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  To Ben, for his loyalty and patience,


  and to my own Singer Girls, for teaching me


  the true value of female friendships.
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  One




  SPRING 1942




  From the outside it looked like any normal East End factory, but as Poppy Percival allowed her pale blue eyes to travel up the imposing brick exterior to the jumble of

  soot-stained chimney stacks, she wanted to turn on her well-polished heels and flee. Instead, she stayed rooted to the spot and nervously twisted a lock of her soft brown hair tightly round her

  fingers. Gracious, it was a sight to turn her pounding heart to stone. The buildings brickwork was scorched black from a thousand Blitz incendiary fires, and the high windows of the former

  workhouse looked as forbidding as the gates of hell.




  As twilight bled across the jagged rooftops, a steady rain began to fall. It wasn’t crisp spring rain like the type you got in the countryside, Poppy thought uncomfortably. This rain was

  thick and black, as warm as sour milk, and it coated everything in its path with a dark sheen. The cobbles under Poppy’s aching feet were a soupy, sulphurous mess, and the factory shimmered

  like an oil slick.




  Sixteen-year-old Poppy had travelled a long way from the country estate in Norfolk where she had spent the last two years working as a scullery maid. She had left that morning at the crack of

  dawn, bundled onto a steam train at King’s Lynn by her harassed mother, who worked as a lady’s maid at the same grand home.




  ‘Don’t be shaming me, you hear, my girl,’ her mother had muttered as she had swung the heavy train door shut behind Poppy with a resounding thwack. It had slammed so hard it

  had almost drowned out her words, but not quite . . . ‘And remember, no more scandal.’ With that her pinched face had disappeared behind a swirl of smoke.




  A bit like a dragon who has blown off too much steam, Poppy had thought at the time. She kept that thought to herself, of course. She would sooner carve off her left leg than cheek her mother,

  especially under the circumstances. The rest of the doors had slammed shut and they had departed, chugging their way through the lush green Norfolk countryside and away from everything Poppy had

  ever known.




  The gentle rhythm of the train had soon lulled Poppy into a deep sleep, but when she had awoken, it had been to sights the like of which she had never before seen. St Pancras Station was charged

  with energy. Soot-blackened locomotives slid majestically into their platforms, where billowing clouds of silvery-grey smoke swirled above. Every so often the smoke had parted to reveal a

  tantalizing glimpse of the human lives playing out on the platforms: a sweetheart clinging to a soldier; a mother fussing over a bewildered child.




  A tight knot of fear had unfurled in Poppy’s heart and she had gripped her canvas bag close to her bosom. Her freshly shone leather shoes, so sparkling she could almost make out the

  reflection of her freckled nose in them, had seemed rooted to the station concourse.




  ‘Excuse me,’ she had said nervously to an elderly-looking porter who was hauling great leather trunks onto barrows. ‘Can you tell me the way to get to Bethnal Green, please,

  sir?’




  He had stared at her curiously before a wry grin creased his craggy face. ‘Course I can, sweetheart. What’s left of it, that is,’ he had said with a wink.




  Travelling during wartime was an uncertain business, as Poppy had found out. The porter had told her she could take something called the Tube, but the idea of navigating London on an underground

  train system had seemed too bewildering by half. So bus it was. Except the bus the porter had told her to get had suddenly lurched off the road to avoid a bomb crater and been detoured on a whole

  new route, past houses that looked to Poppy like grand white wedding cakes and imposing red-brick buildings that soared to the heavens.




  Not that Poppy had the faintest idea where she was in any case. She had never been to the city of London before and her heart had thumped in her chest at the overwhelming sights. There was

  noise, chaos and traffic of all kinds belching out acrid fumes. An eerie greenish fog hung ominously over the city, meaning taxis, trams and utility buses with blacked-out windows loomed out of the

  smog without warning. The roads were pockmarked with bomb damage, sandbags were bundled up at the end of each street, and every now and then a smart terrace of houses would fall away to nothing but

  debris.




  This was a whole new world to Poppy. The Blitz had been over for a year now, but the damage was still visible everywhere. As the bus passed a bombsite, a cold, hard fist tightened around

  Poppy’s heart. The uncomfortable thought hit her that every sealed-off site had been someone’s private hell. London was awash with brick tombs. In fact, from what she was able to tell,

  vast swathes of the city had been reduced to rubble. Roped-off roads contained nothing but rain-sodden masonry, the odd twisted skeleton of what might have been a bus embedded within it. Street

  urchins picked their way through the bombsites, pulling out anything they could salvage to sell. It was a hopeless sight. Nothing like the smart images of London Poppy had seen in magazines. It was

  all too much and the high emotion of the past few weeks engulfed her.




  Tears pricked her eyes and then spilt helplessly down her creamy cheeks as she clutched her bag so tightly her knuckles turned white. Packed in her case, she had only some cotton stays, a vest,

  two pairs of knickers and three pairs of lisle stockings. Not much to show for sixteen years.




  Until recently, she had been safe and cosseted below stairs in a stately home. Back at Framshalton Hall, her days had been filled with hard work. From 6 a.m., when she awoke to black-lead the

  grate, scrub the passage and light the range fire, her fifteen-hour day had been broken down into a multitude of back-breaking tasks, until she finally finished at 9 p.m. But she had done this with

  never-ending good cheer. Even marching to the tune of a grumpy cook hadn’t dented her ferocious pride in her work. For Poppy’s whole sense of worth was rooted in her work ethic. At the

  age of fourteen, Poppy had left school on a Friday and, as arranged by her mother, started work as a scullery maid on the Monday. From that day forth she had scarcely drawn breath. When she had

  once made the mistake of sitting down in the servants’ hall to rub her feet at the end of service, Cook had swiftly rebuked her. ‘If it don’t ache, it don’t work,

  madam,’ she’d admonished. After that Poppy had never dared to show so much as a flicker of fatigue under her superior’s exacting gaze. Fortunately, as the months had rolled out,

  she had found the harder she worked, the more her confidence in her own ability had grown, until the sight of a sparkling scullery made her heart sing. But life below stairs had also shielded Poppy

  from the harsh realities of what had been brewing in the dark skies above.




  In the sleepy hamlet of Little Framshalton she had barely even been aware there was a war on. Outside events didn’t permeate the intense order of a country-house kitchen. She would no more

  talk to Cook about Hitler than she would dare to sneak onto the family side of the house or take Tommy the frisky hall boy up on his offer to meet behind the woodshed. Of course, she had heard Cook

  muttering about ‘bloody rations’, but when it came to world affairs, she was as naive as they came. There was order, security and protection in the hierarchy of the upstairs-downstairs

  world. The biggest crisis to hit the kitchens of Framshalton Hall was when Lord Framshalton had found a piece of eggshell in his beef consommé.




  But then, one evening, everything had changed. Poppy had told no one the truth of what had happened that dark night in the scullery, but the rumour mill had gone into overdrive all the same. Her

  mother’s solution had been to remove Poppy altogether. Far better to pretend it hadn’t happened than deal with the ensuing scandal.




