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‘It just went like tinder; one girl began, the rest said “yes” and out we all went.’

Account of the Matchwomen’s Strike, 1888

‘I too shall marry, have children, but not like her. I shall find a way of doing it all differently.’

Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born


I


1

Ellen

1909

There are pleasant streets in Hackney, yellow-brick houses with green curtains and closed front doors, and sometimes, walking down them, looking at the fresh flowers in the windows, I feel an ache for how things were before, in the days when we were respectable. But the streets near the factory, the cluster of houses between our lodgings and the high street, are not like that. Everything that should be inside is out, as if the seams of the houses have burst and they’ve spilt their guts out onto the road. Every front door is open. Women hang about in doorways, squat on front steps or lean out of windows. Washing is strung across the narrow street. Children run around in circles or climb on front walls, lost in odd, formless games.

The day before we moved in to the new rooms, I went to see the factory building, picking my way through litter, passing cracked panes and torn curtains. I came out on the high street and walked past workshops and small factories that I had never noticed before. They made the sorts of things – chairs, soap, glue, hats – that I had once used without thinking about where they came from. When I got to Simpson & Fields, Card and Box Manufacturers, I crossed to the other side of the road to look at it.

From Monday, I would be working indoors. I’d been doing piecework for them for months, making cigarette boxes at the kitchen table and dropping them round the back – but I had never been inside the building, never thought about what went on in there. I tried to imagine what was happening there now, behind the smooth red walls and the glinting windows bigger than doorways.

It must have been dinner-time because the doors opened and the front yard filled with workers – some men, a few boys, a few women, but most of them girls. The girls were my age, and dressed like me, in straw hats, plain skirts and shirts. But they were not like me. They were loud and fast, jostling and shoving, calling and shouting to each other across the yard. My mother would have called them ‘rough’ or ‘coarse’. My father would have called them ‘whores’.

I sometimes wonder what would have happened to me if we hadn’t had to leave our old house, if I’d stayed on the other side of Hackney, if I’d never heard of the factory. Perhaps I might have managed a bare, comfortable sort of life after all. But the truth is, comfort never suited me, even in my old existence of schoolwork, needlework and polishing the aspidistra leaves with milk every Saturday. I could never leave things alone; I was always picking at my skin or seeing how long I could hold my finger in the candle flame. Looking up at the building, the crowd of girls in front of it, I felt scared, but also a familiar restless excitement.

The smell set it apart, a mix of card and dust, which, after the fried fish, rotting vegetables and canal scum, smelt like lavender to me. I didn’t know then about the animal smell of the glue. I didn’t know about the girls, about Mary or Eliza or Mags. I did not know what was about to begin.

On my first day at the factory, I got up at half past five, though I’d been awake earlier. I crept between the furniture to the passageway, still unused to how little space there was in the new, cramped rooms. In the passageway, there was a crescent of inky-blue light above the front door, the glass framed by the arch above the doorway. I went through the scullery to the back yard, used the water closet and filled a jug from the tap.

Back in the parlour, I washed my face, pinned my hair back, filled the kettle and laid the grate. I put away the sewing machine and the work basket, spooned tea in the pot, put out the bread and crockery for breakfast. I gently lifted my blanket off the sofa, folded it and put it away in the orange crate by the fireplace, covering my nightdress and pillow. At six, I looked over the room, running through everything that would go on there that day, trying to work out if I had everything ready, and it felt impossible to imagine it all happening without me. I stood for a long time in the doorway, stuck, until I forced myself into the street, shutting the door softly behind me.

By the time I reached the high street, I felt a little better: the sky was getting lighter, the smell from the coffee house as I passed was enlivening, and the doors of the public house were opening. I got to Simpson & Fields early, and went in through the gate to wait in the cobbled yard, where there was already a crowd forming. That was when I saw Mary’s gang for the first time.

I noticed their hats first. Most of the girls wore straw hats, like mine, a few were bare-headed and some of the women covered their heads with shawls. But this group, four or five girls, wore peaked caps, like the ones the men had on, but puffed up like loaves of bread. They’d done their hair nicely too, tucked under the hats and curled around their faces. Their jackets were smart and their boots looked new, even though they couldn’t have been earning more than fourteen shillings a week. I thought that everyone must have been right about factory girls after all: vain, foolish things.

