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We are the laundry girls,


The laundry girls are we.


Washing powder on our faces,


That’s how it should be.


Some say we’re common,


Common we may be,


If it wasn’t for us laundry girls


Where would the rich men be?


Song, Anon., early twentieth century
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Her Father’s Daughter


Keeping My Sisters’ Secrets




Prologue


Acton, May 1934


Her tears had dried, but Annie’s throat was still hoarse from crying as the tram clattered down the High Street, taking her away from her family and the run-down streets she called home.


They’d never had much, struggling to get by, just like everyone else round their way, but they’d stuck together through everything life could throw at them. That had always been enough, until now.


Annie clasped the worn leather handles of her carpet bag. Everything she owned had been hurriedly stuffed in there and she’d gone without even writing a note. Even after the countless quarrels that families have, she could never have imagined she’d leave home like this, lifting the latch and sneaking away up the front path. But that was before her whole world had turned upside down.


Secrets, half-truths – her head was spinning just trying to make sense of it all. Only one thing was certain: finding out had changed everything.


As the tram arrived at the bustling terminus in Shepherd’s Bush, she wiped her eyes and stood up, smoothing the creases from her skirt and straightening her green felt cloche hat.


Annie stepped down, joining the crowd of people who had places to go, catching a bus up to the West End of London.


Her heart was pounding but she lifted her chin and forced a smile as the bus conductor took her penny fare.


Whatever the future held, there was no going back.
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Soapsud Island, November 1918


Monday was washday.


Annie watched the women struggling up Acton Lane, towards the communal laundry at the baths, with bundles of clothing tied up in sheets and slung over their shoulders.


For sixpence you could get a nice hot bath, if you could afford it, but the women’s task was to get their clothes clean, bashing their laundry against the washboards at the sinks. Some were bow-legged under the weight of the week’s dirty washing, which would be boiled, scrubbed, washed, rinsed, put through the wringer, starched and pegged out to dry before the day was done; not just hung up any old how on the washing line, either. There was an order to things; it had to be neatly done, on lines in the back yard, or the neighbours would talk.


A lucky few housewives had a handcart to wheel the laundry up the narrow winding lane, bordered on either side by rows of glum, sooty little terraced houses. The less fortunate bore their burden, followed by a gaggle of runny-nosed children who should really have been in school, shouldn’t they?


Outside the grocer’s shop up on the High Street, a couple of women tutted as they raised their handbags at the passing spectacle, as if to shield themselves from the disorder of the lower classes. They’d come from the big houses, over the other side of the town, in West Acton, but the war meant people weren’t so choosy about where they were seen these days. Word got around about any shop that did a half-decent loaf and didn’t try to short-change you or give you a little under what you’d paid for.


The smell of freshly baked bread wafted out of the bakery down the road, making Annie’s stomach rumble; she hadn’t had time to have anything more than a quick cuppa for breakfast once she’d filled the copper in the scullery – that had taken six buckets of water. Then she’d put the whites in to soak while she popped up the road to the shop.


She caught sight of the ladies’ gloved hands and felt her rough, cracked knuckles. It made her want to cry, having her hands in such a terrible state, but her mother had told her time and time again there was no shame in bearing the marks of a hard day’s work. It was just that she dreaded the arrival of winter when the keens would crack and bleed and she’d spend every night with her swollen fingers coated in lanolin to try to soothe them, or dunking them in warm, salty water to stop them getting infected.


The two ladies stopped twittering away to each other like a pair of linnets and looked her up and down. The toes of their polished boots were just peeking out of their long skirts and the pure white lace collars of their blouses sat perfectly against their slender throats. One had a watch on a long gold chain around her neck and the other had a beautiful amethyst brooch pinned to the lapel of her fur-tipped coat. Annie met their gaze, just as her mother had taught her.


She fumbled to do up the buttons on her cardigan, to make herself look as smart as she could. Her long chestnut hair hung in loose bunches secured by ribbons and her blunt fringe was the work of her mum’s scissors. They’d probably notice that her black woollen pinafore had seen better days and the collar of her blouse was fraying, but at least it was bleached and starched nicely. She had come here to do some shopping, just like them, and her money was as good as anybody else’s.


Annie made a great show of undoing the clasp on her purse; there was no handbag, she couldn’t afford one of those. But she had worked hard for her purse, which was getting a little worn now.


The women watched her intently as she chose two apples, and the greengrocer slipped them into a little brown paper bag for her: ‘Nice morning, Annie. But you’re running a bit late today, aren’t you?’


She shuffled her feet a bit, trying to hide her impatience as he weighed out a small brown loaf and popped a couple of tiny little rolls on the scales too. The makeweights were the best bit, because she liked to munch on one of those on the way back home, even though they were half stale, like the bread; that was how the shops had to sell it, with the war on. It was supposed to stop people eating too much. Her stepdad, Bill, hated the bread these days anyway, because it was made of brown flour, which played havoc with his insides. That meant there was more left for everyone else, which was a blessing.


She needed to get up to the butcher’s to get some liver for his tea or she’d never hear the end of it, but it was already gone eight o’clock. She’d try to nip back up the road in her lunch break and pray to God that Bill didn’t give her a thick ear for good measure. There was just so much more to do these days, with Mum expecting again.


It made Annie’s stomach lurch to see Mum heaving that great bump around in front of her as she made her way down the steep staircase to head out to work. There was no banister for her to cling on to: the bedroom doors on either side opened straight on to the stairs, which led down to a thin, dark passageway into the scullery. This baby was going to be bigger than the last one, you mark my words, that’s what Nanny Chick said. There would be six of them in the house once the baby came. At least they didn’t have to share with another family, like so many of her friends did, because that only led to fights over who was going to use the copper on washdays and who was spending too long in the lavvy in the yard.