  ‘Happen it’ll do you good to see another way of life, my girl,’ her mother had muttered, as she had packed her case a few days later with almost indecent speed. ‘Besides,

  now the new National Service Act has come in, you’ll have to leave to do essential war work sooner or later. Scrubbing pans won’t help to beat the Jerries,’ she’d added,

  conveniently ignoring the fact that her days were spent tending to Her Ladyship’s extravagant wardrobe.




  And now, after a series of frantic correspondences between Poppy’s mother and a second cousin by the name of Archie Gladstone, Poppy had been wrenched, bewildered, from her home to here,

  this sprawling metropolis. Mr Gladstone was the factory foreman at Trout’s garment factory and had agreed, much to her mother’s relief, to take Poppy off her hands.




  As the bus had lurched its way towards the East End, Poppy had noticed the elegant stuccoed houses and genteel, leafy squares giving way to an altogether different side of London. The housing

  had grown smaller and more dense and the bombsites more frequent. In fact, as far as Poppy had been able to tell, the whole area was one giant bombsite. The streets were as dark as the skies

  overhead. In the country, the sky seemed to stretch on forever, and spring had been blossoming when she had left, every field blanketed in bluebells, and wild flowers bursting out in the hedgerows.

  Here, nothing but the strongest weeds grew, sprouting defiantly through the wreckage of a bomb crater. Finally, the bus had grumbled to a halt.




  ‘Bethnal Green, folks,’ the conductor shouted.




  Gingerly, Poppy had disembarked. Off the main street, she had just been able to make out rows of identical terraced houses stretching down narrow unlit streets. Poppy’s heart had dropped

  to the soles of her shoes. The smell of sulphur tingled her nostrils as a woman loomed up behind her and, grasping her firmly round the waist, deftly moved her to the side of the pavement as if she

  were as light as a piece of lace.




  ‘Outta the way, lovey, else you’ll get mown down,’ the woman had said, grinning broadly to reveal a row of rotten black stumps. Her greasy hair was wrapped round some metal

  curlers, and she was clutching a string bag in one hand and a cigarette in the other.




  ‘You youngsters,’ she cackled. ‘You ain’t got an ounce of sense in yer whole body.’




  ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ Poppy blustered.




  “S’right, girlie.’ She grinned again.




  ‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ Poppy had ventured nervously. ‘You couldn’t point me in the direction of Trout’s factory? All these factories look the same to

  me.’




  ‘You ain’t working with the Singer Girls, are you, love?’ the woman had exclaimed, one eyebrow shooting up her wrinkled face. ‘Blow me, they’ll eat a nice young

  girl like you alive!’ With that, she pointed to a large building at the end of a long road. ‘Up towards Commercial Street. Good luck,’ she laughed.




  Before Poppy had a chance to ask her why she needed the good fortune, the woman was already striding off down the street, shaking her head as her bedroom slippers slapped on the cobbles.




  Mother really does want to punish me, Poppy thought sadly, as she made her way in the direction of the factory. The smell of burning filled the narrow cobbled streets, and even though it was

  early May, a thick smog hung over the factories like a blanket. Everything looked as if it were covered in grime, from the faces of passers-by to the buildings. There was no doubt she was relieved

  to be away from the eyes of the village gossips, but the dread of being alone in this strange city was causing Poppy’s stomach to spasm into a tight knot of fear.




  Just then, a wave of noise blasted out from inside Trout’s factory to the streets below.




  ‘She’s mugging you off,’ hollered a shrill voice. ‘Lamp her one!’




  Gulping, Poppy paused at the factory door. It wasn’t covered in the green baize that indicated the upstairs–downstairs divide Poppy was used to. This door was made of heavy-duty wood and

  was blackened with soot. It also left a nasty splinter in her hand as she finally summoned up the courage to push it open.




  ‘You can do this, Poppy,’ she murmured, wincing as she extracted the sharp splinter. But as she hesitatingly made her way up the narrow staircase to the fifth floor of the garment

  factory, her legs suddenly felt as feeble as a newborn lamb’s. As Poppy ascended, the noise she had heard out on the streets intensified, and by the time she reached the top of the stairwell,

  it had reached a babbling crescendo. The very floor beneath her feet vibrated under the stampede of hobnailed boots. Wild whoops and catcalls whizzed through the air like bullets.




  Suddenly, as she digested the astonishing scene, her own problems were forgotten. The room was filled with banks of tables, with rows of sewing machines lined up like soldiers. Under each

  machine lay bundles of cloth. The high windows afforded little light, and the floor was strewn with cotton and waste material. The small tables were covered in scissors, fabric and thread. Though

  the room was vast, there was scarcely space to swing a cat. A dank, unwashed smell of bodies hung like a cloud over the room, and through the commotion, Poppy could just make out the distant

  crackle and hiss of a wireless.




  At the centre of the baying crowd, Poppy caught sight of two indomitable women facing off. Both had their hands planted on their considerable hips and were glaring at each other. There must have

  been thirty other women, of all ages, in the room, but all eyes were on the pair of warring females.




  ‘Who are they?’ Poppy whispered to the woman she was standing next to.




  ‘Oh, hello, lovey,’ the woman said, grinning. ‘You new? Well, you’re looking at Pat Doggan – she’s the one with the dark hair – and Sal Fowler’s

  the other. You couldn’t miss her even in a blackout, could you, not with that red hair. Both fancy themselves as the queen of us Singer Girls.’




  ‘Singer Girls?’ asked Poppy. ‘That’s what the lady outside said. Why do you call yourselves that?’




  ‘You’ll see,’ she winked. ‘Ooh, watch it – we’re in for some fun now.’




  Poppy gulped. It looked like anything but.




  ‘You leave my Bill outta this,’ glowered Pat. ‘He’s only exempt ‘cause of the arthritis in his knees.’ Her jowls wobbled indignantly at whatever seemingly

  outrageous suggestion Sal Fowler had just levelled at her.




  Poppy was stunned at the size of Pat. Food may have been rationed, but Pat Doggan was built like a brick outhouse, with huge, hairy arms shaped like legs of mutton. Her dress, which strained to

  contain her heaving chest, was marked with sweat rings.




  Suddenly, a lone voice rang out across the factory floor. ‘Didn’t seem to be anything wrong with his knees when I saw ‘im down on them with Sal at the bombsite out back,’

  it jeered.




  A collective hush fell over the room. The redhead didn’t let her gaze leave her enemy’s face, but the words obviously hit home, as a malevolent grin slowly curled over her handsome

  features.




  ‘Ooh-ee,’ whistled the woman next to Poppy. ‘You watch Sal now. She’s got a right temper on ‘er. Her and Pat are always at each other’s throats. She’ll

  go off like a rocket now, you watch.’




  Poppy did, in horrified fascination.




  Sal had hair as red as fire and a chip in her front left tooth. Her womanly body had more curves than a roller-coaster, and she was easily the tallest woman in the room. Poppy found herself

  quite entranced.




  ‘Don’t listen to mouth-of-the-south over there,’ Sal shot back, quick as a flash. ‘I wouldn’t touch your Bill if he was the last man on earth, but I wouldn’t

  blame him if he did go looking elsewhere.’




  “Ow dare you!’ shrieked Pat.




  The touchpaper had been lit and it took hold. Pat slammed her fist down into her open palm and in a flash she and Sal Fowler were rolling over the concrete floor, a tangle of limbs, stocking

  tops and hair.




