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ONCE UPON A SNOWY NEW YEAR’S Eve, a story began. It was called The Little Match Girl and was sold, beautifully bound between chestnut-hard covers, at bookshops across the land. The story itself was so sweet and sad, people would snivel into their hankies upon reading it, and soon it became famous the world over. It made the man who wrote it very rich indeed, though I don’t suppose he’d ever met a real match girl in his life. If he had, he’d have known we weren’t all pretty things with fair curls and tiny, freezing hands, and that most of us were fed up with being hungry all the time. We didn’t want people feeling sorry for us; we wanted a fair chance at a decent life, and to one day be able to tell our own stories, from our own mouths. This author hadn’t done his research, not properly. If he’d bothered to talk to one of us, he’d know that even little match girls had names.


My mam had called me Bridie, short for Brigid, the only Irish patron saint who was a woman, and a brave, bold one at that. It was also my grandmother’s name. She’d died back in Ireland, so I never met her, but I had red hair just like hers, Mam told me. And the same bony knees and gruff laugh, and a way of stringing words together that made people stop and listen, which helped when it came to selling matches. I had her surname, too: Sweeney.


So, that’s me, Bridie Sweeney. I’m a match girl, just like in the world-famous story, though my version has a far better ending. But there’s no need to rush on, when you’ve the rest of my tale to hear, first.


I lived with my mother and little brother, Fergal, in a draughty room above a pawn shop in London’s East End. The shop was in a tiny court, flanked on all sides by grime-streaked buildings in which other families, just like ours, lived and worked. All day and night, you’d hear fighting and crying and, sometimes, a bit of singing. When the sun shone, the space between the buildings was strung with laundry that never quite got dry. It amazed me to think that Queen Victoria herself lived in this same city, only a mile or so to the west. I bet she never wore damp underclothes or got nibbled by rats in the night. But that was London for you – home to the very richest and the very, very poorest.


Luckily, though our living space was small, there were only three of us to share it. My father was long gone – a deck-hand on a visiting ship, so Mam told me, and a gentle soul who’d cried more than the baby he’d left her with when he set sail back to Spain. We never saw him – or his tears – again.
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As soon as I was old enough to yell ‘MatCHES!’ I was put out on the streets to sell them. Near the docks, where we lived, the competition was fierce. Us street sellers outnumbered the rats, which was no mean feat. Thankfully, I learned the business quickly, and though I say so myself, I was soon one of best match girls around.


‘You could sell flames to a fireman, you could!’ Mam would say with a laugh.


Part of me was proud to be good at what I did. But that didn’t stop me from dreaming of bigger, better things. Top of the list was not being hungry all day, every day. A close second was for the match factory to pay their workers a proper wage.


For we were all in the match trade, Mam, Fergal and me. My brother, at six years old, should’ve been in school. But, as had been the case when I was his age, paying the rent was our priority. And so Mam often kept Fergal off school to work at making matchboxes. Hunger made us all fast learners. Once Fergal had collected the paste, wood, paper and recognizable red Lucifers labels from the factory, he’d spread it all out on the kitchen table and not move from his seat for ten hours straight. On a good day he’d make one hundred matchboxes, and earn just two measly pennies for his work.


What I never understood was that he liked going into the factory, despite it being as grim a place as you could find. But Fergal insisted he’d made a friend there – an older boy called Kip.


‘He’s got a very nice fat pet dog,’ Fergal told me, which, as he was smitten with all animals, would’ve made the world of difference to my brother.


All told, gluing matchboxes wasn’t really hard graft: that happened on the factory floor itself where women, like our mam, stood at benches for fourteen hours at a time, and kept working until the poisons they dipped the matches into made their teeth fall out.


Selling matches on the city streets, I at least got some air, even if it was syrup-thick city air that made your chest tighten and your nose-pickings turn black. London’s streets swarmed with barrow boys, crossing sweepers, beggars, bruisers, lords, do-gooders, ladies holding their skirts above the muck, each and every one of them needing candles to read by, a stove lit, a soothing puff on a pipe. You couldn’t get anywhere in this life without a light, and for that light, you needed a match. Walking the cobbles, yelling, ‘Flames for a farthing!’ I was certain people needed my matches as much as I needed their coin. It wasn’t just about a little box of wooden spills: I was selling them comfort, possibilities, hope.


‘Mine are magical matches,’ I’d insist. ‘One strike and you’ll be in a better place, I guarantee it!’


Like my grandmother before me, the words tripped easily off my tongue. I’d spin stories of far-off lands where no one ever felt cold, of lights that never dimmed, of flames the colour of rainbows.


‘These matches, my friends, will transform your life!’ I’d tell the passers-by.


Many would shake their heads and walk on. Those with children in tow might slow down briefly, before dragging their charges on. Plenty more would buy my matches. And some poor souls, hope sparking in their exhausted faces, clearly wanted to believe what I said: that these matches would change things for the better.


I wasn’t daft enough to believe it myself, though. Not then.





On this particular New Year’s Eve where my story begins, it was daybreak and so cold we’d slept the night in our clothes. The only items I’d taken off were my black laced boots, which, for some reason, Fergal was now clomping around in.


‘Hand ’em over, Spratt,’ I said. His brush with the measles the previous year had left him smaller than the other boys in our court, and Mam and me doted on him all the more for it.


‘Can’t,’ he insisted, pale-faced and earnest. ‘Mr Gladstone’s gone under the floorboards. If he doesn’t know I’m here, he’ll never come out.’ Mr Gladstone was Fergal’s pet mouse, named after our prime minister because of his huge whiskers.


At the hearth, Mam was on her knees trying to coax last night’s embers back to life. It would’ve been easier to light the fire with matches, but the only ones we had were all boxed up ready for sale.


‘Let him keep the boots on, Bridie,’ Mam pleaded. ‘He’s got school today, and it’s snowy outside. You know how weak his chest is; we don’t want him catching cold. See, look how nicely they fit now.’


She’d stuffed newspaper down the backs of them. Never mind that giving him my boots meant I’d have to walk the streets barefoot. But what she said about Fergal’s weak chest was true, and because of this and how gloomy he looked over his lost mouse, I softened. I’d outgrown the boots months ago, so the choice was chilblains or blisters.


‘Mr Gladstone’ll be here, somewhere, Spratt,’ I reassured him, because in truth you were never far from a rodent in London.


‘But he isn’t! He’s lost!’ wailed Fergal, tears brimming.


It was more likely our neighbour’s killer cat had found him, but I didn’t say so. Instead, I gave Fergal the last heel of bread to keep him from full-blown sobbing.


‘We’ll have us a nice hot supper tonight,’ I told him, hoping the promise of food might cheer him up.


‘So we will,’ Mam agreed.


Though I wondered what she’d be able to eat, since she’d trouble with toothache again, and that morning her jaw seemed worse than ever, all swelled up like a billiard ball.


Meanwhile, my bare feet, as knobbly as old potatoes, already felt cold. Yet the bonus of such bitter weather would be the need for heat and light. With any luck, I’d sell my matches five times over, and make enough for a whole roast goose for supper.
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