Clutching her shopping tightly in its brown paper bag, Annie ran, as fast as she could, back down Acton Lane, under the railway arch and down her street, Fletcher Road, to deliver the shopping back home to Nanny Chick. Then she was off again, scampering along Beaumont Road, past the carts which were already delivering their loads from the big houses up in Holland Park, with laundry hands heaving wicker hampers off the back, while the blinkered horses stood idle. There were shouts of ‘Morning!’ as she darted past, while a couple of housewives stood on their steps, arms folded, watching her. It would give them something to gossip about later.


It seemed the whole terrace had been enveloped in some strange fog which had seeped through the letterboxes and steamed up the windows. Annie knew the temperature inside those houses would be rising, forcing sweat from the brows of the washerwomen, but the rule was to keep the windows tightly closed to make drying easier, especially in the colder weather. The laundries all had such wonderful names gaily painted on the arched wooden gates to their yards: Sweet Lavender, Honeysuckle Villa, the Cambrian Hand Laundry and even the Blanchisserie Royale (which no one could even pronounce without getting their knickers in a twist, so they just called it ‘Blanche’s’); they all sounded so charming that the posh folk probably thought their drawers were being dunked in a babbling brook and dried in a field full of wild flowers. That thought always made Annie hoot with laughter.


The old washerwomen still nattered about the days when it was Acton-in-the-Fields, not so long ago, but that was a world away from what Annie and the other laundrymaids knew. This was London’s Washtub, where row upon row of sooty terraces were stuffed to the gunnels with women and girls scrubbing with all their might to lift the dirt from the collars and cuffs of the well-to-do for shillings; where grimy back yards were criss-crossed with washing lines and the Laundry Missus prayed nightly that no stray smuts would land on the clean sheets before they were pressed and packed.


This grubby little network of streets, where every family worked alongside each other from dawn to dusk in the searing heat and the damp of the hand laundry, was Annie’s world.


She turned into Antrobus Road. The green wooden gates of the Hope Cottage Laundry were flung open, and the yard was already a hive of activity, with hampers being carted into the sorting room at the back.


Every day was washday for Annie in Soapsud Island.


‘You’re late!’


Mrs Blythe, the Laundry Missus, was an absolute harridan, especially with the younger laundrymaids.


Annie had barely set foot over the threshold of the little terraced house before the old dragon was peering at her through her thick glasses, tapping her wristwatch and scolding her poor time-keeping. She knew that Annie had extra chores, what with her mother being in the family way again, but she wasn’t prepared to make any allowances.


No. Mrs Blythe felt it was her duty, plain and simple, to boss the likes of Annie about from morning till night, and she’d probably dock her a few pennies’ pay at the end of the week too. Some of the girls from the laundry around the corner in Fairlawn Road said their Missus wasn’t always a proper cow, so it didn’t have to be that way. Annie had said as much at tea break once and Bill had raised his hand to her for that, so she kept those thoughts to herself these days.


The Missus thought Bill walked on water, which was a true miracle, given that he spent most of his days sneaking a tot from the laundrymen’s beer from the barrel under the stairs, when he should have been lugging laundry hampers around the place or heaving the wet sheets out of the washtubs with the other laundry hands. Before the war, she’d employed four fellas to help with the heavy lifting and would bark orders at them all day but now she’d only got Bill – who’d got signed out of the Army with lumbago – and Chas, who was too old to fire a gun, the recruiting office had said so when he volunteered.


The Missus knew decent men were hard to come by, so she was prepared to turn a blind eye to Bill’s malingering. And Bill knew how to butter her up, bringing her a nice pig’s trotter from the butcher’s now and again. ‘Ooh, William, you are so kind to an old widder like me, you spoil me!’ she’d cry and clap her hands together, tucking the brown paper parcel under her rocking chair, next to her tea caddy. Then she’d turn to the youngest laundrymaids, who were supposed to be busy learning how to mark the customers’ clothes with tiny, perfect letters and numbers in red cotton on a white hankie. ‘What are you gawping at? Get on with it!’ she’d yell, and half a dozen heads would stop peering around the door from the packing room and go back to their work until the Missus was satisfied they’d done it neatly enough, otherwise they’d have to unpick every letter and number and do it all over again. Annie remembered those days and how she’d seemed to be endlessly pricking her thumb with the needle. Some of the girls were only just turning twelve and should really have been at school but their dads were away fighting and so Mrs Blythe said they could come along to the laundry with their mums to earn a few shillings extra. It had been the same for her, when her family needed her to start earning, so Annie had to admit, begrudgingly, perhaps Mrs Blythe wasn’t all bad.


No one was sure exactly how long the Missus had been in the laundry business, but she’d come out of Notting Hill with her husband and their four daughters when there were still cows and lambs at the end of the road rather than rows of grimy houses and a pub. Her grey hair reminded Annie of a wire-wool pot-scrubber. All her children were grown up and married now and had moved out to run their own laundries in Kensal Town. Mr Blythe had upped and died before the war and left her to it in Acton, but apart from taking the morning off to bury him, she still ran that laundry like clockwork. Every minute her girls worked was noted down in a ledger on her knee and every piece they ironed was checked by her beady eyes and sent back if it didn’t come up to scratch. Some of the washerwomen swore she had another set of eyes in the back of her head because not so much as a handkerchief left Hope Cottage in the wrong hamper.


Only Annie’s gran, her mum’s mum, Nanny Chick, called her by her first name, Eliza, because she had worked in Notting Hill too, back in the nineties, but you could see by the way Mrs Blythe’s lantern jaw set tight that she didn’t like that one bit, especially in front of the younger girls.


‘The others are already hard at it. You’d best go and join ’em,’ she barked at Annie’s back, as she made her way down the dank corridor with its peeling flowered wallpaper and into the dingy wash house, which had a solitary window overlooking the yard.


