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To my boys, Ronnie and Stanley


xxx


In memory of the Jarvis family:


Thomas, aged 39; Sarah, 39; Hannah, 16;


Mary Ann, 14; Thomas, 12; William, 10;


Louisa, 8; Alice, 5; George, 3;


Caroline, 2; and Elizabeth, 8 months






We are all gardeners at heart, and I believe if we were all gardeners in fact there wouldn’t be any wars. But perhaps the fact that most of us are gardeners or garden lovers will help us to live cheerfully through these dark days, and build a sweeter and better world when the nightmare is over. I am sure it will, because the very essence of gardening consists of rooting out and destroying all the evil things, and cultivating and developing all that is good and beautiful in life.


‘Dig for Victory’, gardening correspondent and broadcaster Mr Middleton, Listener, 4 January 1940






Contents


Prologue


PART ONE


One


Two


Three


Four


Five


Six


Seven


Eight


Nine


Ten


Eleven


Twelve


Thirteen


PART TWO


Fourteen


Fifteen


Sixteen


Seventeen


PART THREE


Eighteen


Nineteen


Twenty


Twenty-one


Twenty-two


Twenty-three


The Match Girls


Acknowledgements


Further Reading


The Wedding Girls


Secrets of the Singer Girls


Secrets of the Sewing Bee




Prologue


JANUARY 1897


It must be said, nowhere does a funeral quite like the East End. This one, taking place on a bitter Monday in January, quite surpassed anything the poor folk of the parish of Bethnal Green had ever before seen. Even in the depths of his guilt, he had to acknowledge this fact.


The entire funeral route was lined with thousands of people, a respectful crowd largely, all dressed in their best clothes and washed for the occasion. The sea of black bonnets, shawls and caps was chequered with the odd cluster of bright colour from the hats of assembled factory girls.


Even the weather had put on its funeral best, with scrawls of black cloud dirtying the sky and a rattling wind hammering the windows like fists. The police had been deployed in great numbers, but their presence was not required, he noted, as he tried to blend into the sea of faces.


He had never seen so many people before, sitting on walls, clinging to gas lamps and perched on sills, all craning their necks for a better view.


‘Almost be worth being burnt to have such a handsome turnout,’ muttered a man in the crowd next to him, before his wife slapped him into silence. ‘Wash your mouth out,’ she hissed. ‘The cortège is coming.’


A hush fell over the crowd. A painful lump lodged in his throat as the first notes of ‘Dead March in Saul’ drifted over the cobbles. The cortège was led by the Wapping Gas Workers’ brass band, the dramatic clash of their instruments driving deep into his heart.


And then came the bodies. A mixture of horror and awe settled over the crowd. For once, no one was looking at the lavish wreaths or the magnificent black horses, resplendent in their rich purple plumes and velvets. All eyes were fixed only on the coffins, growing gradually smaller in size as they passed by.


‘Just children,’ wept the woman next to him, pressing a broad black handkerchief to her mouth in dismay. But to him they had names, and he murmured them quietly, like an undercover priest, as each coffin filed past.


Eliza, fifteen. Mary, twelve. Alfred, ten. Beatrice, nine. John, seven. Margaret, five. Marie, three.


By the time baby Emily’s body passed him, he could no longer hold back his anguish, and a strange cry escaped him. In comparison to her parents’ coffins, Emily’s seemed absurdly small, and he longed to reach out and cradle her, to save her the journey into the cold, dark earth.


But they were already gone, one step closer to the closing scene of the mass burial that would be discussed in every public house in the borough for months to come.


And then came the mourners. And how! Conveyances of all descriptions, filled with anyone who had a connection to the dead. Mourning carriages, hansom cabs, broughams and even three omnibuses, willing to take passengers, mainly women it had to be said, to the final resting place for a shilling each way.


This was less of a funeral, he thought wryly, than a day out. But you could hardly blame East Enders. It was, after all, their generosity, sparked by an appeal from the vicar of St Bartholomew, that had paid for this whole funeral. Rumour had it they had arrived at the undertaker’s to leave their subscription by foot and on trap, some from as far afield as Romford and Chingford.


He hadn’t expected to see her, but suddenly he caught a flash of that unmistakable red hair, as rich and deep as brandy, between the broad black handkerchiefs fluttering at a coach window.


‘Pol!’ he called before he could stop himself.


The handkerchief slid away and their eyes met as the coach paused. Her face was as pale as eggshell. The look between them hung suspended in the frozen air.


Love. Grief. Guilt.


Oh, Polly. What a thing we did.


The coach jolted and moved off. She was gone from sight, the foot mourners quickly swallowing the gap in the cobbles behind her coach. He would not see her again for another forty-four years.




PART ONE




One


THURSDAY, 8 MAY 1941


Liverpool


Everyone in Liverpool would always remember where they were the night the Matchy copped it. The colossus of a factory, where Bryant & May had been making matches for over forty years, was reduced to a smoking skeleton overnight, courtesy of the Luftwaffe. Somewhere between midnight and 1 a.m., incendiary bombs crashed through the roof into the top match room. Attracted to the flames, and demonstrating their usual ruthless efficiency, the German pilots soon came and finished the job off with five high-explosive bombs. Rumour had it the fires from the inferno could be seen in the night sky from as far away as North Wales.


The loss of a much-loved landmark – to say nothing of the loss of jobs – was enough to push already frayed nerves to breaking point.


