or 
complained if we made too much noise in his company, 
and seemed to like having us around.

‘Your dad’s in a lot of pain,’ Mam would say in hushed 
tones when Dad wasn’t even in the room. ‘After the 
accident, he was never the same.’

‘What accident?’
‘Never you mind, lassie.’
I still didn’t know the full story of what had happened 

to Dad, long before I was born, but Freddie told me 
fragments. I found out it involved a tram and Dad 
drinking far too much, yet again, at the pub. Apparently, 

13



he was lucky to only escape injury to his back and legs. 
It’s strange how Dad never seemed like a man who 
considered himself lucky.

‘He still has to work so hard, that’s the thing,’ Freddie 
said. ‘We still need the money, otherwise we’d end up in 
trouble. He drinks now to ease the pain. He says nothing 
else works.’ Freddie shrugged. ‘There’s no point talking 
to him about it. I think he just copes the best way he can.’

Sometimes, when I was up early and unable to go back 
to sleep, I would watch Dad through the bedroom door as 
he left to work on the docks. His back was always stooped 
over, as if he was bearing a huge weight on his shoulders, 
and his thick, dark hair was always neatly combed back 
away from his tired face. His movement was slow and 
deliberate, each footstep looked as though it was weighed 
down with stones. I’d always wonder if anything would 
ever make him happy again.

When my first day of work came, all my bravado and 
confidence had disappeared. Suddenly I was a nervous 
little girl again, too scared to leave my own house. Why 
had I put myself up for this? What was I trying to prove? 
Like Dad had said, I wasn’t the type who could cope with 
tough factory work. I would probably be a hindrance, not 
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a help. What if I made a mistake, or a nuisance of myself? 
Would the other girls laugh at me? Would I even fit in?

You’ll surprise yourself with what you can do. It’ll be easier 
than you think.

That was what Mam had tried to convince me of, 
anyway. Mam knew I was doing the right thing. She 
told me that I needed to think of this as me ‘playing 
my part’ and ‘making a difference’. Just like Freddie. 
Except, this wasn’t a bit like Freddie, because even the 
mention of his name made her eyes start to water and 
she had to stop talking straight away. We all knew that 
what Freddie was doing was brave and terrifying and 
courageous. I was simply going to work. 

She tipped my head up so that she could examine my 
face properly. Spitting quickly on her hankie, she roughly 
swept it across my cheek. I tried not to flinch. That would 
only make her rub harder. I hated it when she did this.

‘You can’t show up there looking a state,’ she muttered. 
‘I won’t have that lot talking bad about us.’

‘Leave her be, Ethel.’
Dad was nestled by the kitchen table, sharpening the 

kitchen knife on the old worn slate. He barely looked 
at us as he worked away, but that was normal these days. 
He didn’t have time for idle chatter. He said that was 
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‘wasted breath’. There was no sign at all of Martha. 
I assumed she was still up in our room, reading her book 
or drawing one of her pictures. She’d left the kitchen 
just after breakfast in a particularly quiet mood. 

Martha was never one to like being around tension. 
She may have only been ten, but she was as sharp as 
any of us. Although she hadn’t mentioned Freddie at all, 
I knew she missed him fiercely, and she didn’t like the idea 
of me leaving for work, either. ‘Everything is changing,’ 
she’d said, before slipping out of the room. 

I stared up at Mam’s face. There was so much that 
I wanted to say to her. I wanted to tell her how scared 
I felt about the day ahead, I wanted to tell her how my 
insides were all rubbery and my legs felt like lead weights. 

I’m not ready, Mam, I wanted to say. Not really. 
I don’t know why I thought I could do this. I’m not like 
everyone else. I don’t want to be inside a loud factory with 
girls I don’t know. I don’t even like things being different.

She was looking at me in that stern way of hers. Her 
cheeks were already pink from hanging the clothes out 
in the shared yard. Her eyes were like two dark-grey 
pools, not giving anything away. I knew she knew I was 
worried, but she wouldn’t want to be caught up in any of 
my nonsense. She didn’t have time for it.
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‘Don’t be late,’ she said sharply. ‘If you’re tardy they 
will not think good of you. It’ll look bad for the rest of the 
family, and I won’t have that.’