But I made my way across the cobbles, sidling past the other clusters of workers, so I could stand just beside these girls and watch them, as they jumped on each other, punched and wrestled – Betty, you never, you stupid cow, oh, fuck yourself. They didn’t notice me. Then a bell rang, the doors opened and we all began to move.

I had never met Mr Simpson before, and when I knocked gently on the door of his office on the ground floor, a man in a dark suit looked up from behind a large desk with a deep-green surface. I explained why I was there and he seemed not to know who I was. For a moment I thought I’d made a mistake – perhaps there was no job after all – and I felt stupid, but also relieved, despite myself. I knew that we couldn’t do without my wage and if there was nothing for me here, we’d be in an even worse mess than we were already, but still, the thought of walking out felt sweet and comforting, as if it would somehow lead me back to my old life.

But he must have remembered because he told me to follow him up to the top floor. He took the stairs two at a time and I struggled to keep up with him, embarrassed at how short my breath was. At the top of the stairwell, there was a window reaching from the ceiling to the floor, and I stopped for a moment, just to see what the streets looked like from up here, the messy string of miniature back yards, with their tiny water closets and washing lines, the collapsing roof tiles and smashed windows. A train track cut across the sky above them.

I followed Mr Simpson through a door to the left, into a vast room, each wall lined with huge domed windows. Slanting squares of sunlight fell on the clean brick walls and wooden floors, and three long benches lined the room. The girls standing at them looked up when we came in, but their fingers did not stop moving. A man in a waistcoat walked between them, making marks in a notebook, and as soon as he saw Mr Simpson he came towards us.

‘Mr Clifford,’ Mr Simpson said. ‘This is Eleanor. She’s starting today.’

‘Very good. I’ll stick her with Mary,’ Mr Clifford said. ‘Mary!’

One of the girls I had noticed outside joined us. She had taken off her hat and jacket, rolled up her sleeves and put on cotton overalls. She was tall and very thin; beneath her shirt, I noticed the gap where her slight body did not meet the stiff top of her corset. Her eyes burst out of her face. She looked at me as if she was trying to see beneath my skin.

‘Yes?’

‘You can have the apprentice,’ he said. He turned to me. ‘Mary will show you what to do and take your wage at first. If it all goes well, after three months, you can start getting the wages.’

I started to panic. It would be impossible for me to work without wages for three months; we couldn’t manage. I was struggling to find the words to say it, that I couldn’t be an apprentice, that I would have to go back to working from home, but Mary spoke first. ‘I’ve seen you before. Have you moved in to Digby Street?’

I nodded.

‘Enough chatter, please, girls,’ Mr Clifford said. ‘It’s breakfast-time in half an hour, you can gossip to your hearts’ content then.’

‘Didn’t you do boxing-up at home?’ Mary asked.

‘She’s new. She’s an apprentice,’ Mr Clifford said, and Mr Simpson nodded, although I could tell he was already tired of the conversation, looking towards the door.

‘She ain’t an apprentice. She already knows how to do it.’

‘She makes the cigarette boxes,’ Mr Clifford said. ‘She’ll need to do all sorts here. The hat boxes are a different matter altogether. Besides, we don’t know how quick she is.’

‘She’ll be as quick as me in a couple of days.’

‘Oh?’ said Mr Clifford. ‘Well, if the work’s easy, we’ll adjust your wage.’

‘She can be my apprentice for a week. After that, she should get her own wage.’

‘All right, settle down, will you, Mary!’ Mr Simpson said distractedly.

Mary’s face set into an expression – eyes narrow, mouth firm – that made me shrink, but the men were not looking at her. She cocked her head towards the back of the room, and I followed her.

‘You have to fight for everything here,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you the money for this week and then you make sure you get your own wage. Just watch me do a few. It won’t be that different to what you’re doing at home.’