‘Fuck you, Hitler!’ Pearl heard her neighbour Rita roaring into the smoky sky. Not a single woman down her turning told her to mind her mouth. Rita had supported her entire family at the Matchy for the past forty-five years and was still reeling from the death of her eldest at Dunkirk.


Pearl felt Rita’s pain, but for her that hellish night when the bombs had screamed from blood-red skies didn’t signify the end. It was the beginning. She packed light and by the time the All Clear drifted through the smoky streets, she was already locking up and leaving. Just a few clothes, a photograph or two, her insurance papers, ration book and identity card hastily thrown into a carpetbag. No time for goodbyes. She didn’t want anyone asking awkward questions.


Moving fast and stepping over puddles of filthy water, she turned the corner of Violet and Linacre Road. The local corner shop was rubble, and beyond that the match factory still smouldered. Curiosity drew her to what remained of the Matchy and she walked as far as she could before an ARP warden frantically signalled at her to step back.


Pearl stared up in dismay as a bleak dawn bled over the Diamond Works, flakes of soot settling on her face like snow. It seemed hard to believe she had been here on the line just yesterday afternoon, packing matches. It was as if a giant iron fist had come punching down through the clouds and smashed the factory to smithereens. The great weight of five tons of heavy metal match machinery had crashed through four floors and lay blackened and waterlogged in the scree of rubble. A stench of cordite and burning wood hung in the air, and charred bricks vomited out from the blackened entrance. Had the bombs dropped a few hours earlier . . .


Pearl shuddered. This was no time to dwell on the past. Instead, she hurried off, head down, heels clicking on the pavement. Dodging bomb craters and crunching over a river of broken glass, she patted her coat pocket to check the letter was still there. Not that she needed it. She knew the address by heart: Millie Brown, 6 Parnell Road, Bow E3.


Pearl knew it was a risk turning up on the doorstep of a woman she had never met, but Millie was her last hope. Her only hope. One hour later, Pearl disappeared into the billowing clouds of smoke at Liverpool Lime Street Station, and officially vanished. Later, Rita and her other neighbours would conclude that poor Pearl had been killed in one of Liverpool’s worst raids.


SATURDAY, 10 MAY 1941


On the morning of her twenty-first birthday, Millie Brown woke with a jolt and immediately sensed danger in the cool, stale air. She lay still as stone under the counterpane as her eyes, gritty with tiredness, adjusted to the gloom. A thin band of light slid in under the blackout blind. Millie made out the angular silhouette of her husband’s face. She couldn’t see his eyes in the darkness, but she knew he had been watching her sleep.


‘All right,’ she murmured uneasily, pulling the coverlet over her thin nightie. ‘What a night. Wanna brew?’


She wasn’t expecting him to shower her with birthday wishes. He didn’t disappoint.


‘What’s your game?’ With a sudden jerk, he leapt from his easy chair and ripped down the blackout blind. As their bedroom flooded with light, she blinked, dazzled, but when her vision cleared, she saw what was dangling from his finger.


Bugger!


They hadn’t got back from the air-raid shelter until gone 4 a.m., and it must have fallen out of her bag when they had finally stumbled in, half mad with exhaustion. Fumbling for her cigarettes from the bedside table, she decided to brazen it out.


‘Well, it ain’t a bloody banana, Curly,’ she snapped, inhaling deeply before blowing a long stream of smoke from her nostrils. ‘It’s a diaphragm, if you must know.’ She smiled coldly. ‘You might know it better as a Dutch cap.’


‘Where d’yer get it?’


‘Sympathetic pharmacist down the Roman give it me under the counter,’ she replied derisively. ‘She does a good line in sheaths if you’re interested.’


‘Don’t get saucy with me, Millie,’ Curly warned, eyes flashing dangerously. ‘I’ve had it up to here with your lip. I warned you when we got hitched, I wanted a son within the year.’


‘And I told you that with Jerry bombing the hell out of us night after bleedin’ night, this ain’t the right time to be thinking about bringing a baby into the world. Did you see them poor nippers down the shelter last night?’


‘I ain’t accustomed to waiting this long to get what I want, Millie, war or no war,’ he said steadily. Without taking his eyes from hers, he slid a razor blade from inside his jacket pocket and slowly drew it through the centre of the rubber, leaving a gaping slit.


‘No more gadding about after work with those daft cows,’ he added, plunging his blade into the rubber and drawing a second slit through it. ‘You answer to me. Your husband.’


Millie shook her head and stared out over the bomb-shattered chimney pots of Parnell Road, anger fighting off her tears.


‘In name only, pal,’ she muttered, drawing heavily on her fag.


‘Maybe so, but you belong to me now. You owe me nippers, at least five. Once you’ve got a baby in your belly, it’ll calm you down. Like taking the knackers off a dog, see,’ he said, running the edge of his razor along the hem of his blue serge jacket, before replacing it. ‘I want you in confinement by the end of this year,’ he spat, tossing the remains of the slashed rubber cap onto the bedpost.


I’d rather lick the floor of a barber’s than bring a child of yours into the world.


Millie kept those thoughts to herself, of course. Instead, she tore her gaze away from the window and stared in disgust as her husband, Curly ‘Razor’ Brown, turned his back on her and started combing his hair back with pomade in the looking glass over the mantel. His shirt was pristine white, but his neck was so grimy you could have planted a row of spuds along it. His boots gleamed, but Millie knew fine well his feet were rotten. All top show, but then that was Curly all over.


Not a day had passed since they had married twenty-one months previously without her wondering how the hell she had ended up hitched to some oily two-bit villain from Whitechapel. She’d had such high hopes.