I pulled on my thin coat and nodded. Dad still wasn’t 
looking my way. Sometimes I wondered if he ever noticed 
I was there at all. I could disappear in a puff of smoke and 
I doubt he would notice. Sadness gripped me and I almost 
called out to him.

At the door, Mam lightly touched my head. ‘It’ll be all 
right,’ she said finally. ‘You’ll see. You might even enjoy it.’

‘I hope so, Mam,’ I whispered. 
The air was sharp and bitter as I stepped outside. I 

drew my coat closer to my chest and started walking 
across the cobbles and up the narrow street. I looked back 
at our tired terraced house. It wasn’t all ours, of course. 
I used to pretend sometimes that we lived in all of it, but 
that was just fanciful nonsense. We were luckier than 
most – Mam kept reminding me of that that. Dad’s long 
shifts meant that we could afford to rent our three rooms. 
At least we weren’t in the cold, damp cellar where Mrs 
Foster lived, with the cough that rattled her chest and the 
noise that bled through the walls at night. 

My legs still felt unsteady and my feet turned clumsily 
on the cobbles. I could already see other women making 
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their way in the same direction and I followed behind 
them like a lost sheep.

I listened to the women chatter as we walked down 
the main street towards the factory gates. It was quite 
comforting, listening to the familiar rise and fall of their 
voices. There were two of them walking immediately 
ahead of me. They looked older than me, maybe by a few 
years or so, but it was hard to tell from behind. One of the 
women was particularly tall with long hair swept up away 
from her face. She had a loud, sparkly laugh which made 
her seem so confident. The woman beside her was smaller 
and stockier with dark, wild hair that was cut shorter. 

‘He doesn’t know what he’s on about,’ the shorter girl 
said scornfully; her voice was loud and whipped easily in 
the breeze. ‘I bet he wouldn’t say that to my face.’ 

‘Mine, neither,’ the other woman replied bluntly. 
‘Bloody men – don’t know what they’re on about half 
the time.’

I tried not to listen in, after all, no one likes an 
earwigger, but it was hard not to get caught up in their 
conversation. 

The shorter woman must have sensed my presence 
behind them as she suddenly turned to look in my 
direction. Her face was round and her light brown hair 
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neatly shaped around it. Her large eyes peered at me, 
not unkindly but certainly with curiosity.

‘So . . .’ she said. ‘Who are you, then, following us?’
I could feel my cheeks blaze under her gaze. ‘I’m sorry,’ 

I said, stepping back a bit. ‘I’m Hettie Blakeford. I start 
at the factory today.’

‘You’re starting today?’ She nudged the shorter dark-
haired girl, who giggled. ‘At Dick, Kerr’s? I don’t believe 
you. How old are you?’

‘Nearly sixteen,’ I muttered, knowing what answer 
I would get back.

‘Sixteen? You look no more than a child! Twelve, at the 
very least!’ she squealed. ‘Look, Flo! They’re recruiting 
babies now.’

The taller girl had stopped walking and was looking 
me up and down in quite a kindly manner. She drew 
her hand over her hair, as if smoothing it. ‘Aw, leave her 
alone, Alice Kell. You’re making her go red all over. She’s 
just dainty, that’s all.’

I was going red! I could feel my entire body raging under 
their gaze. I knew I looked small and frail. Everyone said 
it, from Dad (who called me the runt of litter) to Mam, 
who tried to build me up with her disgusting castor oil. 
Only Freddie told me not to worry. He always said that 
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there were advantages to being small, then he’d wink at 
me and kiss the top of my head. I loved him for saying 
it, but I’d not discovered what these so-called advantages 
were yet and wasn’t sure if I ever would.

Alice Kell pursed her lips. Although I think she was 
trying to look put out, I noticed her eyes were twinkling 
a little. She looked as though she was full of mischief. 
I could feel myself begin to relax a little. These women 
were kind, I could tell.