  The spell was broken and suddenly, the crowd rose as one, their voices converging into a shrieking din. ‘Fight! Fight! Fight!’




  ‘Should we not try to stop them?’ Poppy ventured, but the deafening roars drowned out her words. Poppy had never before seen women behave this way. They’d have been

  horsewhipped if they carried on like this below stairs. All of a sudden, the crowd parted and a small man frantically fought his way through from the back of the factory floor.




  ‘Watch it!’ yelled the woman next to Poppy. ‘Mr Patch is coming.’




  The man was tiny, barely five foot five inches, and the effort of pushing his way through the scrum of women had turned his face a curious shade of red.




  ‘I don’t know why I work here,’ he muttered as he passed Poppy. ‘It’s a bleedin’ madhouse.’




  ‘Is that Mr Gladstone?’ Poppy asked.




  ‘Yeah, and he’s well jibbed,’ the woman next to her said, chuckling.




  At that moment, a shoe sailed across the factory floor in a perfect arc, striking Archie Gladstone neatly on the side of his balding head. It was the final straw. Rage turned his craggy features

  purple. Mr Gladstone was small, but he was also nimble and in a flash he had hoisted himself up onto a nearby workbench and was looking out over the sea of women and sewing machines.




  ‘Right, then!’ he bellowed. ‘Calm down. Is it not enough we’re living in a bleedin’ war zone without having to work in one?’




  Pat opened her mouth to protest.




  ‘Pat, keep your trap shut,’ roared Mr Gladstone. ‘One more word from either of you and you’re out. Get back to your work, everyone. Show’s over.’ By the time

  he had finished, the only strand of hair on Archie Gladstone’s head, a neatly combed-over sandy lock, had dislodged and was wafting about.




  ‘See why we call him Mr Patch?’ nudged the woman next to Poppy.




  But the factory foreman’s words had the desired effect and slowly the women began to disperse and drift back to their workbenches.




  ‘New girl, follow me,’ whistled Mr Gladstone, jumping down and motioning to a small office at the far side of the room.




  Perhaps it was the heat, the fug of hormones and angst, but suddenly, Poppy felt overcome with exhaustion. Her introduction to Trout’s had been a baptism of fire. With every heavy step she

  took through the dark factory, she could feel the simmering tension. How on earth would she ever fit in to a place like this? Poppy wasn’t sure, but at that moment, she felt dreadfully out of

  her depth among these feisty women. Her head started to spin as she gazed wide-eyed around the factory floor, and her feet felt too leaden to move.




  ‘Oi, oi!’ bellowed Mr Gladstone again, his foghorn voice cutting through her thoughts. ‘New girl, don’t stand there like a dozy dory.’




  As Poppy went to follow, a strange thing happened. The room slid out of focus, turning and shifting like a kaleidoscope.




  ‘I feel a bit . . . a bit queer,’ she gasped, reaching out to grab for something to hold on to. But her hands found thin air and the concrete floor rushed up to meet her.




  ‘She’s going down – grab her,’ echoed a distant voice.




  It was too late, though. Poppy fell with a sickening thud.




  

    *


  




  A few minutes later – or was it hours? – muffled voices filtered into Poppy’s brain. She blinked as she slowly came to and realized she was laid out on the

  cold concrete floor on a green stretcher. Humiliation coursed through her. What a fine way to start, Poppy Percival, she scolded herself. Squeezing her eyes shut, Poppy lay motionless, wondering if

  she could crawl out of the office without the factory foreman noticing. But Mr Gladstone was too busy talking to an older woman sat opposite.




  ‘What on earth am I meant to do with her, Vera?’ he sighed. ‘I only took her on as a favour to her mother. She’s my second cousin. You have to help family out, after all,

  but she doesn’t look like she’ll last two minutes.’




  ‘I don’t know, Mr Gladstone,’ replied the woman. ‘Poor little mite, she looked scared out of her wits, and can you blame her? I’ll have a word with Sal and Pat.

  Enough’s enough.’ The woman’s voice took on a brittle edge. ‘Those girls need bringing into line. I know Sal’s had some hard knocks, but she’s pushed it too far

  this time.’




  Poppy groaned at the thought of Sal getting a ticking-off on her account. Hearing her, the woman sprang out of her seat in surprise and crouched down beside her.




  ‘It breathes,’ she said, smiling. ‘I’m Vera.’




  Poppy struggled to sit up.




  ‘It’s all right,’ soothed Vera. ‘Just stop there till you start to feel right again. Got you a nice sweet cup of tea on the way. Nothing tea can’t cure, is

  there?’




  Poppy stared up at the older woman and nodded gratefully. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered. ‘You’re so kind.’




  ‘You gave us quite a scare. Didn’t she, Mr Gladstone?’ Vera remarked.




  Mr Gladstone rolled his eyes, but managed a weak smile of agreement. ‘So, Poppy,’ he said, ‘this here is my forelady, Vera Shadwell.’




  ‘Please, sir,’ she said, ‘what’s a “forelady”?’




  He wiped a hand despairingly over his thin hair. ‘This is what happens when you take on a scullery maid. You’d better be as much a hard worker as your mother says you are. Vera is

  your boss. That’s all you need to know. I promised your mother I’d keep you out of trouble and Vera here will do just that for me, won’t you?’




  Vera narrowed her eyes and regarded Poppy as the girl gingerly got to her feet and sat down on a small wooden chair next to her.




  ‘Indeed I shall, Mr Gladstone. Trouble is something I am fine-tuned to detect. Now, I understand you left your previous position in a hurry.’




  Poppy felt herself shifting uncomfortably under the direct line of questioning.




  ‘M-my mother thought it might do me good to get out of the scullery,’ she stuttered. ‘She, that is to say I felt it was high time I did my bit towards the war effort,

  and the family was talking of tightening their belts, so this was too good an opportunity to pass up.’




  ‘Well, you’re certainly right there, Poppy,’ Vera said crisply. ‘No one young and able should be cleaning family heirlooms when they could be doing essential war

  work.’




  Poppy noted her response seemed to please the forelady and she felt her tension ease.




  ‘I have references too,’ she added brightly.




  ‘Well, let me see them, then, child,’ Vera demanded impatiently, holding out her hand as Poppy passed her the sealed brown envelope Cook had given her before she left.




  Poppy offered up a silent prayer as Vera scanned the letter: Please don’t let her see through the story.




  Whatever the forelady had read seemed to satisfy her, though, as she neatly folded the reference and started to give Poppy a rundown of the factory rules.




  ‘I speak my mind, and I run a tight ship here. Mr Gladstone and I hold no truck with slackers. Your hours are eight in the morning until eight in the evening – sharp. Forty-five

  minutes for dinner and three tea breaks. Six days a week, with your day off on Sunday. Most factories clock off at six. Not us. We’re fighting a war, not running a holiday camp. You get one

  week’s holiday a year, unpaid of course. If you’re so much as two minutes late to start or back late from your break, that’s a morning’s pay docked. Your wages are ten

  shillings a week, and don’t be blowing it all on stockings down the market like some of them dolly daydreams out there.’