With her voice, striking looks and platinum-blonde hair, she could have trodden the boards at any music hall in the East End. She’d been heading in the right direction, too. Aged sixteen, she’d ridden high up on a float as the freshly crowned Miss Poplar at the summer pageant, smile as bright as her crown. Aged seventeen, she’d got a job at the Bryant & May factory at the Fairfield Works in Bow, and on the day of her eighteenth birthday she had been named Miss Brymay in a company-wide competition. What a thing that had been! Her face, advertising Swan Vestas, smiling out from every Bryant & May billboard in the East End of London. She’d even made it onto the side of the number 8 that travelled from Bow to Bond Street. Her image, flashing through the streets of the West End! With the optimism of youth, she had been so sure it wouldn’t be that long before she would join it, maybe get snapped up by some Bond Street modelling bureau, work as a mannequin . . .


Except, none of that had happened.


Three years on, the billboards had faded and she was still a match girl, living in a bomb-shattered terrace, married to a man whose nickname would be ridiculous if it wasn’t true. Curly denied razoring Walter Edwards in broad daylight in Watney Street Market, but there had been too many witnesses and he’d dined out on his reputation ever since.


Millie could still recall the day they had married at St Stephen’s church in Tredegar Road in Bow. It had lodged in her memory like a fish bone in the gullet. The heat had been stifling that August day, causing even the pork pies laid out on the buffet table to sweat greasily and the silver-sprayed arum lilies in front of the altar to wilt.


It had felt like all of Bow had turned out to witness her misery. Millie trussed up in farthingale frills, and so much corsetry she felt as if she were wearing a straitjacket not a bridal gown. Curly fancying himself quite the natty dresser in a sharp suit, a quarter-inch of cuff on show, and his black hair slicked so closely to his scalp it looked like it had been painted on with a tar brush.


My God, it had been a terrible affair from start to finish. Her mother, Gladys, a right old gin-lizzie at the best of times, was pie-eyed on black market booze before the ceremony had even started, wobbling about the place in a musty-smelling squirrel fur and too much make-up. She’d blamed her unsteadiness on her afflictions, of course. Usually, Gladys wore an old pair of patched-up hobnail boots with holes cut out for her bunions, but in honour of the wedding, she’d squeezed her lumpy feet into a pair of pawn-shop heels.


Millie’s older brother had slunk down in his seat as she walked up the aisle, looking as guilty as a dog who’d defecated on the hearthrug. She ought to have hated him – it was his fault she was in this mess in the first place – but Jimmy was spineless, as much a victim as she was in many ways.


When the insincere speeches had finished and the wedding breakfast was cleared away, the men had gathered round the makeshift bar to get down to the serious business of drinking. Gladys had used the opportunity to offer some motherly words of advice.


‘Put that lip in! You got a face on you like the back end of a turkey,’ she’d mumbled, a fag end glued to her bottom lip. When Millie had turned her chair the other way, she’d become even nastier.


‘Do you think I loved your father when I married him?’ she’d slurred, hissing port fumes over Millie. ‘’Course not. I was even younger than you, but I had to do my duty, just like you will tonight. Least you got a job to escape to. I had Jimmy hanging off my tit within the year and . . .’


Millie had risen abruptly and stalked outside before she could be subjected to any more. She’d imagined it couldn’t have got any worse. Wrong again. The wedding day paled into comparison next to the night. In a small boarding house somewhere outside Clacton-on-Sea, she had lain like a lump of cold meat underneath Curly as he pumped away on top of her, engulfing her in fumes of tobacco and cologne, and beneath it all, the hot marshy odour of his sinewy white body. As she’d lain, pinned, in the hot, close darkness, she’d hated herself for allowing it to happen. Afterwards, he had rolled off her with a guttural grunt before falling asleep. Desolation had rolled over her in waves as she’d dabbed at Curly’s sticky spendings with a hankie.


Four weeks later she’d been thrown a lifeline. The smell of roasting dinners scented the sunlit cobbles on a sleepy Sunday when the news broke.


‘. . . this country is at war with Germany,’ came the sombre voice that crackled from every wireless down Parnell Road. Overnight, Millie watched as someone’s husband, sweetheart, brother or father became a soldier. Even her weak-willed brother Jimmy marched off to be turned into a man at last. Everyone except Curly, who’d been granted a reprieve via a forged medical certificate from a dodgy doctor he knew down Brick Lane. But for Millie, at least it meant the chance to continue working.


Bryant & May had been stockpiling raw materials in the build-up to war, so there had been no dislocation in output. In fact, production had increased to meet the demand caused by the boom in smoking. And now they were officially making matches for the British Army, it would be unpatriotic of her to leave. Well, that’s what she told Curly anyway.


Her job, her friends and her under-the-counter contraceptive . . . Those were what kept her going in these dark days! But now one of those was hanging in shreds from the bedpost. Bleak thoughts, sharp and vicious, began to unravel inside her. She could do most things: whiten his step, cook his tea, doll herself up to look like the perfect wife, but bear his child? Never.


‘Right,’ grinned Curly, pocketing his comb and snapping her back to the present. In dismay, she saw he was tugging down his braces and – oh Christ, no! – unbuttoning his flies.


‘Curly, I ain’t got time,’ she pleaded. ‘I’ve gotta be at work in half an hour. The hooter’s gonna go any minute now.’


‘S’right,’ he leered, ‘won’t take long. We got a bit of lost time to make up for, ain’t we?’ He smiled grotesquely, revealing a scattering of rotten stumps. Millie closed her eyes as he lowered himself down on top of her and swallowed a scream as he fumbled with her straps.