She took me to her space at the bench, where she had laid out piles of cardboard and paper, a board and a pot of liquid glue. I watched her take a brush and spread the glue evenly on the board, bend the sides of a piece of card, draw a sheet of paper across the glue, and cover the box with it in one motion. Then she began on the lid. She was working slowly, to show me, but each movement – the dipping of the brush, the folding of the card, the tucking and smoothing of the paper – was easy and exact.

I must have made hundreds of boxes at home, but – I now understood – in a much less practised manner. I did my best, but I was horribly slow. Mary took my first attempt out of my hands and threw it on the floor. ‘Too much glue. Don’t worry, you can chuck the odd one before you start getting fined for them.’ She was getting quicker and quicker, the boxes piling up in the crate. ‘Don’t ever be late, though. If you’re even a minute late, you’ll have to work an extra half-hour.’ I kept watching her hands, which seemed no longer connected to her, her fingers moving without her even knowing. ‘That’s how they make their money. All those unpaid half-hours.’

We had worked together for a few minutes before she said, ‘Do you have a name?’

‘Ellen,’ I said.

‘Ellen,’ she said, as if she was considering it. ‘Number twelve, is it? Below Mrs Atkins?’

I nodded, still having to concentrate on my slow, clumsy hands.

‘I live at number six,’ she said.

‘Is it a good street?’ I said, and then felt a sudden burst of pain in the arch of my back, which left me panting. I turned round and saw Mr Clifford, his hand curled in a fist. ‘No talking, girls,’ he said as he walked past. Mary gave me an apologetic look.

A bell rang and the girls stopped abruptly, their hands now busy in their skirts, producing little parcels of paper and unwrapping them as they drew stools out to sit on or gathered on the floor. I stared stupidly, not sure what to do, but Mary said, ‘Here, come on.’ She pulled on her jacket and hat, and took off down the stairs. I went after her, and out the front she was greeted by the same handful of girls I’d seen that morning. They went round the back of the building to the yard where I’d queued so many times to hand over the work I did at home.

Mary took a parcel of newspaper out of her pocket and unwrapped two slices of bread and dripping.

‘This is Ellen,’ she said. ‘It’s her first day. She’s on my floor, she lives on Digby Street.’ She told me their names and I forgot them at once. The girls smiled or said hello but they were busy with their breakfast, tearing into sweet white buns, licking treacle off their fingers. One girl was lazily peeling a boiled egg, bits of shell falling to the ground with clumps of delicious white flesh still clinging to them.

I was suddenly overcome with hunger. I hadn’t thought at all about what I’d eat at work; I’d hoped perhaps that I just wouldn’t want food. It would have been easier not to, saving the time, the money, the thought, for something else. But the smell of Mary’s bread and dripping was sending me deranged. The dents in the soft wet crumb, the brown stains on her fingers, the small dribble of gravy that ran down the side of her mouth. I could taste it; the dark, savoury, salty tang was on my tongue, in my head, blotting out all thought. It was half past eight.

Mary turned to me and asked, ‘Do you not have breakfast?’

I shook my head. ‘I forgot.’

She paused and in those seconds of hesitation I could see on her face what it cost her, but she still held out half a slice of bread. I could barely manage to shake my head. She turned her face away and pushed it towards me. I grabbed it, then bolted it so fast I barely tasted it.

‘I’ll show you where you can get a bun for your lunch,’ she said, licking her fingers, pressing them on the crumbs on her jacket, and licking them again.

After breakfast, I got faster. I still wasn’t as good as Mary, but the movements were beginning to feel more natural, and I was making fewer mistakes, marvelling at how smoothly the paper clung to the card and how precisely the edges lined up. I had even started to let in other thoughts, judging how far I could let my mind wander before the work started getting sloppy. ‘I knew you didn’t need to be an apprentice!’ Mary said, and I felt happier than I had in a long time.

When the dinner bell rang, I followed Mary down the stairs again, and this time, she and the other girls went out of the gate and started walking down the high street, turning into the smaller street of shops where they held the market on Saturdays, past the forbidding brick wall of the fever hospital, a public house and a butcher’s.