  Poppy shook her head eagerly as her brain attempted to keep up with Vera’s rapid-fire speech. ‘Oh no, Mrs Shadwell, I shan’t,’ she promised. ‘My mother’s

  packed me plenty of lisle stockings.’




  ‘Very well. I’m not married, by the way, but you can call me “Mrs” as a courtesy. It’s come to my attention that behind my back most of the women call me

  “Kippers and Curtains”, which is a harsh assessment of a hard-working woman, but I see no shame in keeping a clean house and a tidy workspace, and I shall insist you do the same. You

  don’t win any popularity contests being a forelady, Poppy. Do I make myself clear?’




  Vera folded her hands in her lap and looked at Poppy expectantly. Poppy was saved from answering when the door to Mr Gladstone’s office clattered open with a start. A stout charlady

  wheeled in a tea trolley and, without ceremony, set down three mugs on his desk. Hot tea sloshed over the sides of the mugs as she used her trolley like a battering ram to bash open his office door

  and march out again.




  ‘Cheers, sweetheart,’ Mr Gladstone called after her, using his tie to mop up the spillage. ‘I feel just like I’m being served tea at the Ritz.’ He was still

  chuckling as he passed Vera and Poppy tea so strong it looked like it had been laced with creosote.




  ‘Don’t look so scared, Poppy.’ Mr Gladstone grinned. ‘I know we’re a bit rough around the edges, but you never know, you may actually end up liking it

  here.’




  Gratefully, she gulped at the steaming-hot tea, all the while thinking that it was a distinctly remote possibility that she would ever grow to like Trout’s. She had been here less than an

  hour and already she had witnessed a savage fight and found herself unconscious on the factory floor. Closing her eyes, she took another long sip from her tea, the thick brown liquid trickling down

  the back of her throat.




  ‘Listen, love,’ Mr Gladstone went on. ‘I know what you’re probably thinking.’




  ‘You do?’ asked Poppy, wide-eyed.




  ‘Yeah – where the hell have I washed up?’ He winked. ‘But mark my words, Poppy Percival, the women who work here are the backbone of their families and the heartbeat of

  their communities. They’re grafters, each and every one of ‘em. They fell out the cradle as machinists. Seventy-hour working weeks we clock up here, week in, week out, even through the

  Blitz. Not forgetting the girls on the night shift. When this war’s over, it’s my girls who should be handed the medals.’ Pausing to check his words were sinking in, he looked

  directly into Poppy’s eyes.




  ‘I work the girls hard, but I look after ‘em too, don’t I, Vera?’




  ‘That you do, Mr Gladstone,’ Vera agreed. ‘Paid us an extra four shillings a week to work through the raids, so he did.’




  ‘What will I be sewing, sir?’ Poppy asked.




  Mr Gladstone sighed and curled his stubby fingers round his tea mug. ‘We used to make the most beautiful girls’ dresses.’ He tutted. ‘Before the war broke out, that is.

  Nowadays we sew surgical field bandages and uniforms for our boys abroad, both new uniforms and repairs. Some of the uniforms that’ll land on your workbench will have bullet holes and damage.

  It’ll be your job to patch ‘em up so we can send ‘em back to the front. Essential war work it is and we’re proud to do it. We clothe our boys in the best uniform known to

  mankind: that of the serving British soldier. It may not be cut quite as extravagantly as the Americans’ uniform, but it damn well serves its purpose.’




  Vera nodded stiffly and stared up at the Union Jack poster tacked to the wall behind Mr Gladstone’s head. ‘And we’ll keep doing it until life goes back to normal. Or as normal

  as can be round these parts.’




  ‘You’ve got three weeks to learn the ropes or you’re out and I’ll have to send you back to the sticks, conscription or no conscription. The East End has dozens of

  clothing factories, so if you don’t like it, you can always hotfoot it over to one of them.’




  ‘I’m not afraid of hard work, Mr Gladstone,’ Poppy replied, her cheeks flushing pink.




  ‘I dare say.’ He smiled, shaking his head. ‘There’s the door. Shift’s nearly over. Tomorrow’s a new day.’




  Poppy stumbled to the door, rubbing at her head where it had hit the floor, and Vera followed.




  ‘A quick word if I may, Vera,’ Mr Gladstone called from behind his desk.




  Vera paused at the door.




  Mr Gladstone glanced over at Poppy. ‘Go on, then, gal. Don’t dilly-dally.’




  ‘So sorry. Of course,’ blustered Poppy, nearly tripping over herself in her haste to get out of his office. ‘I’ll wait outside, Mrs Shadwell.’




  Outside, she tried her hardest not to look through the crack in the partially open door. But something about the way Mr Gladstone was looking at Vera, the deep tenderness that shone out from his

  gruff little face, meant she couldn’t quite tear her eyes away from the scene. She watched as he rose to his feet and gripped the desk for courage.




  ‘The Big Blockade is on at the picture house. It’s got that fella in it. You know, what’s-his-face, John Mills,’ he mumbled. ‘I’d be honoured if

  you’d accompany me.’




  Mr Gladstone was hardly a suave star of the silver screen himself, Poppy thought. Squat, balding, with a broken nose that seemed to spread halfway across his pockmarked face like a puddle, he

  looked more like a bulldog than a film star, but when faced with Vera, his face radiated a gentle warmth.




  ‘Maybe a drink after?’ he added.




  Vera shook her head. ‘I don’t think that would be appropriate, Mr Gladstone, do you?’




  And with that she turned on her heel and exited his office, leaving a small man to nurse his crushed hopes.




  ‘Women,’ Mr Gladstone muttered. ‘Next to the wound, what women make best is the bandage.’




  From her vantage point on the other side of the door, Poppy heard his words and felt every ounce of his pain as if it were her own. Mr Gladstone may have been a little shopworn, and he was

  certainly no John Mills, but even Poppy could see he was as decent and honest as the day was long. As for Vera, Poppy had never come across anyone so frank and direct in all her sixteen years.

  There was something else about her, too, that Poppy couldn’t quite put her finger on: an air of sadness that coated her like a fine layer of dust.




  Poppy’s soul ached for the familiarity of her old life. But then she reminded herself that however intimidating Bethnal Green seemed, it was a hundred miles away from Framshalton Hall, and

  for that she had to be thankful.




  Just then Vera’s voice rang out across the factory floor like a siren. ‘Poppy,’ she hollered, ‘don’t just stand there gawping. Follow me.’




  ‘Sorry, Mrs Shadwell. Coming,’ Poppy said, hurrying after the forelady as she marched off.




  Back out on the factory floor, Poppy was stunned to see the women were in full swing again. But this time their battle cries had been replaced with a rousing chorus of ‘Bless ‘Em

  All’ as Workers’ Playtime rang out from the wireless. They sang as one, gently pumping the sewing-machine treadles with their feet and nodding their heads in time to the music,

  never allowing their gazes to slip from their workbenches.




  Poppy’s eyes could scarcely keep up with the seamless activity. Their fingers were a blur of motion, snipping, sewing, feeding long stretches of material through the sewing machines, as

  their voices soared and bounced off the high vaulted ceilings. The penny dropped. So that was why they were nicknamed the Singer Girls! Seated behind their Singer sewing machines, sewing and

  singing in flawless harmony, never had a moniker seemed so apt. It was extraordinary to Poppy. The same cockney voices that had sounded like a gaggle of mating geese just minutes earlier now

  sounded so gentle, full of warmth and tenderness.