‘Get off, Curly, please,’ she cried, struggling under the weight of him. ‘I told you, I ain’t got time.’


‘When you gonna learn to be a proper wife?’ he grunted, yanking up the hem of her nightie and pawing at the flesh on her thigh. Finding a strength she didn’t know she possessed, Millie jerked her knee hard into his crotch, sending him crashing back onto the bed with a deep groan of pain.




Two


‘Oi, Annie, don’t forget your sarnies! I’ve done your favourite, bloater paste!’ Elsie’s voice rattled up Blondin Street like a klaxon.


‘Nan, I’ve told you, I get a decent dinner at the work canteen!’


‘I know, my darlin’ girl, but I don’t trust the food at that factory,’ Elsie replied, bustling up the cobbles to meet her. With one hand she slipped the parcel into Annie’s bag, and with the other, started picking imaginary bits of lint from her olive-green work overalls.


Elsie Trinder was a sixty-year-old force of nature and had been involved in Annie’s upbringing since her mother had died. Hair as white as meringue and eyes as black as coal, Elsie was what you might call the poke nose of Blondin Street. Nothing escaped her. Annie often joked that her nan was a one-woman intelligence unit and if Churchill had taken her on, the war would be over by now.


Unfortunately, though, her feverish mind never seemed to stop imagining ways in which Annie could meet with a grisly death, which, during the Blitz, meant she was working overtime. She also had an unhealthy preoccupation with Bryant & May, the factory which paid Annie sixteen shillings a week to pack matches.


Annie’s gaze travelled up over the rooftop of number 22 to the leaden skies beyond. There it was. A great, dark, smoking mass, the largest and most notorious factory outside of the docks, easily identifiable by its two gigantic red-brick water towers that rose starkly into the heavens.


It didn’t really matter where you were in Bow, you could see those twin towers brooding over the landscape. They all lived in their shadow and Annie had the queerest feeling that the old building was groaning with secrets and ghosts. She knew it had a chequered past, but times had changed since that fateful year when Jack the Ripper stalked the streets and striking match girls changed the course of history. The problem was, her nan hadn’t moved with those times. Raised in the Victorian East End, her hopes tarnished by brutal poverty, she chose not to forgive. Or forget.


Sighing, the old woman reached up and stroked her granddaughter’s cheek. ‘Darlin’ girl, you could end up getting the phoss, or worse . . .’


‘Nan,’ she warned.


‘. . . you could get a job anywhere. The cocoa factory over at Bromley, even Spratt’s has got to be better than being a match girl, surely?


‘But what am I saying?’ she scolded herself. ‘It’s war. There’s a whole new world out there now for girls like you beyond the sweatshops and sculleries. Join the services, experience a bit of life beyond Bow.’


‘Please, Nan, won’t you let it go?’ Annie pleaded. ‘You’re talking fifty-odd years ago, and times have changed. Bryant & May have the best facilities around, ask any of the girls in the match room. There’s a doctor, dentist, library, social and sports clubs, and lots more besides. I’m in the Union of Women Matchmakers now, a fully signed-up member of the Match Girls’ Club,’ she added proudly. ‘We form a committee just to take a pee these days, Nan,’ she joked in an attempt to lighten the mood.


‘Yeah, and we know whose blood paid for all that,’ Elsie muttered darkly, ignoring Annie’s stab at humour.


Annie sighed as she pushed back a bramble of red curls that refused to sit under her green hairnet. When it came to Bryant & May, she and her nan would never see eye to eye. Her work on the top match floor was the only bone of contention in an otherwise close and loving relationship, so, out of respect, Annie held her tongue.


The war was not being kind to the Trinders. Annie’s father, Bill, Elsie’s only son, was being held at a prisoner of war camp, captured just a few months into the hostilities; Annie’s two younger sisters had been evacuated to Suffolk; and they were eight months into the worst aerial bombardment the country had ever endured – with the East End of London slap bang in the bombers’ sights!


Night after relentless night Bow had copped it. Annie was finding it exhausting enough going on only a few hours’ sleep a night, and she was just seventeen! She took in the broken veins on her nan’s plump cheeks, the patched lisle stockings gathered in soft pleats around her sturdy ankles, and felt a rush of love. She’d always imagined her nan to be invincible, but now . . .


The piercing shriek of Bryant & May’s steam hooter sounded.


‘Oh, 7 a.m., there she blows,’ Annie grinned. ‘I gotta go, Nan. I’ll just go and knock for Rose.’ Bending down, she planted a soft kiss on Elsie’s cheek. ‘Have you remembered I’m going to the baths with the girls after work? Then I’m on fire-watching duty tonight, so I’ll be back late.’


‘The cheek of ’em to expect girls to do it!’ Elsie said over the noise of the hooter.


‘I volunteered, Nan,’ Annie insisted. ‘When the siren goes, please come down Bryant & May’s shelter. I’d feel so much better knowing you were there.’


Elsie shook her head and stifled a yawn. ‘Not tonight, darlin’ girl. I don’t think I’ve slept a wink all week. I’ll take my chances in my own bed.’


‘Nan, that’s not—’


‘No buts,’ Elsie insisted, resting her arms over her enormous corseted bosom. ‘Take more than Jerry to finish this old girl off.’