The wash house was once just a scullery, but it had been extended so that it now took up most of the patch of earth out at the back which the laundry rather proudly claimed as its ‘drying grounds’. On warm days, Bill sometimes clambered up the ladder to put a clothes horse on the flat roof because the tiny yard was filled with sheets flapping about like a ship in full sail. Annie had prayed, on more than one occasion, that he might miss his footing on the way back down that rickety old ladder, but to no avail.


Three sinks with cold taps ran the length of the wall under the window, and on tables next to them half a dozen women were busy with scrubbing boards set across zinc baths. On the other side of the room were two huge galvanized iron pans with little stoves under them. These were the ‘coppers’ that were used to heat the water for the washing. The steam was rising steadily, meaning the coals were well alight. The coppers were four times as big as the one Annie had at home and took the laundrymen a good ten minutes to fill to the brim, making them hawk up spit from the effort of lugging the buckets. Next to the coppers were wooden tubs which came almost up to Annie’s waist, for soaking the colours in.


The tiled floor was already awash with water – it slopped out of buckets and sploshed over the sides of sinks. Cold, wet feet were probably one of the worst bits of the job, especially in the winter. By the end of the day, Annie’s feet would be wet through again and she’d have to stuff newspaper down the toes of her boots and sit them by the fire to try to dry, which made the leather all hard and crusty when she put them back on in the morning. And while the laundresses’ feet were freezing, their faces would be sweating from the rising steam which hit the cold whitewashed walls, ran down in rivulets and formed puddles everywhere. It couldn’t have been much worse to be aboard a ship in the middle of a stormy sea, with waves crashing up the sides of the boat and water sluicing about all over the deck.


The laundrymen were supposed to mop it up, but it was like fighting a losing battle, Bill said, and so he usually gave up before he’d even started and the water lapped over the top of Annie’s toecaps by lunchtime and they all had to be careful not to slip.


‘Well, look what the cat’s dragged in. Nice of you to turn up,’ said Bill, sticking his head around the door of the sorting room, where Annie’s friend Vera and a new girl were busy yanking dirty linen from the hampers: whites for boiling in the copper and colours for soaking in the wooden tubs. Bill wasn’t a tall bloke but he was stocky, with huge muscles on his forearms from all the heavy lifting. His pudgy face reminded Annie of dough and there was more than a bit of a paunch over the top of his trousers because Bill liked his food, as she knew only too well. His hair was cut short, right up over his ears, just as it had been when he was a reservist in the Army, but the top bit was longer, greasy and black with flecks of grey around the ears, and he was forever brushing it out of his face. Annie had never asked how old he was – she wouldn’t have dared – but she’d guess he was a bit older than her mum, so he must be the wrong side of forty. He gave a gap-toothed grin as he spoke, as if he was just ribbing her, but his eyes weren’t smiling.


‘Oh, leave off, Bill,’ said Bessie, giving Annie a little hug. She was one of the bob-a-day washerwomen who wouldn’t take any nonsense from the likes of Bill or any of the laundrymen. She was as broad around the beam as some of the carthorses and her threat of ‘I’ll squash you like ants’ wasn’t taken lightly. Bessie was like a mother hen to the laundrymaids. She’d lost her only son somewhere called the Western Front in the war; when he died she’d put on black and only ever wore that colour now. His name was mentioned in whispers around the laundry once when she didn’t show up for work and Mum went around to her house to check on her. After that, Bessie never missed a day, but Annie saw there were tears in her eyes sometimes, when she’d sing to herself while she was scrubbing.


‘She was just helping her mum as usual, weren’t you, chicken?’ said Bessie. ‘Now, come on, there’s work to be done.’ She gave Annie’s pale cheeks a little pinch. ‘You need some meat on you, girl! Been going without again to feed up that brother of yours, ain’t you?’


Annie shook her head, but they both knew she was lying. Meat was rationed and Annie felt her little brother George, who was coming up to four, needed it more than she did. Mum wouldn’t have her going without, so Annie had got really good at slipping food into the pocket of her cardigan when no one was looking. Annie picked up a pristine white apron from the basket in the corner and put it on over her clothes. She could wrap her apron strings around her and tie them in a bow at the front these days because her waist was so tiny.


The new girl in the sorting room smiled at her. She had raven hair pulled into two neat plaits, much neater than Annie’s hair, which she had barely had time to tie a ribbon in this morning.


‘I’m Esther,’ she said, smiling to reveal a gap in between her front teeth, which Nanny Chick always said meant that a person was going to travel.


Vera seemed to be in a bit of a mood this morning, scowling to herself as she marched about, stiff as a board, her dirty blonde ponytail swishing about. Her pinafore was almost bursting at the seams because it was too small and her mum couldn’t afford a new one. With her long legs encased in black woollen stockings and her thin arms jutting out in front of her, she reminded Annie of a wooden doll. She thrust a box of soapflakes into Annie’s hands and then turned to the newcomer, wrinkling her little button nose: ‘We ain’t got time for idling, Esther, so you’d better go and get the soda.’


The water in Acton was supposed to be the softest in London, but that was just a silly story peddled by the laundry owners because the scum still formed in the water, as sure as night followed day, so handfuls of soda were needed in each copper to get things clean.


While Esther was busy getting the box of soda down from the shelf in the sorting room and Annie was sprinkling soapflakes into the boiling water, Vera hissed at Annie: ‘She’s a bleedin’ Kraut!’


‘Don’t be daft!’ said Annie, spinning round. ‘She didn’t sound German to me.’


‘But her grandad is, which makes her a half Kraut or a quarter or something,’ said Vera, conspiratorially, her eyes narrowing to slits. ‘Girls up at the Cambrian told me. She could be a spy!’


Esther came back with the soda and a wicker basket full of whites.