‘Let’s go to the fish shop,’ the girl who’d had the egg said. She was fair with a flat, freckled face, shorter than me but stout; she already had the body of a woman. Her jacket creased at the front where it strained to meet, one button already missing.

‘I ain’t going in there, Mags, it fucking stinks,’ another girl said. She was also fair, but dainty, the smallest of the four of them and the smartest: the velvet of her hat looked new and her hair was elaborately rolled round the brim.

‘Well, you can wait outside then, can’t you?’ Mags said.

‘I ain’t going in,’ Mary said. ‘Last time I did, some bloke knocked the eel bucket over.’

‘Oh, he didn’t!’ the small girl said.

‘He did. They was everywhere, the little bastards. The bloke behind the counter was running about with the net, some other lad was down on the floor trying to grab ’em, but they kept slipping out of his hands. I swear I saw two of them go out the door. Probably went down the drain.’

‘They’ll come out somebody’s plughole,’ the fourth girl said, and they all yelled.

‘I wouldn’t touch one now,’ Mary said. ‘It’s the way they move. They’re sly. I don’t trust ’em.’

‘Good in a pie, though,’ said Mags.

The fish shop was in the middle of the street, at the crest of the hill, with dark-green tiles surrounding the windows and doorway. I saw the lettering on the glass advertising ‘Live Eels’ and shuddered. Fish were heaped on a marble counter in the window, blank black eyes and limp shimmering bodies. The smaller girl was right: the smell was awful. I waited outside with her and Mary, while Mags and the other girl went in.

They wandered down the hill, going in and out of shops, and I was shocked by the ease with which they bought things, coming out with kippers, bloaters, meat pies. I spent a penny on a bun and swore that I would bring bread with me every day from then on.

But as we walked down towards the park at the bottom of the hill, I realised I was beginning to enjoy it: the children playing out and women buying groceries, the swooping coloured awnings, the gold lettering on shopfronts, offering confectionary, bread, fine ales, good meat, dentistry, cigarettes, low prices. And most of all, the girls, the careless way they spoke and behaved, walking through it all as if it belonged to them.

‘Did you see Eliza and Ruth at it last week?’ the smaller girl, who I’d learnt was called Lou, said, taking a bite out of her pie and brushing the flakes of pastry off her jacket.

‘I didn’t see it,’ Mags said, throwing a ball of greasy newspaper in the gutter. ‘But I saw the hair. Eliza tore a chunk off.’

‘You lying bitch!’ Lou said with her mouth full.

‘She did! She’s got the lock. She was waving it around before we went in the other day.’

‘I don’t believe you. She’ll have got a hairpiece from somewhere,’ Lou said.

‘You ask her. She’ll show it you.’

‘You’re talking out your arse, Mags,’ Mary said, and Mags grabbed her from behind, trying to climb on her back.

‘Oh, get off, will you, you daft bitch,’ Mary said, pulling at Mags’s arms, which were round her neck.

A group of boys laughed and a woman drew away from us in a showy manner. A man coming out of the tobacconist’s said, ‘Bloody factory girls,’ to his mate and looked straight at me. I stared back, startled. I felt an urge to tell him that he was mistaken, that I was not one of them. But there was no way to explain: I was now a factory girl after all, only not in the way he meant it.

The girls did not seem to care that they had been noticed. Mags let go of Mary and Mary adjusted her jacket and hairpins. ‘Stop frightening Ellen,’ she said. ‘She’s not from the East End.’

They turned towards me, interested for the first time.

‘Where are you from then?’ Lou asked.

‘I was born in Clerkenwell,’ I said. ‘But we moved out here when I was six.’

Mary looked at me. ‘A nice little house opposite the park, I heard.’

‘Oh, fancy!’ Mags said.

‘How did you end up here then?’ Lou asked, curiously.

In that moment, I didn’t know. How had I ended up here – the kind of girl that women disapproved of and men swore at in the street?

‘Her dad died so they lost his wage, and her ma was in the family way so she lost her job too,’ Mary said. I supposed she’d heard about it from Mrs Atkins above us, or any other bored woman on the street, intrigued by the spectacle of new neighbours. The others nodded; it was an ordinary story, the kind of common bad luck – the broken leg or the visit from the inspectors – that made everything collapse all at once. I heard these stories all the time. We’d never lived more than two or three streets away from the rough neighbourhoods after all. But even though I’d known it, I hadn’t expected it. I hadn’t expected it to happen like this.