Annie went to protest further, but she was interrupted by the door next to theirs opening. Her best pal, Rose Riley, lived in rooms on the top floor of number 20. They’d grown up together, tearing up and down the cobbles of Blondin Street, and shared everything except looks. Annie was tall and rangy, as pale as a Swan Vesta, with a halo of copper curls and an impudent grin. Rose was quite a different creature. Her skin was smooth and nut brown – unusual for a girl from Bow – and she had almond-shaped eyes as blue as harebells. Her crowning glory was her lustrous dark hair, which fell all the way to the base of her spine.


Rose was adopted and knew nothing of her ancestry, but the girls had overheard the muttered comments. Not that Rose had ever dared broach the subject of her real parents with Maureen, her thirty-five-year-old adopted mother. No one entered into conversation with Maureen Riley unless it was absolutely necessary. Last time someone got into a doorstep debate with Rose’s mother, she’d ended up with a fist – wrapped in a straightened-out wire kirby grip – smashed clean in her face. Once they’d experienced Maureen’s DIY knuckleduster, they rarely came back for more. Her father had been a bare-knuckle boxer, you see, and the apple hadn’t fallen too far from the tree, which made the differences between her and her gentle adopted daughter all the more stark.


‘Hello, Annie, Mrs T,’ Rose said.


‘How’s your mother, Rose?’ Elsie replied. ‘How did she like them raids last night, eh, dear?’


‘Not so good, gone back to bed. She’s got one of her heads on her. She reckons we’re in for a bad one tonight, her knees are aching something rotten.’


‘Never mind her bloody knees,’ Annie protested, aghast. ‘What on earth’s happened to your hair?’ Rose’s long hair had been plaited and rolled into tight coils either side of her head.


Rose patted her hair defensively.


‘Mum thought it more hygienic if I were to wear it permanently up. Means I don’t have the bother of brushing it every night.’


‘Oh, Rose, please tell me she ain’t sewn it up!’ Annie cried.


‘Yes, but it doesn’t really hurt,’ Rose insisted. ‘Honestly, it’s quite practical when you think about it, especially if we’re going to be spending every night in the shelters.’


‘I thought we’d done away with the workhouses,’ Annie fumed. ‘What next? Will she have you trussed up in corsets, chiselling out your teeth to save the cost of the dentist?’


‘Well, bless me, your mother’s a practical woman,’ Elsie said lightly, shooting Annie a silencing look. ‘Now, you best be on your way or you’ll be late. I’ll drop your mother in a bit of stew later, Rose, and a poultice for her knees.’


Annie didn’t know why her nan always defended Maureen so. In the seventeen years they’d lived next door to her, Elsie had always treated her with such kindness, defending her to the neighbours. It was a peculiar friendship, and not just because Elsie was twenty-five years older. Maureen was as gruff as Elsie was garrulous.


‘Come on,’ Rose said, slipping her arm through Annie’s, ‘your nan’s right. Millie’ll be waiting, and there’s a prayer meeting in the yard later so we can’t be late.’


Elsie gripped Annie’s face and planted a big lavish kiss on her cheek. ‘Love you, darlin’ girl. Stay safe tonight.’


With the hooter ringing in their ears, they made their way up the cobbles.


Annie walked in silence next to Rose, her nan’s earlier words playing on her mind. Could she really leave Bow? She gazed up the length of the long narrow street and tried to define what it was she loved so much about the place.


The street was much like any other respectable East End terrace. The fronts went straight out onto the cobbles, blackened from centuries of heavy industry. The backs were all crowded little yards hung with washing, a shanty town of home-made rabbit hutches, meat safes and pigeon lofts.


The place was looking a little shabby now. Rose and Maureen’s was missing its chimney stack since the Works boiler blasted through it after the factory took a hit, and number 28 was missing altogether.


‘That used to be the best-turned-out house on the street,’ Rose remarked as they walked past. ‘I miss the O’Sullivans. Do you remember when we was nippers, her window ledge during the processions?’


‘Not much.’ Annie smiled nostalgically as she remembered the white lace at the curtains, the ledges festooned with crucifixes and candles. The Catholic processions were long gone now, of course, as was the heart of the community. No more old ladies shelling peas into their apron laps, or crowds of kids playing high jimmy knacker and tin can copper.


Today, sandbags obscured the snowy white steps, blackout blinds in place of lace. The cheerful yellow backyard dahlias had long since been replaced with cabbages. There was little beauty or sentiment to be found anywhere in the East End now.


Annie felt a strong tug of protectiveness. This old place was still her home, it was more than just blackened bricks and decaying mortar, it was where she belonged.


At the end of the street, where Blondin met Old Ford Road, Millie wasn’t in her usual spot, having her morning smoke outside the tram shed and making eyes at the conductors. The girls settled down to wait, dodging the army of workers weaving their way to the back entrance of Bryant & May.


Annie squinted her eyes against the sea of match girls as they streamed past in their green tunics and matching green hairnets. What a tribe! With thousands employed at the factory, they staggered the start times, but the 7 a.m. shift was still like kicking out time at a football stadium. The noise of it all was tremendous – shouts, laughter and the crunch of glass underfoot doing little to drown out the relentless hooter.


‘Where is she?’ asked Rose worriedly. ‘Mum’ll scrag me if I get my wages docked for being late.’


Then they spotted her. Swaggering along Old Ford, fag end stuck to her painted lips, gas mask bashing against her leg. Annie had to laugh. Only Millie could manage to make a tabard and hairnet look glamorous. The vivacious blonde didn’t so much walk as wiggle, heels clipping on the cobbles.


They were an unusual trio of friends, Annie reflected, but since they’d all been placed together on the match-packing station, they had decided that if they were going to be stuck together ten hours a day, they might as well enjoy each other’s company.