  Vera paused at a bank of tables. ‘These are some of our long-termers,’ she said, with a touch of deference. ‘Ivy and Doris. Sixty years’ experience at Trout’s

  between them. They can edge-stitch with their eyes shut.’




  More names and faces passed in front of Poppy as Vera rattled off further introductions.




  Suddenly, the forelady was off again, marching in the other direction. As Poppy followed behind her, she noticed the rain had cleared and the spring evening was giving way to dusk. What little

  light the tall Victorian warehouse was afforded was already fast fading and soon the area would be plunged into darkness.




  A prickle of fear ran up Poppy’s spine as she realized she didn’t have the faintest clue where her lodgings were or how to get to them. She wasn’t scared of the dark. With no

  street lamps and not even a solitary light from the village twinkling over the fields, Framshalton Hall was always engulfed in a heavy blanket of velvety black by night. But here in London, things

  were different. Strange men populated this unfamiliar city. She had read about the terrifying Jack the Ripper, who had once prowled the very streets outside the factory. She didn’t fancy

  walking down those dark, foggy alleys by herself.




  As they passed the windows, two women were already standing on high wooden ladders fixing the heavy regulation blackout blinds to the narrow frames. Tears of mirth streamed down their faces, and

  one screeched with laughter, her body shaking so hard Poppy feared she may topple right off the ladder. It was then she realized that it was Sal Fowler and Pat Doggan. The very same women who had

  been locked in a vicious fight just an hour earlier. Did that fight mean nothing? What a very strange place this was: full of women who seemed to want to kill each other one moment and hug the

  next.




  As they walked, Vera gave Poppy a rundown of the rules.




  ‘No smoking on the factory floor. You work through air raids, unless I say otherwise. Course, we don’t get as many as we used to since the Blitz ended. Fighting, swearing and wearing

  make-up are expressly forbidden. Keep your head down and your wits about you.’




  Poppy nodded furiously. ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ she replied. ‘In service, we never wore make-up. Her Ladyship wouldn’t allow it.’ Poppy hadn’t meant anything

  by that comment other than a desire to assure Vera that she would obey the rules, but at the end of a bank of machines, Vera paused and her green eyes glowed with a fierce intensity.




  ‘You may look down on factory workers,’ she replied defensively, ‘but it’s an honest and decent profession, a damn sight better than charring. I fought to bring in

  piecework and an extra four shillings to work through raids so these lot here can earn more money than any other factory girl on Commercial Street. The East End has been built on garment factories

  for centuries, and you’re standing in the best of the lot.’




  Poppy couldn’t help but notice that the more agitated Vera grew, the more she played with her gold necklace. It was half a heart, and its jagged centre ran straight through the middle. It

  seemed to Poppy an unusual thing to wear. It was also unfortunate, as it drew her attention to a patchwork of yellowed scars on Vera’s chest. Poppy guessed the scars were old. They looked

  stretched and polished by time, snaking off in all directions over her chest.




  ‘I mean, we ain’t the high and mighty lot you’re used to working for, but get any fanciful notions out your head, my girl.’




  Her voice grew louder as she warmed to her theme. Innocent young Poppy hung on to her every word.




  ‘Our boys abroad are depending on us. We women are enduring the bombs, supplying the troops and keeping the home fires burning, but will they be giving us medals when this thing’s

  over? Will they hell.’




  ‘Oh, give it a break, Vera,’ sang a voice from the workbench behind. ‘We’ve had a gutful of your old flannel. Can’t you see the poor girl’s bored out of her

  skull?’




  Rising from behind her station and extending a slim hand was quite the most beautiful girl Poppy had ever seen. The fingers held in Poppy’s hand were long, cool and slender, each nail

  topped with a slash of crimson varnish. They belonged to a creature so stunning Poppy’s mouth fell open.




  ‘I’m Daisy, darling.’ The vision smiled, revealing a dazzling bright smile, made all the whiter by a slick of vibrant pillar box-red lipstick.




  Poppy’s eyes were drawn from her face to the gold necklace sitting round her elegant neck. It was a half-heart pendant . . . the missing half to Vera’s.




  ‘I’m Vera’s sister,’ Daisy purred. How on earth could she be related to Vera? Poppy marvelled secretly. Vera had greying hair and tightly pursed lips. This girl was

  exquisite and delicate. Only their eyes revealed them to be related: emerald green and crackling with a strange intensity.




  ‘Don’t mind her – her bark’s worse than her bite,’ Daisy went on. ‘She got the brains; I got the beauty. I know what you’re thinking: how is she related

  to Vera?’




  ‘Not at all,’ lied Poppy, acutely aware of Vera’s bristling presence beside her.




  ‘Vera’s quite a bit older than me, aincha Vera? Our late mother didn’t think she could have any more,’ she said, waving her hand dismissively. ‘Then along I came.

  “Miracle baby”, they called me, but I assure you I’m real all right,’ she beamed, extending a long, slender arm. ‘Go on, pinch me.’




  Poppy giggled in spite of herself. In all her years she had never seen anyone who oozed such confidence, apart from the odd Hollywood star in Cook’s old Home Companion

  magazine.




  Daisy’s lustrous hair was so black it was almost purple in places, and she had styled it into elegant victory rolls, which framed a face that looked like it had been carved from marble.

  Her bright green feline eyes sparkled mischievously from over the highest cheekbones Poppy had ever seen. Instinctively, her eyes ran over Daisy’s hourglass curves and she gulped. Months of

  Cook’s excellent puddings and pies had left her own small frame comfortably padded, but Daisy’s body went in and out under the cherry-red figure-hugging dress she was wearing. Poppy

  would need two hot spoons to ease herself into a garment that tight, she thought to herself.




  Daisy giggled as she noticed Poppy’s gaze travel down to her shapely legs. ‘Admiring my nylons, are you?’ she winked. She leaned closer to Poppy and whispered in a soft voice,

  ‘Shall I let you in on a secret?’




  Poppy nodded wordlessly. She was so enthralled by Daisy she almost felt hypnotized. The clouds of Evening in Paris that were engulfing her only added to the stupefying effect.




  ‘They’re not real. I paint my legs in gravy browning and get Sal to draw the seams in with an eyebrow pencil. They look like the real thing, though, don’t they, Poppy?’

  she smiled, arching one leg and stretching it out brazenly in front of her.




  Poppy swallowed hard and looked away. There was more flesh on show than she had ever been exposed to in her whole life.




  ‘Oh, put it away, Daisy, for goodness’ sake,’ snapped Vera. ‘Can’t you see you’re embarrassing the poor girl? You’re behaving like a cheap trollop, and

  take that muck off your face while you’re at it. How many times have I told you about wearing make-up at work?’




  Despite the dressing-down from her sister, Daisy didn’t look the slightest bit uncomfortable. In fact, she completely ignored Vera as she smoothed down her dress and turned her attentions

  back to Poppy. She spoke with just a touch of laughter in her voice.




  ‘You stick with me, and don’t listen to my sister. We’ll have much more fun, won’t we, Poppy?’




  ‘Will we?’ Poppy replied.