‘Did you check ’em for stains?’ said Vera abruptly, ‘’Cos the Missus’ll do her nut if you start boiling things with stains on. We’ve got to treat them first, see?’


‘I know, that’s what they taught me down at the other laundry,’ said Esther, rather hurt. ‘I’ve made a pile of things over there to spot-treat with borax.’


Vera looked a bit deflated but she wouldn’t let it lie: ‘Well, I think you’ll find we do things a bit differently round here at Hope Cottage, don’t we, Annie? It’s a better class of laundry than the Cambrian. Only the best work here!’


Annie gave Esther an apologetic little shrug.


‘Come on, girls!’ boomed Bessie from the sink. ‘There’s three washboards here standing idle.’


Bill was bailing hot water out of one of the coppers and into wooden tubs to soak the dirtiest colours. The smell of those filthy clothes mingling with the steam almost made Annie retch. She darted over to the wash house door to take a breath of fresh air before rolling her sleeves up. Then she grabbed a bar of Sunlight and her scrubbing board and plunged her hands into the hot water, wincing as the soap found its way into her cracked skin. ‘One, two, three, sweet Jesus, four . . .’ she counted under her breath, willing the smarting to stop. By the time she reached ten, it was usually better. She grabbed a dirty plaid cotton dress from the basket at her feet and started to rub it hard against the washboard, forcing the dirt out. Her arms were strong from all the scrubbing but not as big as the likes of Bessie, who had forearms like giant hams from years of elbow grease at the sinks.


‘Put yer backs into it!’ said Bessie. ‘And, Annie, not too much soap per piece, remember? There’s a war on.’


The suds started to work into a lather and Annie found herself wandering into a daydream about the life of the girl who wore the dress, up at one of the big houses in Holland Park, to take her mind off the ache in her neck and shoulders. She turned the dress inside out and started to scrub again, with renewed vigour, noting the name stitched in neat red cotton in the collar: ‘Verity Felstone’. What was Verity doing now? Annie held up the garment. Verity Felstone was probably about the same size as she was.


Perhaps she was nearly fourteen too.
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November 1918


Ten shillings a week: that was all Annie and the other laundrymaids earned for working from eight till eight and a half-day Saturdays. Even the poorest blokes prided themselves on bringing home about a pound a week, and they didn’t work much harder than the girls in Soapsud Island.


Mondays and Fridays were Annie’s favourite days, though, because she got to see the horses. Annie felt the apple in the pocket of her cardigan. She was waiting for the right moment to sneak out into the yard.


Through the window she spied Ed, the carman, leaning on the gates having a smoke, in his shirtsleeves and waistcoat. He was only a couple of years older than Annie, but with so many blokes away fighting, he had shouldered the responsibility of a grown man’s job. He stood around, his hands jammed in his trouser pockets, like the other carmen in the street, and he had that habit of talking out of the side of his mouth while he dangled a ciggie between his lips. But he hadn’t the lines and creases of the old-timers and his skin was still smooth, apart from a few downy wisps on his upper lip. Annie couldn’t help noticing that, or the way his grey eyes lit up when she came out for a chat.


Bill was nowhere to be seen, which meant he was either having a sly drink in the cupboard under the stairs or lurking in his other favourite hiding place, the lavvy in the yard. The National Loaf, on rations, was just another excuse for a longer sit down, as far as he was concerned. With Bessie off making a mid-morning cuppa for everyone on the stove in the packing room at the front of the house – and the Missus making sure she didn’t use too much tea – Annie seized her moment to sneak out. She stepped outside into the yard and felt the cold air hit her lungs.


Ed knew her routine. It was their little secret, the mid-morning snack for Moses, the horse. He pursed his lips for a moment as he inhaled one last time from his roll-up before chucking it to one side. ‘C’mon then, Annie,’ he said in a mock whisper, pulling his cap down over his head, so that he looked quite silly. ‘The coast’s clear.’


‘I got him a good one today,’ said Annie, crossing the yard quickly before she was spotted.


Out in the street, Moses was waiting patiently. Ed never bothered to tie him up, he was such a good horse; he probably knew the route better than his driver and was content to stand still until it was time for him to leave. The cartwheels stood almost as high as the horse’s back and the covered carriage bore the name ‘Hope Cottage’ on both sides. Underneath was painted: ‘A country laundry – all items finished by hand’, which was supposed to lure more customers, as the cart made its way around London. Annie thought this was a bit ridiculous because you only had to set foot in Soapsud Island, with its laundries jammed cheek by jowl with back-to-backs, to know that it wasn’t the countryside.


Moses had a coat which was glossy black, like the lettering on the cart, and Annie held the apple out to him, just as Ed had shown her. Moses took a bite and chewed it and as he did so, Annie felt the softness of his muzzle. She spoke to him, quietly: ‘There you go, boy,’ and patted his strong neck. She was sure he liked that.


The other girls wouldn’t go near the horses for love nor money, Vera least of all because she had got run over by one of the carts when she was little and had a scar which ran from her knee right up the outside of her leg. She showed it to Annie sometimes, to warn her from going too near Moses. The scar was still raised and red, even though it had happened years ago. But there was something calm about the horses, which Annie liked. What was more, you could whisper your secret thoughts in their ears and they would never tell anyone.


Bessie appeared at the sorting room door with a steaming tin mug of tea and motioned for Annie to get back into the yard. She knew full well what Annie got up to feeding those horses when no one was watching, and there was no harm in it, but she wouldn’t have her idling too long.


Vera and Esther sat on the back step and drank theirs, gratefully sipping the scalding liquid.


‘So, is your dad away fighting, then?’ said Vera, watching Esther closely.


‘No, he died when I was little, so it’s just me and Mum now,’ said Esther quietly, ‘and Grandad.’