Married Millie was a few years older than them and Annie’s heart had sunk when she’d realized she and Rose were going to be working with such a worldly-wise woman. As well as being the factory pin-up, Millie had a mouth on her. But instead of lording it over them, she had shown the girls nothing but kindness. All right, she could be a bit brassy, with a laugh as dirty as a drain, but she was pure gold where it counted.


‘Morning, cock,’ Millie called, a smile blossoming over her face. ‘How’s your luck?’


‘Nice lie-in, was it?’ Annie teased.


For a fraction, Millie’s smile slipped and, as she drew closer, Annie noticed the deep shadows under her eyes.


‘Oh, Millie, I was only pulling your leg. You and Curly had a quarrel? What’s he done now?’


‘What, apart from being born?’ Millie retorted, angrily crushing her cigarette beneath her heel. ‘Let’s not ruin the day by talking about that waste of space.’


‘Wait a mo,’ Annie said, tugging her back. ‘Me and Rose clubbed together, got you something for your birthday.’


‘You remembered?’


‘’Course, couldn’t rely on you to tell us, could we?’


‘Happy Birthday, Millie,’ Rose said shyly, pulling out a small package. ‘It’s not much, but we hope you like it.’


‘Oh, girls, you shouldn’t have wasted your money,’ Millie scolded, but as she unwrapped the tiny phial of violet water and a small bar of her favourite Turkish Delight, she looked genuinely touched.


‘This is the nicest thing anyone’s ever given me,’ she smiled, hugging them both.


‘Did Curly give you anything?’ Annie asked, instantly regretting the question.


‘Only another reason to hate him,’ Millie snapped. ‘Come on, let’s go. That hooter’s going right through my bleedin’ skull.’


As the three friends neared the black wrought-iron factory gates, the foul stench of phosphorus hit them in a cloying wave, with the undercurrent of another, ranker stench, which nearly made Annie retch.


Millie sniffed the air and put on her telephone voice. ‘Matches mixed with cordite, a most delightful aroma, wouldn’t one agree?’


Annie giggled. ‘One would! Certainly clears the passages all right.’


Millie’s gallows humour masked the unsavoury truth of it. No one talked about the smells of the Blitz. Annie missed the aromas of her East End, which used to roll over the Stink House Bridge in pungent waves. The tang of the offal factory mixed with the scent of boiling sugar from Clarnico hung like a soupy cloud over Blondin Street, but she loved it . . . Now all they could smell was the bitter stench of war.


As they neared the gate, a commotion from the other end of Old Ford Road drew Annie’s eye. A huddle of people stood round what looked to be the number 8 bus.


‘Oi, Millie,’ called out a frizzy-haired match girl named Sandra.


Pushing their way through the crowds, they saw that the bus had obviously got caught out in last night’s raid, and was lying half in, half out of a bomb crater. The metalwork was crumpled beyond repair, but it was the fire-scorched advert on the side of the bus which turned Annie’s stomach.


A beautiful blonde with red lips and a red polka-dot scarf jauntily knotted round her neck was elegantly lighting a cigarette under the heading SMOKERS PREFER SWANS. Except, half of the advert was waterlogged and the blonde’s face was gently drooping off the side of the bus.


‘I don’t believe it,’ Millie gaped. ‘That just about puts the tin bloody lid on my morning. I’ll never get spotted now, will I?’


‘Never mind, Millie,’ Rose said, putting her arm round her as the three friends stared at Millie’s one claim to fame. ‘I expect there’ll be other opportunities after the war.’


‘Doubt it. You’ll be on the scrap heap by dinnertime,’ said Sandra cheerfully.


Millie glared at Sandra, a muscle in her jaw jumping.


‘Come on,’ said Annie gently, pulling her friend away. She could see Millie was trying very hard to put a brave face on it, but the bus, combined with whatever had happened between her and Curly earlier, had clearly rattled her. Usually Millie’s wiggle became more exaggerated the closer they got to the factory yard, where the burly men of the sawmill worked on the ground floor. But she walked in silence, impervious to the admiring glances.


Close up in the yard, the factory looked even more imposing. Steam tractors – which collected the enormous tree trunks off the barges on the nearby River Lea and shunted them up the Old Ford Road – rumbled past them, belching clouds of greasy black smoke. There, the timber was stacked thirty feet high, a strange horizontal forest of aspen poplar and Sitka spruce felled from the Bryant & May estate in Ballochyle, Scotland. Annie always got a little thrill as the rich scent of freshly cut wood wafted across the yard to greet them. Close your eyes and you might be in the middle of a forest, not the congested heart of the East End.


At the very far end of the yard stood the handsome offices, enclosed behind a high red-brick wall, where the management and office staff worked, with their own separate entrance and canteen which, rumour had it, had polished wooden floors and sauce served in a silver jug.


Hard at work already, teams of strong men – and women – were busy transferring the logs into the sawmill. After two years, Annie still found it spellbinding to think of the process that transformed a rugged log on the ground floor, to millions of polished gleaming matches on the top floor.


Once the boys in the sawmill had roughly cut a log into smaller billets, it would go up a floor to the peeling room. Annie had seen it once, a machine which slowly revolved the log, slicing off a long thin veneer of wood which the peeling boys ran along a counter, like a tailor might a bolt of satin. Then into the cutting room, where the veneers were guillotined into splints, before being boiled, rolled and polished in vast drums, and finally blown helter-skelter up large pipes into the top match room, where they would at last be turned into matches.