  ‘Oh yes,’ she oozed. ‘I know all the best dances. You know,’ she smiled, as she looked Poppy up and down, ‘you’re awful pretty. If you’d let me do you

  up a bit, shorten that skirt, touch of rouge . . . you’d scrub up a treat. Just you leave it to me. Not that I’m going to be here for long, mind you. I’m going to marry an officer

  and move to corned-beef city.’




  ‘There’s a city named after corned beef?’ Poppy asked, astonished.




  Daisy threw her head back and laughed throatily. It was a wonderful laugh, rich and contagious. Soon Poppy was helpless with giggles.




  ‘No, sweetheart. Dagenham, I mean,’ replied Daisy. ‘I’m going to get married and move into one of those lovely semis in the suburbs. I’m going to have beautiful

  children and be the perfect wife.’




  Her confidence was unshakeable.




  ‘Soon as the war’s over, I’m leaving. I don’t want to grow old in Bethnal Green,’ she said, laughing again and tossing a casual glance at her older sister. But this

  time, the laughter was mocking. ‘Anything to get away from this dump,’ she added.




  Vera looked as if she were about to implode with rage.




  The slow, wretched wail was haunting, rising up from the very bowels of the factory, its droning sound deafening everything like a scream. For a second Poppy was confused. Was it Vera? But no,

  she was rooted to the spot, still staring at her younger sister, her face a ghostly white. No sound came from her thin lips.




  Mr Gladstone burst out of his office. ‘All right, ladies!’ he shouted. ‘Evacuate.’




  The penny dropped. ‘An air-raid siren?’ gasped Poppy.




  ‘You come with me, sweetheart,’ Daisy said. ‘Something tells me you won’t last two minutes out there without me.’




  ‘I-I’ve never heard one before. They don’t go off where I come from,’ Poppy stuttered.




  ‘Thought not,’ grinned Daisy. ‘Looks like the war’s finally found you, Poppy. What did you say your surname was?’




  ‘P-Percival,’ Poppy stammered over the siren.




  ‘Well, Poppy Percival, Sal’s got a mate with a pub – we can shelter in the cellar. Everyone else usually goes down the church crypts or Bethnal Green Tube.’ She sniffed

  in disdain. ‘All crammed in like sardines, they are, thousands of them. No, darling, you stick with us.’




  Poppy knew better than to argue with this assertive young lady and stuck close behind her as, together, they joined the tidal wave of workers clattering down the stairwell and out into the

  unknown.




  





  Two




  Outside on the streets, the air hummed with nervous tension as people scurried to the nearest shelter, clutching bundles of bedding and sleepy children to their chests. Bodies

  jostled and bumped in the sticky evening air, and all the while the dreaded siren sounded. Its sickening drone ran through Poppy’s brain on a loop, disorientating her.




  Poppy had never known an evening like it. If there was even a single shaft of moonlight, it would have helped, but the sky was thick with clouds and brick dust; she could taste it in her

  mouth.




  ‘Where’s Mrs Shadwell?’ Poppy asked suddenly.




  ‘Oh, don’t worry about Vera,’ drifted back the voice of Daisy. ‘What you need to know about my sister is, she’s a bit peculiar. She never comes down to the

  shelters. She was the same all through the Blitz. Reckons she suffers from claustrophobia. More like she can’t bear to leave her good room. We got precious little space in our house as it is

  and she treats our front parlour like a shrine.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ asked Poppy.




  ‘Well, we’re only allowed in there on Christmas or birthdays, but she scrubs it most days. It’s only got an old chaise longue, which she covers with a dust sheet, and a poxy

  aspidistra, yet the way she carries on, you’d think it was Buckingham Palace. What a joke.’ Poppy heard a tinge of bitterness creep into Daisy’s voice.




  Poppy heard Sal call back to them, ‘To give her credit, though, Dais, she does have the cleanest nets on the street.’




  ‘What good is having pearly-white nets when you’ve got half the German Army trying to kill you?’ Daisy snorted.




  Poppy could just make out Sal’s muffled laughter from somewhere up ahead.




  In the dark, Poppy could feel Daisy’s shoulders stiffen and faintly heard an angry sigh. Poppy didn’t know yet what history lay between the warring sisters, what had happened in

  their past to shape them into the two very different women they were today, but she felt sure that Vera’s scarred chest held the answer. For now, though, she let the matter lie, and followed

  in her new friend’s footsteps as she led her to shelter.




  Two minutes later, they arrived at the Dog and Duck. The East End was filled with pubs. Poppy must have seen the shadow of one on every street corner, at least, but Sal assured her this one was

  special.




  ‘I know the landlord, Alfie Bow,’ she winked, rapping on the door.




  The door opened and Poppy found herself descending a narrow staircase.




  ‘Make yourselves at home,’ a gruff voice called out after them.




  Inside the cellar, it was cold and dank, and the stench of beer was suffocating. Even the heavy odour of Daisy’s Evening in Paris perfume did little to disguise the smell. Poppy had never

  set foot in a pub in her life, but she kept that to herself.




  Shivering, she sat down on a small wooden stool. Daisy pulled a stack of warm blankets from behind a barrel and gently placed one over Poppy’s knees.




  ‘You must think me a sorry creature,’ Poppy said between chattering teeth.




  ‘Don’t worry, darlin’.’ Daisy smiled. ‘It’s the shock of hearing the siren.’




  Sal lit some candles and soon the gloomy basement was filled with a soft, comforting glow.




  ‘What’s your poison?’ asked Sal, as she rummaged around inside a wooden crate for some glasses. ‘Good old Alfie always leaves us out a little tipple, doesn’t he,

  Dais?’




  ‘Golly, I should say,’ she smiled, kicking her long legs out in front of her.




  ‘Oh, I don’t drink,’ muttered Poppy. ‘My mother doesn’t approve.’




  ‘Your mother isn’t here now, is she?’ insisted Sal, placing a small glass of honey-coloured liquid in Poppy’s hands. ‘Come on, girl – wet your whistle.

  It’ll do you good.’




  ‘May as well enjoy it,’ agreed Daisy. ‘Goodness knows how long we’ll be down here for.’




  Poppy took a sip and a second later, her cheeks were flushed with heat. ‘Cor, blast me,’ she spluttered, clutching her chest and coughing. ‘What is this?’




  ‘It’s whisky,’ laughed Sal, tossing her tumbler back in a mouthful and reaching for the bottle to refill their glasses. ‘Warms the cockles like nothing else I

  know.’




  Overcome with tiredness, Poppy leaned back against the dank brick cellar wall and took another, bigger sip. The red-hot liquid slowly trickled down the back of her throat, warming her, numbing

  her emotions.




  Cast in the flickering candlelight, Poppy got the chance to observe Sal Fowler close up for the first time. She was not as pretty as porcelain doll-like Daisy, but she was handsome all right. A

  cloud of fiery red hair was pulled back from her face with a jade-green headscarf, and every feature seemed exaggerated, from her strong jawline to her full, sensuous ruby-red lips. As she talked,

  Poppy was transfixed by the chip in her front left tooth.




  Admiring my war wounds, are you, Poppy?’ Sal smiled, pouring more whisky into Poppy’s glass.




  ‘I really shouldn’t,’ Poppy murmured.