‘My dad’s away at the Front,’ said Vera, before Annie could say sorry to Esther, or tell her that she knew how it felt to have lost her father. ‘My dad says the only good German is a dead German.’ And she spat on the ground, right in front of Esther’s feet, a glob of spittle, glistening on the cobbles.


The colour rose in Esther’s cheeks and she looked away.


Vera got up. ‘I’ve gone off me tea,’ she said. ‘Smells bad out here. Smells rotten, in fact, like a stinking Hun.’


Annie could see the tears welling in Esther’s eyes. She reached out and touched her arm.


‘It’s all right,’ said Esther, moving her arm away from Annie’s touch. ‘You don’t have to be friends with me. It was the same at the Cambrian. They made me leave in the end. Everyone knows about my family. Everyone hates me.’


‘I don’t hate you,’ said Annie. ‘I don’t even know you, Esther, but you seem like a nice sort.’


‘My grandfather is from a place called Belarus, near Russia, but he’s naturalized British,’ Esther said, gazing into the distance. ‘Not that it makes any difference round here. He’s had so many bricks through the window of his cobbler’s shop up in Churchfield Road, he’s had to close it.’ She blinked, looked away and then wiped her tears with the corner of her apron.


Annie pulled her to her feet. Esther was just a girl, like her, who needed to work to earn money to help the family. If she was seen crying on her first day at the laundry, it could well be her last. The Missus didn’t like a fuss.


‘Come on, we’d better get back to it,’ said Annie. ‘Just ignore Vera, she’ll come round, you’ll see.’


Bill was poking and prodding at the next lot of sheets in the copper in the wash house while Vera started rinsing the coloured cottons, pointedly ignoring both Annie and Esther.


Annie got the muslin bag of Dolly Blue to put in the final rinse of the sheets, to bring them up nice and white. There was something pleasing about seeing how white the linen turned once it had gone through the bluing rinse. That little blue bag was like magic if you ever got stung by a wasp. It took the pain right away, Bessie had showed her that. She was just dunking the Dolly Blue in one of the tubs when there was the most almighty commotion at the front of the house. She could hear the Missus shouting, ‘No, you can’t come in!’ and Bill moved faster than she’d ever seen him shift in her life.


Annie and Esther followed, with Bessie in hot pursuit – she was never one to miss the chance to pick up good gossip.


Annie’s mother, Emma, was making her way down the stairs from the ironing room. She was the top ironer in the whole laundry, which made Annie proud, a silk-presser and baby-pleater, who did all the fancy work on the finest of the clothes. More than that, she was the unofficial deputy for the Missus, the go-between for the rough washerwomen, who would listen to reason when it came from her lips.


She moved slowly but determinedly, her starched apron swishing on top of her full skirt and her blouse still done all the way up to the neck, despite the heat and the huge bump she was carrying.


‘I know you’re in there, girls!’ came a voice through the letterbox. ‘You should be in school! Come out now and you won’t get into trouble.’


‘There’s no kids in here, love,’ said the Missus, leaning against the door. ‘This is a respectable laundry business!’


Six little bodies cowered under the table in the packing room. Bill went in and grabbed a sheet, throwing it over the table, so they were obscured.


‘Open the door if you’ve nothing to hide!’


Emma stepped forwards and opened the latch.


‘Whatever is the matter?’ she said, calmly. ‘Can’t you see we are working?’


A tall woman, as slim as an ironing board, stood glowering at her. ‘I’m Miss Frobel, the headteacher of Rothschild Road School,’ she said. ‘And I believe some of my pupils are moonlighting here instead of attending lessons. It simply will not do.’


‘Well, I’d invite you in, Miss Frobel, but a laundry is a dangerous place with lots of hot irons – you might get your fingers burned – so of course there are no children here,’ said Emma. She was smiling but the note of determination in her voice was unmistakable.


The teacher craned her neck to get a view down the hallway.


‘It is a private business,’ said Emma, firmly. ‘So, if you don’t mind, you should be on your way before someone calls the police, because you are causing quite a disturbance, if you don’t mind my saying so. People will think we’re being robbed!’ Heads were poking out of doors and windows the length of Antrobus Road to see what the fuss was all about.


Miss Frobel stiffened and clasped the top her little walking cane, which was shaped like a bird: ‘You haven’t heard the last of this!’ And she stormed off down the front path.


Mrs Blythe collapsed in her rocking chair and started fanning herself: ‘Oh, that’s all we need! Thank goodness you saw her off, Em.’


‘You might need to tell the girls to go to school for the next few days at least,’ said Emma. ‘Just in case she comes back.’


‘But I need them here!’ cried Mrs Blythe. ‘It’s bad enough losing half my best pressers to the munitions factory – and they needn’t think they’re coming back here with their yeller fingers touching all my white linens after the way they left me in the lurch!’ Yellow hands were the telltale signs of the munitions factory girls, whose fingers were stained from the explosive powder they packed into the shells.


‘And Mavis even left to drive a blooming tram up in Ealing. I’ve never heard anything like it in all my life!’ Mrs Blythe was never going to let that one drop, either, even though Mavis, one of her rough ironers, had been gone a full six months. Annie had stepped in to cover some ironing duties and was already on collars and cuffs, not that Mrs Blythe seemed to have noticed.


‘Whatever will I do when you are off having the baby?’ said Mrs Blythe, wringing her hands, warming to her theme. ‘Oh, I shan’t cope, I shan’t!’ Her jowls jiggled as she shook her head.


Bill got a glass out from the cupboard under the stairs and opened the tap of the beer barrel and poured her a drink to shut her up. That usually worked.


‘There, there,’ said Emma, patting Mrs Blythe on the shoulder, as if she were soothing a child. ‘I won’t be gone long, you’ll see. I was barely off two weeks with George, was I now?’