As they walked past the sawmill, ready to climb the black metal staircase that zigzagged up four floors, Millie paused, a queer look on her face.


‘I feel like one of them flaming logs,’ she muttered, blue eyes icy cold in the light of the stairwell. ‘Turned over, sliced and diced until there’s nothing left but a splint. That’s exactly what I am. Like a Bryant & bloody May match.’




Three


Two years now, she, Annie and Millie had been working here in the top match room, and Rose had only just got used to the intense noise of production. The entire top floor of the factory clanked and rattled under the weight of forty tons of machinery and half a dozen solid lumps of brass, around which groups of girls sat on a raised dais, singing along to the wireless as they worked. Above their heads ran a complex system of revolving wheels and conveyor belts, which carried the matches around the enormous tiled room, impregnating them in a bath of paraffin wax, before dipping their heads into a smelly chemical solution of potash and phosphorus. The matches were dried by fans before finally ending up in the packing machines.


Sixty million matches a week passed over Rose’s head. She felt as if she were in a permanent race to keep up with the conveyor belt. Deft fingers worked with such speed and precision, straightening, folding, picking up the inner, pushing on the outer case before passing them onto the next girl to pack them into dozens, then dozens into grosses, and grosses into cases. There was no time to sit and stare.


At least it gave her little time to dwell on the war, or her mother’s increasing paranoia. Rose could scarcely bear to think about last night’s ‘incident’, as she had taken to calling them. After the All Clear had sounded, she and Maureen had returned home. Rose was desperate to get some shut-eye before work, but, suddenly, Maureen had rounded on her, accusing her of flirting with boys in the Bryant & May shelter.


Rose had tried to protest, explain she’d only been playing cards with Billy from the peeling room, but Maureen was having none of it. Rose shuddered as she worked, remembering the vitriolic look on her mother’s face as she yanked her in front of the mirror by her hair. Eyes narrow with anger, mouth as tight as a white-knuckle fist, she had grabbed great handfuls of Rose’s hair.


‘I saw you, girl,’ she’d seethed, ‘flicking your hair about, huh? Giving him the glad eye?’


‘M-Mum, you’re hurting me,’ Rose had whimpered as Maureen had plaited her hair so tight her scalp throbbed.


‘The problem is, my girl,’ she’d muttered, ignoring her daughter’s protestations, ‘you’re just like your mother. She couldn’t keep her eyes off the boys neither, huh? That’s what got her into trouble.’


Rose was seventeen now, growing into her looks, her body and beauty flowering, and with it, Maureen’s control had tightened. Rose was desperate to know more about her real mother, who she was and why she had left her, but she knew better than to ask for fear of what it might unleash.


By the time Maureen had sewn Rose’s hair into a tight coil, dawn was bleeding over the chimney pots, and the fire inside her had dissipated.


‘It’s bad enough you work with that Millie,’ she’d sighed. ‘She’s nothing but a trollop with a filthy tongue, but while you’re under my roof, you behave, hear?’


‘I will,’ Rose had promised.


Maureen’s tight white fingers had moved fleetingly to her temple.


‘I’m going to bed, you’ve brought on one of my heads.’ She’d paused at the door, her voice soft and sour. ‘I suppose it’s not your fault. It’s bad blood. Your mother’s bad blood coming out.’


Sitting at the conveyor belt, Rose’s mind worked as fast as her fingers, the matches a blur beneath her hands. Perhaps Maureen was right? Maybe she was infected somehow with badness? Could she have inherited that streak which sent her real mother off the rails? It was possible, surely?


‘I said, are you all right, sweetheart?’ Millie’s voice jolted her from her reverie. Rose flushed. She hadn’t even realized Millie was talking to her.


‘Sorry, I was miles away.’


‘That’s all right. Dreaming of boys, was yer?’ Millie winked from the other side of the conveyor belt. ‘What about that nice Billy from the peeling room? I saw you two chatting last night down the shelter.’


Rose didn’t know how she did it. Millie was the only person in the top match room who could keep up an endless flow of conversation while her small, dexterous fingers darted seamlessly. Annie often joked that Millie was the only person who could go on holiday and come back with a sunburnt tongue!


‘S’right, Rose,’ Millie went on, ‘it’s perfectly normal to have a sweetheart at your age. I did. Remember Frankie from the sawmill?’


‘I do,’ Annie piped up from across the dais, grinning as she pressed down the outers. ‘New Year’s Eve social at the Match Girls’ Club, us lot singing “Auld Lang Syne”, while you two was seeing in the New Year another way.’


‘You’re a caution, you are!’ Millie screeched. ‘We was only having a little kiss on the bowling green. Anyways, can you blame me? I was footloose and fancy-free back then and he was a right dish.’ Millie fished out a broken match and tossed it under her station. ‘Poor chap . . .’


The rest of the sentence went unspoken. Rose had seen Frankie Butler’s name in the Brymay magazine for September 1940, in a company roll call of honour of all the factory boys who had signed up and were now either deceased or missing in action. In fact, most of the burly men who staffed the heavier industries on the floors beneath them had gone, to be replaced by ex-workers hastily called out of retirement. Even the Bryant & May fire brigade was mainly staffed by men who’d last fought fires when Zeppelins loomed over London.


‘Anyway,’ Millie said, changing the subject. ‘What I’m saying is, we’re living in uncertain times. Grab your happiness where you can find it, I say, before Billy’s called up. You don’t want to end up like me.’


The bell rang for dinner at 11.59. The match machines shut down automatically with a deep shudder and Rose breathed a sigh of relief. Forty-five precious minutes off the line.