By the time I turned into Digby Street at six o’clock, I felt soaked in experience, as if I’d seen more in that day than I had in my first fifteen years. As I said goodbye to Mary, I saw that Miss Povey, our landlady, was standing in front of our house, with a lady I’d never seen before.

Miss Povey was around forty, with small round glasses and a straw hat. Her friend was younger and much taller, holding a sheaf of papers, with light-brown hair badly pinned under her hat. I noticed that her nose and chin were pointed and slightly lopsided, as if her face had had a knock when it was setting. Neither of them were good-looking or even particularly nicely dressed (I’d been told ladies who did this kind of work never married), but the way they spoke, the way they gestured, the weight of their skirts, the softness of their gloves – they stood out like a couple of pelicans.

‘Ah, Ellen!’ Miss Povey said. ‘I was hoping I’d catch you home from work.’

‘Have you come for the rent?’ I asked. ‘Only I thought it was Sunday.’

‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘I’m here for a different reason today.’

Mrs Atkins from upstairs was sitting on the step outside the front door, which it seemed was never closed, peeling potatoes into the apron on her lap. She stood up to let us pass, holding her apron up to keep the peelings, and we went into the narrow passageway, which curved like a dog’s leg around the staircase. I showed them into the parlour. Mother was sitting at the machine and she looked up, startled.

‘Oh, it’s rather charming!’ Miss Povey’s friend said.

‘Yes, the houses were in good condition when we took them on,’ Miss Povey said. ‘Very little repair work needed. One imagines they would have been the homes of a rather different class of person not so long ago.’

A few genteel touches remained: the dark stone mantel and the decorated tiles, purple curling petals on a pale-yellow background, surrounding the fireplace. The wallpaper had a delicate print of pink flowers set against cream, although the paper was starting to peel and the cream was turning brown in patches and at the edges. The hearthstone was cracked and so were the frilled gas lamps on the wall. Still, I could sometimes imagine how the room would once have looked – I could see a chair by the fire, antimacassars on the arms, velvet curtains, a house plant, a rug. I imagined the kind of people who would have lived here – a clerk or a policeman, his kind wife and serene children – and then the vision would fade and the room looked like a senseless jumble again.

The day we moved in, I spent hours rearranging our belongings, like a maddening puzzle, thinking that if I could just set the sofa like that or the table like this, I could make the rooms pleasant and proper. But nothing worked, we still had too many things: a sofa, an armchair, a dining table, a sewing machine, cutlery, work baskets, knives, linens, blankets and tea tins, all crammed in together. The worst part was that our nicest things, the ones we could not bear to sell or pawn – the dark-framed oval mirror above the mantel, the fringed oil lamp, the stuffed bird under a glass dome – looked absurd in these dark, overfull rooms. Our finest tablecloth was folded in an orange crate. Our Sunday dresses hung on a hook inside the door.

‘This family have the two downstairs rooms,’ Miss Povey said to her friend, ‘and the Atkinses have the upstairs. The scullery and water closet are shared.’

Her friend nodded and looked down at the papers in her hands. I saw our family name at the top, handwritten in blue ink, with the words ‘Case Notes’ below it.

I was the one who’d found us the lodgings on Digby Street – a girl in the piecework queue had told me about rooms going nearby, managed by ladies who did good works. She said the rent was cheap, but you had to be in need and look respectable. I dressed carefully for the interview – clothes that were old but clean and mended. I chose my second pair of boots, the ones with the cracked, greying leather; it was raining and my stockings got damp, but I didn’t want to look as if we could afford new boots. I told Miss Povey our story and she made notes, and we were offered two rooms in number twelve. The girl had been right: the rent was cheap.

‘May I introduce you to Miss Morton?’ Miss Povey said, gesturing to her friend. ‘She’s just arrived in the East End, a volunteer at the St Edward’s Settlement. She’ll be acting as my superintendent on Digby Street while she’s here, collecting your rent, managing repairs and so on.’