Annie felt that funny, queasy feeling in her stomach again, watching her mother’s belly and thinking about how little rest her mum must have had the last time the baby came. Nanny said she was still as white as a sheet and wincing when she fastened her back into her corsets so she could come back to work at the laundry.


Bill puffed his chest out and adjusted his neckerchief as he gave Emma a little peck on the cheek: ‘She’s a diamond, my Emma is, Mrs Blythe, a proper diamond.’


My mum is a diamond, thought Annie, because she is worth so much more than you.


Annie turned to go back to work in the wash house but she couldn’t help murmuring under her breath, ‘She wasn’t always yours.’
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Annie lay awake that night, trying to remember her father’s face.


Her little brother, George, nestled like a sparrow next to her, his legs all tiny and spindly sticking out of his nightshirt and his chest puffed out. She did her best to keep him warm because she didn’t want him crying for their mother. That would only make Bill angry and he would come lumbering in and yell, ‘Be quiet, for God’s sake stop whining or I’ll give you something to whine about!’ That would upset Mum too and she would stand there saying, ‘No, Bill – don’t, please, he’ll be quiet now, won’t you, George?’ with such a pleading look in her eyes.


Annie would shush him as best as she could, but poor George’s bones ached and there were dark circles under his eyes. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. It was just the way things were, but Annie couldn’t help noticing he was a lot smaller than the other kids in the street who were the same age as him.


She listened to the windows rattle as another train passed by and George’s wheezing started up again. As she closed her eyes tightly, she tried to imagine her father’s face once more, but there was nothing – only the dim glow of the gas lamp from the hallway throwing shadows up the wall.


In the crook of her arm, she held a little china doll dressed in a faded gingham pinafore. Raggedy Annie was her most precious thing in the world, apart from her brother, of course. She was her constant companion and took pride of place on her pillowslip because he had given it to her when she was first born. That’s what Nanny Chick had told her.


She didn’t remember that, of course, or the long journey on the train, to go and stay with Nanny’s sister, Annie’s Great-Aunt May, in Suffolk when she was still a baby. She tried and tried to remember Mum bringing her to the farm and waving goodbye, so that she could go to work every day in the laundries back in London. She tried even harder to remember Dad holding her close and kissing her goodbye at the station; he must have done that as he pressed Raggedy Annie into her arms. Her doll’s pinafore would have been brand new then. And with her black hair tumbling down her back, and her little painted shoes on her feet, Raggedy Annie must have been the smartest doll in the whole of London town.


Instead, Annie’s earliest memories were of gathering firewood with her cousins in the winter and of long summers when she ran through the wheat fields and helped with the harvest; of being carried on the farm boys’ shoulders as they made their way back to the big house in the fading light, her skin tingling from the heat of a full day in the Suffolk sunshine.


Twice a year, her mother and Nanny Chick would come to visit her, telling her she was lucky to be in the fresh air of ‘Silly Suffolk’ with Great-Aunt May, and away from the heat and damp of the laundry. ‘Oh, you don’t want to be back in the pea-soupers, my girl,’ Nanny Chick would say, bouncing her on her knee. ‘Great-Aunt May needs you to help her run the house here and keep your little cousins in check, doesn’t she?’


Great-Aunt May would nod in agreement and say Annie was the best helper, as children ran pell-mell around the farmhouse kitchen. She was a widow, with three strapping grown-up sons who worked on the farm and were so kind and gentle with Annie, treating her like one of their own, swinging her high in the air to make her laugh and never scolding her when she was caught sticking her fingers in the cream or scrumping apples with her cousins.


But she was still just a little girl then. Raggedy Annie was with her as she clung to her mother’s skirts when it was time for Mum to leave to go back to London, even though Great-Aunt May spoiled her rotten and gave her a kitten to play with.


When Annie started at the village school, some of the other girls teased her because her mother and father didn’t live with her. Raggedy Annie sat beside her in the rocking chair by the grate in the kitchen as Great-Aunt May explained she was more loved than most children because her mother worked very hard and her father was working hard too, just so she could have some fresh air. Then, out of the blue, in the summer of 1915, her mum sent word that she needed Annie’s help back at home. Annie was ten and old enough to come back to London on the train on her own.


Raggedy Annie was packed up in a little suitcase with Annie’s clothes: her pinafores, her flannelette nightie, her itchy woollen stockings and her comb. Nanny Chick met her at Liverpool Street Station, with a special slice of a meat pie wrapped in brown paper, and they took the tram all the way to Acton, munching as they went. Annie marvelled at the big houses and the fancy carriages and even motor cars; there were shops with meat hanging up outside and glass jars in the windows of the pharmacies and children playing in the dusty streets. There were ladies dressed so smartly with flowers on their hats and gentlemen walking along beside them, smoking or carrying walking canes. The best bit was as they passed Hyde Park: a parade of soldiers, marching along in green uniforms, with their guns slung over their shoulders and a tall fella with an enormous moustache shouting orders to them as they stepped in time.


When they got off at Acton High Street, which was bustling with people, Annie couldn’t help noticing they were dressed differently to those up in town. Their clothes were clumsier-looking, older, dirtier and, rather than fashionable dresses, the women wore plain coats, buttoned and belted, and dark felt hats, without the flowers on the top which Annie had found so pretty to look at on the journey. The coalman’s lorry was wending its way down the road and the motor-buses had to chug past the milkman’s dray as he sold milk by the pint from churns on the back. A totter had parked up to call out for rag and bone, and he had a tarpaulin over the top of his cart. The sharp, sickly-sweet smell of that caught Annie in the nostrils and made her cough.


‘That’s for the tallow factory down Packington Road,’ said Nanny Chick, hurrying past. ‘Hold your breath.’


They walked down the lane and under a grimy railway arch and then it was a sharp right turn into Fletcher Road, where Mum was waiting for her on the doorstep. It was just as Nanny had described it, with a big bay window at the front and a little window above it and a short front path that took no more than two steps to skip up. ‘This is home,’ said Nanny Chick, giving her hand a little squeeze.