All the girls rose stiffly, stretching out aching limbs, eager at the thought of what grub awaited. You could get a decent hot dinner off ration and the girls wolfed it down. Yesterday’s dinner was all Rose’s dreams come true! Roast pork, potatoes, cabbage and gravy followed by gooseberry tart and custard, all for 6d. Some of the match girls still legged it down the Roman for pie and mash, but Rose preferred the canteen, where you could also browse and borrow books from a mobile library.


‘I’ll catch you later, girls,’ said Millie, ripping off her hairnet. ‘I said I’d meet Mum outside the gates. I forgot yesterday, plus I’ve got to do a bit of shopping for Curly’s tea.’


‘Tell me you ain’t still giving your mum a share of your wages,’ Annie said, gobsmacked. ‘You’re married now. You don’t even live at home any more!’


Millie shrugged. ‘What else am I gonna do? With Jimmy away, if I don’t contribute, it means my younger sisters go without.’


‘Yeah, well, don’t be late, will yer?’ remarked a passing foreman. ‘Sir Clarence has called a prayer meeting in the yard straight after dinner. Some special guests an’ all.’


*


Millie waited until the floor was nearly empty before walking to the factory windows. The great sprawling metropolis was laid out beneath her. Up here, the steam tractors that made their way from Bryant & May’s wharf to the back gates of the factory looked like children’s toy cars. The River Lea coiled its way through the industrial heart of London like a thin grey snake, the midday sun glittering off its grimy surface, until it joined the suck and swell of the Thames at Bow Creek. Dozens of smoking factories clustered at the edges of the river, with an endless flow of barges offloading raw goods and material.


The ugly reminders of war were everywhere. Silver barrage balloons bobbed like bloated fish. Down on Old Ford Road, Millie recognized with a lurch what was clearly a bomb disposal squad, driving as fast as it dared, flanked by outriders with flashing red lights, in the direction of Hackney Marshes. Such a tiny thing from this height, yet it contained something that could blow them all to kingdom come. Ugly trenches tore through what used to be the Bryant & May tennis courts and netball pitches on the other side of the railway tracks, right next to the site of the Gilbert Bartholomew Memorial Girls’ Club.


Annie had teased her about her midnight smooch there with Frankie, but Millie hadn’t let on how much she had liked him. Her mind ventured back to New Year’s Eve, when, on the stroke of midnight, Frankie had grabbed her hand as silver balloons cascaded down from under a giant Union Jack and pulled her outside, where he had proposed. Why had she said no?


Millie fought off bitter tears. She knew why. Because, vain fool that she was, she had selfishly believed she could do better than a boy from the sawmill, that someone, or rather something, more glamorous was on the horizon.


Millie closed her eyes and leant her forehead against the windowpane. How stupid she felt now. Had she said yes to Frankie’s proposal, she could never have been forced into marrying Curly. Now, Frankie was missing in action and the Girls’ Club was rubble, flattened by a high explosive on the first night of the Blitz. She turned and clocked out. As she neared the back gates, she recognized the bulbous figure of her mother leaning against the wall in a frayed housecoat, slapping the toe of her bedroom slippers against the cobbles.


‘Took yer time, didn’cha?’ Gladys Trotter sniffed, scratching idly at a stain by her left breast.


‘Here you go, Mum,’ Millie said, fighting back waves of irritation as she slipped a brown envelope into her mother’s apron pocket. ‘Make sure you get the girls down to the baths today, will you? And pay off what you owe at Harry’s.’ Gladys had so many goods on tick, it wouldn’t be long before the grocer stopped extending her credit.


‘Oh, and make sure you get Dad’s good suit out the pawnbroker’s for tomorrow. Curly wants you over to ours for your dinner,’ she added, ‘and he don’t want the neighbours talking.’


Gladys snorted, her eyes gleaming slyly from the fleshy folds of her face.


‘I couldn’t give a tinker’s fart what your neighbours say. Besides,’ she hesitated, tapped the side of her florid nose, ‘you wanna spend less time poking your nose into my business and start looking after your own affairs.’


‘Meaning?’ Millie snapped, stepping aside to let a group of match girls pass.


‘Meaning, my girl, if you don’t keep that husband of yours happy, there’s plenty what will.’


Millie shook her head, exasperated. She didn’t have the energy for her mum’s nonsense today.


‘I’ll see you down the shelter later, Mum,’ she sighed. ‘And get them girls down the baths.’


She went to walk off but, as an afterthought, paused.


‘It’s my birthday today, Mum, can you believe that, eh? Twenty-one years since you gave birth to me.’


Gladys rolled her eyes and took a deep pull on her fag. ‘Yeah, and blow me if my undercarriage ain’t never been the same since.’


‘Bye, Mum,’ Millie sighed.


Clutching her ration book, she hurried in the direction of the Roman Road, the main shopping thoroughfare in Bow. As it was Saturday, it was also market day and the street was busy with housewives queuing for what little goods there were to buy.


Before the war, you could get anything you liked from this narrow, vibrant street, from a nice blouse to tripe and onions, the stalls so densely packed you could walk on shoppers’ heads from one end to the other.


The amount of goods and services that used to be on display was bewildering.


Eight butchers, confectioners, corn chandlers, oil shops, bakers, tobacconists, gramophone makers, drapers, milliners, a smashing eel and pie shop, costumiers, pubs, pawnbrokers . . . Even a young cripple boy pushing a barrow around the streets selling packets of Mazawattee tea. All had done a roaring trade with the locals and factory girls.
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