‘Another Dick, Kerr girl, hey?’ she said lightly. ‘And 
the smallest one yet! Welcome to the gang, kid!’

‘You stick with us, Hettie. We’ll look out for you,’ Flo 
added gently.

‘Flo Redford looks after everyone, don’t you dear?’ Alice 
smiled at her friend. ‘Well, welcome lass. Let’s get a hurry 
on. Don’t want to be late on your first day now, do we?’

I smiled back. I’d never been part of anything before, 
let alone a gang. This didn’t feel bad at all.

‘Ta,’ I said back, walking quicker so I was in line 
with them.

I was pleased to be part of it.
I didn’t know then, of course, that this was only just 

the beginning.



So here I was now, outside the factory where Freddie had 
once worked. A place that was so familiar to me and yet, 
in many ways, still so very strange and new.

The Dick, Kerr factory stood proudly on the long 
Strand Road. It was a dreary-looking building, no more 
than a two-storey brick warehouse, but somehow it 
seemed more imposing than that, with its high walls 
and grim steel-framed windows. I had to catch my breath 
slightly as I stood outside, my head tipped back to take it 
all in. I couldn’t quite believe this was where I would be 
spending my time from now on.

We all have to do our bit. Mam’s words rattled in my 
mind. Times are different now.

I breathed out hard. They certainly were. Would 
anything ever be the same again?

‘It’s quite a sight, ain’t it,’ Flo said, nudging me. ‘You 
wait till you see inside. It’s bloody huge. It’s a wonder we 
don’t all get lost.’

‘And noisy . . .’ muttered Alice, screwing up her nose. 
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‘Mark my words, you’ll have a headache by the end of the 
day. And your ears will be ringing.’

‘A whole day stuffing shells,’ Flo moaned, staring 
down at her nails. ‘How glamorous can you get?’

‘It could be worse, Flo – you could be cleaning the lavvy.’
Both girls giggled. Alice nudged me gently. ‘Never 

mind Flo. She’s a bit of a fancy one. Doesn’t like getting 
her nails dirty.’

Flo ruffled her hair as if on cue and then marched 
through the factory gates, sighing.

‘It’ll be all right,’ Alice said to me kindly. ‘You’ll soon 
find your feet, and the girls aren’t so bad once you get 
to know them a bit.’ She winked. ‘In fact, most of them 
aren’t bad at all.’

We walked across the yard towards the large main 
doors. I immediately noticed a young lad, possibly a 
bit younger than me, who was kicking a tatty-looking 
ball against the wall as we passed. His shot was very 
awkward. I paused for a moment, compelled to watch 
him. A tingle of memory sparkled within me.

‘Ey, George! There’s no time for that now!’ Alice 
shouted over to him.

The lad, George, stuck his tongue out at her. He had 
bright pink cheeks and messy dark curls that spilled over 
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his forehead. ‘Need to get my practice in, don’t I?’ he said 
back brightly. ‘Won’t get a chance later.’

‘You’ll need more practice if you keep scuffing it like 
that, lad,’ Flo shouted back.

George frowned. ‘And what would you know about it?’
Flo turned round to face us, one eyebrow raised. She 

really was quite beautiful. I had difficulty looking at her 
directly; I suddenly felt quite shy. 

She placed one hand on her chest, feigning horror. 
‘Oh – what would I know? I am but a woman, after all.’ 
She fluttered her eyelashes at me and Alice and we both 
sniggered. ‘I couldn’t possibly kick a ball with my delicate 
feet,’ she continued. ‘Or run around a dirty pitch. What 
would happen to my hair?’

‘Women can’t play sport – you know that,’ George 
scoffed. ‘You’d look daft.’

‘Heaven forbid,’ Alice said, more stoutly. ‘What a 
thought! The world would stop spinning, I’m sure, if such 
a thing were to happen.’

George was red-faced by now, standing with his hands 
firmly placed on his hips. ‘You might laugh,’ he said. ‘But 
women are not made to play football. It’s just how it is.’