Mum had a big surprise to show her in the scullery at the back of the house, the best thing ever, better than a kitten – her own little brother George. She fell in love with him then, his long fingers curling around the shawl Mum had knitted for him and his eyes tightly shut. She knew then she’d protect him forever, because she was his big sister.


Annie asked when Daddy would be coming home. Her mother turned away and poked at the fire. Nanny Chick told her softly: ‘He has gone away to war and is fighting at the Front with all the other brave men. We don’t talk about him no more. It makes your mother sad, see?’


Annie ran upstairs and flung herself on the bed and sobbed, clutching Raggedy Annie, whose painted face just stared back at her, her pouty red lips frozen in a smile. She hated everything then, even her doll, so she threw her on the floorboards and the china on her nose got chipped, which made Annie cry even more.


She felt her mother’s hand on her shoulder and turned and buried her face in her lap. ‘I’m so sorry, Annie,’ Mum said. ‘But we will be all right: you, me and George and Nanny Chick. I promise you.’


‘I hate you!’ shouted Annie, and she saw the pain of her words register in her mother’s eyes. ‘Why didn’t you tell me he had gone to the war?’


Mum sighed and looked away. ‘Annie, I didn’t want to burden you with it, not while you were away from home,’ she said.


‘But I wanted to meet him. I wanted to see him and now I can’t!’ She pummelled the bedspread with her fists as huge sobs racked her little shoulders.


Mum’s skirts rustled as she stood up for a moment and went over to a little wooden box on top of the chest of drawers in the corner. She lifted the lid and took something out and brought it over to Annie.


‘I have some things that he wanted to give you right here, but you have got to stop crying, Annie, because you are a big girl now and you’re going to wake the baby if you carry on like this.’


‘I don’t want things from him, I have Raggedy Annie. I just want Daddy back and you made me stay on the farm until he’d gone away!’ she wailed.


The bedroom door creaked open. It was Nanny Chick.


‘What a lot of fuss and nonsense. You are a very lucky girl to have been out in all that fresh air, and it was the best place for you. It was where your father wanted you to be,’ she said. ‘So, you stop crying now like your mother says. I need you to think about baby George and so does your mum.’ Nanny sat down on the bed, beside Mum, and stroked Annie’s hair, her tone softening. ‘Crying won’t change anything, chicken. See what your mum has for you and then I will put the kettle on and make us all a nice cup of tea.’


Annie sat up and wiped her eyes. It was useless to protest because Nanny was always right, she knew that, and a cup of tea was the answer to all life’s problems as far as she was concerned.


Mum opened her hand to reveal a small silver ring and a little brass horse on a gilt chain. ‘See, Annie,’ she said, offering them. ‘These are for you, from Daddy. I didn’t bring them to Silly Suffolk in case they got lost and I knew Raggedy Annie would be taking care of you, right enough, but now you are a grown-up girl and helping me out in London, you can have them in your own little box, like treasure.’


Annie slipped the ring onto her finger and picked up the little horse charm and put the chain over her head. She tried to smile a bit, just for her mum’s sake, because this was a special gift from her father.


‘He would be so proud of you,’ said Mum, giving her a hug. She made a little choking sound, as if she was stifling a sob.


‘Well, that’s better,’ said Nanny Chick, putting her hand on Mum’s arm, as if to say, That’s enough, now. She turned to Annie: ‘You look like a proper lady, with your jewellery on. No more tears. Do you promise?’


‘No more tears,’ said Annie, not knowing what she was going to do with the empty, sick feeling inside her.


Annie kept her promise to Nanny Chick for a very long time, but there were more tears not long after the New Year, in January 1917. She remembered the month because of the bitter cold, which seemed almost to prod at her every time she scurried up the stairs at bedtime.


One evening, after a long day at work, Mum and Nanny called her away from the fireside and sat her down at the table and told her they had very sad news.


‘Your daddy isn’t coming home,’ Nanny explained gently, as Mum sat there in silence, her fingers pressing themselves together, almost as if she were about to pray.


Annie ran to her mother, blinded by tears, and hugged her tightly, wishing it was all a dream. In her mind she was staring down into the well at the farm; it was so pitch black down there, it used to scare Annie silly. Now she was tumbling head over heels into that well and falling, into the darkness. She was hot and cold at the same time and the blackness was right in the pit of her stomach.


‘Every day he is up in heaven, looking down on you, feeling proud of everything you do,’ said Mum, stroking Annie’s hair.


Over the weeks that followed, she used to hear Mum crying to herself softly at night, when she thought Annie was sleeping, and that would make her sob too, until her pillowcase was cold and damp. And sometimes Mum would be counting the pennies on the kitchen table and Nanny would have to put the kettle on because Mum was crying again, especially when the rent man came knocking and Annie’s boots didn’t fit any more.


Then, one day in the summer, Nanny Chick said Mum should let her hair down a bit and go with the other laundry workers to Southend for the day. Annie skipped all the way down to Bollo Lane with Mum that morning to see the big charabanc and shout, ‘Throw yer mouldies out!’ in the hope of catching the pennies that the laundresses would chuck out to the kids. There was something about the way that Bill, one of the laundry hands, helped Mum get on that charabanc that Annie didn’t care for. And he ruffled George’s hair too, which Annie didn’t like either. His mouth was curling at the corners as he gave Annie a little wave goodbye, but his eyes weren’t smiling.


Bill was a regular visitor to the house after that, and he started calling Annie ‘doll’ and ‘duck’, which she hated. She spat in his tea once when he wasn’t looking, and when she went to the church, All Saints, with Nanny Chick on Sundays she prayed to God to make Bill go away but that didn’t work, so she whispered all her fears to Raggedy Annie before she went to sleep at night instead. In her dreams, her father came home from the war and he marched into Hope Cottage. He towered over the Missus and Bill and he was six feet tall and so handsome, all the laundresses gasped. He swept Mum up in his arms and then turned to Annie, saying: ‘We can be a proper family again.’