  Sal blithely ignored her protestations and carried on chatting as she poured. ‘Got hit by a bit of flying debris during the bombings. We were running to a shelter when it just nicked my

  mouth.’




  ‘Were the Germans really dropping bombs here?’ Poppy gulped, wide-eyed, noticing a strange glowing feeling starting in her stomach.




  Daisy and Sal stared at her with undisguised shock.




  ‘Well, they weren’t dropping pineapples,’ snorted Sal. ‘Blimey, you’re green, aincha? My home was flattened to the ground during the Blitz. It was a tenement flat

  in the old Peabody building. Took a direct hit from the Luftwaffe when I was at work – thank God for that at least. Good riddance, mind you – it was a dump. One way to deal with the

  lice, I suppose. In fact, half of Bethnal Green’s gone. Best thing Hitler ever did was to bomb the slums. He did us a favour. Now I’ve got myself a brand-new Nissen hut, and best of

  all, my good-for-nothing husband has no idea where it is. He’s fighting abroad, and long may that continue.’




  Daisy bumped her glass against Sal’s. ‘Hear, hear,’ she murmured.




  ‘How long has your husband been away?’ asked Poppy.




  ‘Let’s not ruin the night by talking about Reggie,’ Sal replied. Her mouth tightened, and as she lit a cigarette, Poppy got the distinct impression that subject was firmly off

  limits.




  Sal blew out a long stream of blue smoke, then suddenly smiled and flicked an impish look at Daisy. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Dais?’ she asked.




  ‘I should say,’ Daisy replied, with a wink. ‘Now, then, sweet Poppy,’ she gushed, as she fished around inside her bag. ‘While we’re all stuck down here, why

  don’t we do you up a little? Just a touch of rouge.’




  Before she knew it, Daisy and Sal were unscrewing pots of rouge and powder. Poppy had protested. She really had. Along with drinking alcohol, wearing make-up had been banned for servants at

  Framshalton Hall.




  ‘Oh no, I couldn’t,’ she said vigorously. ‘I’m not allowed. Make-up is forbidden below stairs.’




  Daisy and Sal exchanged a wicked laugh.




  ‘Nah, you put it on your face, Poppy,’ Sal quipped. ‘Besides, got to stay lovely. There’s a war on, after all.’




  ‘Absolutely,’ agreed Daisy enthusiastically. ‘We’re gonna make you look so pretty, Poppy Percival, your own mother wouldn’t recognize you.’




  Poppy smiled sadly. ‘Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.’ The words were out of her mouth before she had a chance to stop herself.




  Daisy cocked her head. ‘Now why ever would you say such a thing, Poppy?’




  ‘She’s ashamed of me,’ replied Poppy miserably. ‘She couldn’t wait to get rid of me.’




  ‘Whatever did you do?’ gasped Sal and Daisy as one.




  Poppy clammed up. ‘Oh, nothing of any consequence,’ she lied. ‘You know what mothers are like – nothing’s ever good enough. Now then, I thought you were going to

  make me look like a film star.’




  In no time at all Sal and Daisy were dolling her up like a shop mannequin, Daisy’s radiant smile dispelling Poppy’s fears. Somehow she had found herself unable to say no to Sal and

  Daisy, and maybe, she reflected, allowing a little guilty thought to slip unbidden into her mind, she hadn’t wanted to. Saying no wasn’t something she was terribly good at, after all.

  Soon the dark cellar was filled with giggles. By the time the all-clear sounded, she no longer resembled the girl who had nervously ventured up the factory stairs. Her soft brown curls were now

  styled into elegant finger rolls. Her flawless creamy skin had been accentuated with rouge, and a liberal coating of panstick completely disguised her dusting of freckles. Only Poppy’s wide

  blue eyes remained the same. A little glazed from the alcohol that was coursing through her veins, but otherwise bright and beautiful.




  The girls led Poppy back up the cellar stairs and she emerged blinking into the brightly lit saloon bar of the Dog and Duck, which Poppy was surprised to see was already fast filling up. A glass

  of port and lemon was pressed into her hand as the girls chatted and waved cheerily to people on other tables. They seemed to know most of the drinkers in the pub and bantered back and forth

  good-naturedly with the landlord.




  They had been there no time at all before Poppy spotted a familiar face weaving her way through the tables towards them.




  ‘There you are, Poppy,’ sighed Vera, visibly relieved. ‘I came as fast as I could. I promised Mr Gladstone I’d keep my eye on you.’ She paused as she took in

  Poppy’s new appearance. ‘Are you all right, my dear?’ she asked, her eyes narrowing.




  ‘Hello, Mrs Shadwell,’ mumbled Poppy. ‘Sal and Daisy have been looking after me. We’ve been having a gay old time.’




  With that, she hiccupped and leaned back against the bar. Frantically, she fought to stay upright, but with a couple of glasses of whisky inside her, it was like trying to balance on two pins.

  Instead, she slithered slowly down to the floor.




  ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Daisy and Sal,’ snapped Vera, grabbing Poppy before she crumpled into a heap at her feet. She wrenched the glass of port from Poppy’s hand and

  whistled to the landlord. ‘Bitter lemon over here when you’re ready.’ Then she whirled on Daisy. ‘She’s nothing but an innocent up from the countryside. How could you

  corrupt her like this?’




  ‘Sssnot an innocent,’ protested Poppy, though no one was listening.




  Vera was glaring with ill-disguised disgust at her younger sister, but Daisy met her gaze with a challenging look, her proud chin thrust defiantly in the air.




  ‘Mr Gladstone entrusted me to look after her, and what do you two do?’ Vera said angrily.




  ‘Oh, do calm down, won’t you, Vera,’ sighed Daisy. ‘It’s just a bit of make-up. You wanna try it yourself.’




  ‘But look at her, for pity’s sake,’ said Vera, ignoring Daisy’s cruel jibe about her looks. ‘She looks like she should be working the docks.’




  ‘Steady on,’ said Sal.




  ‘Don’t waste your breath, Sal,’ tutted Daisy. ‘I reckon our young friend here would sooner be bombed out than look like my old sister.’




  ‘That’s enough of your sauce, my girl,’ Vera snapped.




  Mercifully the conversation was brought to an abrupt halt when in the corner of the smoky room, someone struck up a song on the piano. In no time at all half the pub was swaying and singing

  along to the lively tune, the voices drowning out the bickering sisters.




  ‘Oh good, I love a sing-song,’ enthused Sal, relieved at the interruption. ‘Come on. Let’s grab a table before it gets too rammed. I reckon young Poppy here could do with

  a sit-down.’ She winked at Poppy and gently guided her to the nearest table.




  As Poppy sat and sipped her bitter lemon, attempting to gather her wits, she took in the pub’s customers. Men and women of all ages, relieved to have escaped unharmed from their shelters,

  were pouring into the warmth and safety of the Dog and Duck, ordering drinks, laughing and telling jokes. The tiny room was packed, the blacked-out windows steamed up, and the air was alive with

  the babble of cockney voices competing for airspace.




  Poppy soon lost count of how many people she was introduced to.




  ‘Gracious,’ she smiled, ‘you girls are popular.’