Flo nudged me. ‘It’s just how it is, apparently? Who 
knew? I’d better give my football boots to charity.’
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‘Do you play, then?’ I asked her, amazement swirling 
in my belly. It was all I could do not to grin at her like a 
complete idiot.

Flo smiled back at me. ‘Well, you’d think not, according 
to smarty-pants over there, but yes, I play sometimes, and 
so does Alice. Why, do you?’

I could feel myself turn red again. I hated the way I 
blushed at everything. ‘Oh, not really,’ I stammered. ‘My 
brother used to play and I used to watch him a bit. I liked 
to mess around. I’m not very good.’

Alice smiled. ‘Well, you’re not alone, you’ll find a few 
girls here that like to mess around with a ball. And quite 
a few of them are not at all half-bad.’ She shot a look 
towards George. ‘Despite what others might say.’

George muttered something under his breath, picked 
up his ball and stalked off. I didn’t much like the look he 
shot us before he moved away, though. It was a glare of 
pure loathing.

‘Never mind him,’ Flo said, nudging me gently. ‘He’s 
just a bit mardy. You need to watch out though – now 
Alice has got wind that you like football, she’ll be on at 
you about it all day long.’

Alice shook her head. ‘I won’t be doing anything of 
the sort. Not any more. I can’t be bothered with that lark 
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now. There’s no point.’ She smiled sadly at me. ‘A few of 
the girls here are good with the ball – that’s all. And a 
few others are jealous of that fact.’ 

‘You’d make a proper decent player, Alice, if you gave it 
a chance,’ Flo said smoothly. ‘Strong lass like you. If you’re 
anything like your brothers, you’d be better than most.’

‘Can we not talk about this now!’ Alice barked back.
Flo held her hands up in defence. ‘Eh, I’m sorry Alice. 

I wasn’t thinking. Ignore me.’
I shuffled my feet and looked down at the floor – this 

was clearly something private between the two girls.
‘It’s fine, Flo,’ Alice said softly. ‘I’m just not in the 

right mind to be thinking about football again. Not so 
soon after Tom.’ She paused. ‘You’re a fine one to talk, 
anyway. I’ve seen you messing with the ball. You’re as 
good as any of us.’

Flo grinned. ‘I told you I might give it a proper go one 
day. If we ever had an actual team. Which of course will 
never happen, not with the likes of George around, putting 
us down at every turn. It’s true I’m used to mucking about 
at home, but I’m not sure it’ll be the same here.’

‘Grace reckons it would, given half the chance,’ 
Alice said.

‘Well, it’s hardly likely, is it? Girls have only just 
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been allowed on to the factory floor, never mind the 
football pitch.’ Flo laughed. ‘They wouldn’t want us to get 
carried away.’

‘Who’s Grace?’ I asked.
Flo grinned. ‘Ah, you’ll meet her soon enough, I’m 

sure. Let’s just say – if you think I like football, Grace is 
on another level.’

‘Aye,’ Alice agreed. ‘If anyone can change things 
around here, it’s our Grace.’

I nodded slowly, but inside I felt sad. Surely Flo and 
Alice were kidding themselves. They knew women 
weren’t meant to like that sort of thing. Not football. 
Everyone knew that. Apart from Freddie, that is. 

Freddie was mad about football and, when I was old 
enough, he’d let me join in with him. Of course, I was 
rubbish to begin with, kept tripping over my own feet. It 
didn’t help that Dad would often be watching from the 
back door, shouting at Freddie for wasting his time with 
me. Freddie never really listened to Dad though. He would 
whisper under his breath that Dad was old-fashioned. 

‘The world is changing,’ he’d said firmly one evening, 
not long before he left for France. ‘We have to learn to 
change with it.’

Over time, Freddie had begun to take it more seriously 
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with me. He told me that if I was going to learn to play, 
I should do it properly. He used to make me run up and 
down with the ball in the street, wearing a pair of his old 
football shoes and an extra pair of socks to hold them 
on tight. He’d place old tin cans up the path for me to 
control and dribble the ball around, like it was glued to 
my feet. 