But there was no homecoming when she woke up the next day, nor the day after that. There was just Bill, turning up at their house with a bunch of flowers and wearing a collar and a tie, not just his usual shirt and waistcoat. And he told Nanny Chick he wanted to ‘make an honest woman of Emma’. Mum was the most honest person Annie knew in the whole world in any case, so she couldn’t see the point of it, but they got married just before Christmas and then Mum’s stomach started to get big. Annie had her hands full then, helping Nanny Chick around the house and with George, as well as in the laundry. Most girls started there at twelve but she’d gone a bit earlier than most, to help out her family.


The main thing was that Bill took her favourite spot on a wooden stool by the fire every night in the scullery and she had to sit on the rag rug in the evenings if she wanted to warm her toes. He wasn’t funny and kind like Great-Aunt May’s sons had been at the farm. In fact, he almost relished telling her off or finding fault.


‘Ain’t you getting a bit old for that dolly, Annie?’ he asked her one night, as he toasted some bread and dripping, taking all the best bits for himself. His greying hair flopped forwards over his face as he threw another lump of coal on the fire, making the flames flicker, and he coughed and spat into the grate. There was a glint in his inky blue eyes as he spoke, and Annie knew better than to answer him. She just smiled and shrugged her shoulders. ‘What’s the matter, girl? Cat got your tongue?’


Annie didn’t take Raggedy Annie downstairs any more after that, in case Bill took her away. Her doll stayed on her bed, out of his grasp, her face still frozen in a little smile.


It was the same every night once November had Soapsud Island in its icy grip, and 1918 was no different. George kept Annie awake half the night, lying next to her in the bed, wheezing and spluttering.


When she did eventually fall asleep, she was woken by the windows rattling every time a train went past because the railway line was just over the back yard. When it wasn’t the trains it was the noise from the pigs kept in the backs the other side of the tracks. There were patches of land down the side of the houses that were still fields, but some people even kept the animals in their back yards, not just to have something to fatten up for themselves to eat, but to sell on. Nanny Chick said they’d been driven out of Notting Hill because of the fear of disease and had come further west, out to Acton-in-the-Fields, and then Soapsud Island had grown up around them. They were far enough away not to smell – well, unless it was high summer – but the oinking and squealing when they had their babies running about was enough to wake the dead. George liked to look at them playing in the dirt because it made him laugh, but she couldn’t help dreaming of bacon frying on the range in the scullery, without Bill helping himself first.


Nanny Chick said the change in the season had brought George’s chest on again and she was threatening to mix him up one of her tonics. She had a great big red book, called Consult Me for All You Want to Know, which sat on a shelf over the range and had all sorts of recipes in it, everything from a cough medicine to corned beef hash. That and the Bible were the only two books in the house, and it was fair to say that Nanny’s red book was probably more important to her. Nanny’s cooking was a worry but her medicines – Gawd, just the thought of how vile they tasted was enough to make you get better, sharpish.


Annie was just checking that George was tucked up in a shawl in the scullery when Nanny Chick pulled a cork from the little glass bottle she’d got from the tallyman the other week, sniffed it and poured it into a bowl, with a few strange-looking powders. She poured some water in and then started to mix vigorously while poor George shrank back in fear of what was to come. ‘You can be off now, Annie,’ she said, shooing her with a wave of her hand. ‘This’ll have him right as rain by later on.’


By the time Annie got to the laundry, her mother and the Missus were standing over a pile of sheets in the wash house, inspecting them closely.


‘Oh, don’t get your corsets caught in the mangle,’ Bessie was saying. ‘It’ll come out in the wash.’


Annie’s heart sank as she peered at the heap of sheets. They were flecked with blue stains.


‘Some silly idiot’s gone and forgotten to stir the bluing tub properly while the sheets were in it, and I want to know who it was!’ said the Missus, folding her arms over her chest. Annie couldn’t help but notice that the Missus’ bosom almost reached the waistband of her skirt.


Mum was running her hands over the stains, assessing each one.


‘We should be able to get them out, but they will need a good boiling to do it,’ she said, holding a sheet up at the window.


‘Well, it had better come out, or I’ll have someone’s guts for garters,’ said the Missus. She spun around and eyed up her workers: ‘Now, which one of you good-for-nothings did it?’


Annie swallowed hard. It must have happened when the headmistress knocked at the front door and she left the blue bag in the tub. But before she could speak up, Esther stepped forwards.


‘It was me,’ she said. ‘It was my first day, see, and I forgot how to do it properly. I’m very sorry.’ She looked at the floor.


Annie was about to say this wasn’t true, but Vera grabbed her hand. ‘Let her take the blame,’ she whispered. ‘She’s got a guilty conscience, that’s for sure.’


‘Well, I will be docking you a shilling, but you’re honest enough to own up, so you can keep your job,’ said the Missus. ‘Let this be the last time I have to talk to you about mistakes.’ And she stalked off out of the wash house.


Esther flushed pink as Vera tutted at her on her way out to the sorting room to fetch some starch. Annie waited a moment before going over to Esther at the copper, where the water was bubbling away: ‘You shouldn’t have said it was you, when we both know it was my fault.’


Esther turned to her, looking downcast. ‘It’s all right Annie. Let’s face it, I know I’m not liked here. It just seemed pointless for you to lose pay over it. I’ve seen how hard you work, and your mum has the baby on the way . . .’


‘But you need the money too!’ said Annie. ‘I’m really grateful, Esther, truly I am, but I was hoping you’d be here long enough for us to be friends at least.’
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