  ‘You better believe it,’ grinned Sal, waving at Pat, Ivy and Doris from Trout’s as they walked in.




  ‘Budge up, Poppy, there’s a good gal,’ cackled Ivy, when she reached their table.




  ‘Yeah, that’s the way, sweetheart,’ piped up Pat, easing her gigantic bosom round the pub table until she was rammed in on the other side. Hapless Poppy found herself wedged in

  between the layers of a human sandwich.




  ‘Don’t look so worried, Poppy,’ whispered Sal from across the table. ‘Everyone likes you, I can tell. All you need to know about the East End is if people like you,

  you’re all right, but if you cross ‘em . . .’ she paused to exhale her cigarette in perfect smoke rings, ‘forget about it – your life will be a misery.’




  ‘But how will I know?’




  ‘Trust me,’ winked Sal, ‘you’ll know. You’ll be sent to Coventry.’




  ‘But I’ve only just got to London,’ Poppy pleaded, but Sal was no longer listening.




  Sitting back in her chair, Sal sighed contentedly. ‘Can’t beat this,’ she said. ‘It’d be perfect right now if only my boys were here. I don’t know why you

  want to leave, Daisy. I’m going to end my days here.’




  ‘Couldn’t agree more,’ piped up Vera. ‘Everything we need is right here.’




  Daisy laughed with scorn in her voice. ‘No imagination – that’s your problem,’ she said, shrugging her delicate shoulders. As she spoke, Poppy noticed how, nearby, a

  table of men were gazing rapt at Daisy, hanging on her every word. Her beauty had that effect on people. The tumbling raven curls, sensuous, inviting mouth and glittering emerald eyes gave her an

  almost cartoonish beauty, which seemed exaggerated next to the stout, matronly figures of Pat, Doris and Ivy.




  What must it be like to be the most beautiful woman in any room you walk into? Poppy wondered.




  ‘I may be an East End girl, but I got big aspirations, see,’ Daisy went on in her wonderful breathy voice. As she spoke, she absent-mindedly played with the hem of her red dress, her

  fingers seductively toying with the silky folds of the gown. The men on the neighbouring table looked like they were about to expire.




  ‘I want an inside toilet, a proper garden, hot running water. My old mate Sandra’s family upped sticks to Jaywick Sands. Expect she’s living the life of Riley. Eighteen

  thousand people have left Bethnal Green in the last ten years alone, they reckon. I just wish I was one of ‘em.’




  ‘Yeah,’ interrupted Vera. ‘And you know how many have come back?’ Without waiting for anyone to answer, she went on, her scarred chest heaving with indignation. A third,

  that’s how many. And I’ll tell you for why – there’s no community. An inside toilet can’t compensate for not being with your own.’




  ‘That’s right,’ agreed Ivy, while Sal nodded.




  ‘Where’s the markets, the pubs and the music halls in the suburbs?’ Vera said. ‘Who’d look after your kids if you were ill, or run stuff down the

  pawnbroker’s? You pay a high price for indoor plumbing.’




  ‘But that’s the point,’ protested Daisy. ‘I want to look out at green fields, not pawnbrokers. As soon as this war’s over, I’m making a better life for

  myself. I want to raise my nippers out in the fresh air, do a proper job of it.’




  Vera stared hard at a puddle of beer that was creeping towards the side of the table, dangerously close to spilling over the edge.




  Poppy watched the older woman’s face flicker with emotion. Vera fished out a hanky and furiously wiped at the mess on the table.




  ‘You don’t know you’re born, young lady,’ she spat. ‘You’re too young to really remember the days before this war changed our neighbourhood.’




  Daisy tutted and rolled her eyes.




  Sensing that the sisters were about to engage in round two, Poppy focused her gaze on Sal.




  ‘You mentioned your boys, Sal,’ she ventured sweetly. ‘I’d love to hear about them.’




  Sal’s expression changed in a heartbeat. Her mouth stretched into a dazzling smile. Even her halo of copper hair seemed to shine more brightly at the mention of her sons.




  ‘Well, there’s Billy – he’s seven – and Joey, who’s five. Lil’ bleeders they are,’ she said.




  ‘Don’t listen to her,’ chuckled Daisy. ‘She loves the bones of them. Don’t you, Sal?’




  ‘That I do,’ she grinned. ‘I might be biased, but they are gorgeous. You want to see?’




  ‘Oh yes.’




  Placing her glass down, Sal pulled a crumpled black-and-white photo from inside her blouse and proudly thrust it at Poppy. Staring back at her were two adorable little boys. They had quite the

  grubbiest faces she had ever seen – street urchins, Cook would have called them – but beneath the dyed-in grime shone a sweetness and intelligence. At least they have a mother who would

  quite obviously fight like a lioness if anyone so much as harmed a hair on their heads, thought Poppy. More than could be said for her own mother, who had spent every day of Poppy’s childhood

  scrubbing her with carbolic soap and washing the fun clean out of her life. And when danger had come knocking, how had her mother helped her?




  ‘They’re beautiful, Sal,’ said Poppy, as she carefully handed her back the photo.




  Sal took her picture and traced her finger down it with a touching fervour, as if she was stroking her sons’ warm cheeks and not just a faded black-and-white image of them. Her mothering

  instincts were beyond reproach and Poppy felt humbled by such a strong love, displayed so honestly.




  ‘You must be very proud of them – angels with dirty faces,’ she blurted, so moved she couldn’t stop herself speaking her mind.




  ‘Angels with dirty faces? I like that, Poppy.’




  ‘So where are they now?’




  ‘I had them evacuated a year before the Blitz began, as soon as the first wave of evacuations started,’ Sal replied. ‘It made sense. And I’m glad of it too. They’re

  safe now, staying with a postmistress down in Devon.’




  ‘You must miss them very much,’ said Poppy.




  ‘You have no idea. But I know it’s the right thing for them. And I know I’ll see them again.’ Her voice cracked and Sal allowed Daisy to fold her into a hug.




  Poppy watched the touching scene in awe. Gently, Daisy rocked her like a mother might a sick child.




  ‘It’s all right,’ Daisy soothed. ‘Better out than in, I always say.’




  And there they remained, wrapped in a cuddle, bound by deep ties of care and loyalty that Poppy could never even begin to fathom. Their friendship left her breathless with admiration and envy.

  East End women clearly made friends for life. What real friends did she have back in Norfolk? None that she knew of. And her mother? At least Sal had sent her boys away to keep them safe; her mum

  had got shot of her the first chance she had simply to save face.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Sal sniffed, composing herself. ‘It’s like a part of myself has gone. And every single day I wonder what it is they’re doing, what I’m

  missing. Joey lost his first tooth the other day and it wasn’t me pretending to be the tooth fairy. But I don’t regret it,’ she blazed. ‘Oh no. Three days after the Blitz

  began, a junior school over in Canning Town, near the docks, copped it. Hundreds of poor souls buried alive. The East End was ringed with fire that night, wasn’t it, girls? We saw the flames

  billowing up into the night sky from the top of Trout’s.’




  Daisy nodded sadly. ‘They were piling the dead up in the street. Those poor little kiddies.’




  The table fell silent. Even Vera’s usually brisk expression seemed haunted by the memory.




  ‘That day changed the East End forever,’ murmured Pat.
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