I loved those times together. At first, just because 
I loved being around Freddie. But then it became clear 
that I loved spending time with the ball too. It was hard 
work but enjoyable too. And I was good at it.

I was actually good at something.
But then Freddie left us and everything changed. 

Inside the factory was an explosion of noise. It took me 
a moment or two to get a handle on my senses because 
it was just so overwhelming. There were workbenches 
spanning the entire length of the cavernous space. 
Machines roared and hissed. Even over the noise of the 
machines, I could hear the sound of laughter and loud 
chatter lighting up the room.

We had already hung up our coats and bags in the 
cloakroom and were dressed in our white aprons and hats. 
Alice had already rushed off to her station, muttering 
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under her breath about ‘not wanting to be told off for 
being late’. Flo stayed with me, though, and smiled kindly 
at me, like she knew I was worried.

‘It’s not too bad,’ she said, ‘once you get the hang of it. 
You can always come and find me if you need to.’

I immediately began to relax a little. I liked Flo Redford 
a lot. It was so kind of her to take the time to make sure 
I was OK. And I wished I could look as glamorous as she 
did in her uniform. I noticed how the few boys in the room 
couldn’t take their eyes off her as she passed them by.

‘I’m sorry about the talk earlier,’ she added as we 
walked. ‘I shouldn’t have gone on at Alice about football. 
It was wrong of me. She’s still very upset.’

‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Did something happen?’
Flo’s voice dropped further. ‘She lost her brother a 

month or so ago, young Tom. Killed in action. She used 
to play football with him all the time, so I suppose the 
memory hurts too much.’

‘That’s so sad,’ I said.
‘Isn’t it? They were very close. I don’t think she’s been 

the same for a while.’
Flo walked me over to the supervisor, a tall elderly 

man with a sprig of ginger hair. He glared down at me as 
if he’d never seen my like before.
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‘This is Hettie. She’s new,’ Flo explained to him. ‘Starts 
today, so be a bit kind, eh?’

‘Oh, she is, is she?’ he barked back, as if I wasn’t there.
‘This is Mr Reid,’ Flo said brightly. ‘Pay no attention to 

him, his bark is worse than his bite.’
Mr Reid’s top lip curled. He certainly looked a bit like 

the bulldog that lived on the corner of our street. ‘You 
get back to work, Miss Redford,’ he said bluntly. ‘I’ll have 
none of your lip this morning, thank you.’

‘Over there is the manager,’ Flo said, ignoring Mr Reid, 
‘Mr Connor. He’s not often on the shop floor, he’s usually 
locked away in his office, but when he does come down, 
he’s nice enough.’

I glanced over at the man standing by the main 
doors across the way. He was short and stocky, with 
bright silver hair. Mr Connor was chatting to a tallish 
man who was very smartly dressed, with a small thatch 
of dark hair on his head. As I stared at them, the taller 
man looked over in our direction and smiled widely. 

‘That’s Mr Frankland,’ Flo said. ‘I’m not sure what he 
does. I think he works in another area. I was also told that 
he’s involved in the sports and social club here.’

I thought of how Freddie had spoken of Mr Frankland 
in the past and immediately felt a warm glow inside 
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of me. It was like I had something to connect me to 
Freddie again.

‘He’s a draughtsman,’ I said. ‘He worked with my 
brother, before.’

‘Oh, there you go – you see. A familiar face. Now, that’s 
nice, isn’t it?’

Mr Connor was also looking over, but there was no 
smile from him. In fact, he looked quite stern.

‘Don’t fret, he likes me,’ Flo said, waving in his 
direction. ‘But then, I do work extremely hard.’

‘I don’t see much evidence of that right now, Miss 
Redford!’ Mr Reid barked.

Flo grinned at me. ‘Good luck, Hettie,’ she whispered, 
before blowing Mr Reid a kiss and scuttling off.

I stared after her, my insides churning up again, and 
when I looked back at Mr Reid’s stern face I didn’t feel 
much better. 

In fact, I felt bloody miserable.