She turned to Miss Morton and told her a little of our family story – my mother, recently widowed and her confinement drawing near, two young boys in school, a daughter aged fifteen, out at work, getting by on less than a pound a week. While she spoke, Miss Morton looked at me as if I was a sort of sad exhibit, a dog with lion’s feet or a bearded lady. She pitied me, I could tell, but also found me curious, something kept behind a pane of glass. It was almost worse than not being seen at all.

‘Would you like tea, Miss Povey? Miss Morton?’ Mother said, and I hoped they would say no, because I couldn’t remember how much tea was in the tin or whether we had sugar, but Miss Povey said, ‘How kind of you to offer! Only if it’s no trouble,’ and sat down at the table. Miss Morton did the same. I picked up the kettle and took it into the scullery.

When I came back in, the sewing machine had been cleared away, a cloth and cups had been put on the table and Mother was spooning tea into the pot in our kitchen corner. The fire was lit and I put the kettle on the grate.

‘And where are your boys?’ Miss Povey asked. ‘George and … ?’

‘David,’ Mother said. ‘Playing out.’ She looked unhappy. ‘I used to keep them in, but here, well—’ She gestured at the room.

Miss Povey smiled sympathetically. ‘Of course. And at least they’re getting God’s good air. Well, what passes for it in the East End. Miss Morton was thinking she might organise some proper games for the children on Sunday – cricket and so on. Something with structure. Much better than the dreadful, repetitive things they come up with themselves.’

‘That sounds nice,’ Mother said, smiling faintly.

‘It was actually Ellen I wished to speak to,’ Miss Povey said, and I took Mother’s work basket off a stool so I could bring it over and join them at the table. ‘I believe you work at the box factory? With Mary Cunningham?’

‘That’s right.’ I nodded.

‘How nice to have a friend at work.’ She turned to Mother. ‘Mary’s a nice girl. Irish family but very decent. Now, the reason I called, Ellen, is that as your circumstances change’ – she nodded at Mother, who put a hand on her belly – ‘as they are bound to, I fear things may be very difficult on your factory wages—’

‘We’ve put money aside for the confinement,’ Mother said.

‘Oh, how clever you are! I’m sure you have. But we do try to improve the lives of our tenants, if we can, and one of the ways we do this is by finding little jobs, something to rely on if work is irregular or some sort of accident happens …’ She nodded at Mother again. ‘And Miss Morton had a rather clever idea.’ Miss Morton reddened and looked down, placing her hands on her lap and spreading her fingers out. ‘She suggested that Ellen come and whiten her step at the settlement on Saturdays. Perhaps scrub the passageway as well.’

I did not look at Mother. We’d never had servants, but we once had a step girl, a neighbour’s daughter, who came on Saturdays.

‘I’ll be needed at home,’ I said. ‘When I’m not at the factory.’

‘You can go on Saturdays when you finish at the factory. You’ll get sixpence, which you can put aside. Then you need never be late with the rent!’

‘I’ve never once been late with the rent,’ Mother said. ‘And if you’d spoken to our landlord on Victoria Park Road, you would know that.’

Miss Povey took a deep breath. ‘It would be excellent preparation for a job in service,’ she said.

‘Ellen won’t be getting a job in service,’ Mother said.

‘But you surely can’t wish her to be a factory girl forever.’ Miss Povey leant forward in her chair.

‘She can go back to school,’ Mother said, ‘when we’re back on our feet. She was going to be a schoolteacher.’

There was a horrible quiet. Miss Morton looked distressed, anxiously turning her head from Miss Povey to Mother. I saw the steam coming from the kettle and got up to make tea, but by the time I reached the fireplace Miss Povey was also on her feet.

‘You must do what you think is best,’ she said courteously.

‘I’ll come this Saturday,’ I said. ‘You’re right, it’ll be good to have something put aside.’ Miss Morton gave a delighted gasp and Miss Povey sat down with a small smile. I poured the tea while Miss Morton wrote down her address, and nodded as she eagerly told me the route I should take, how I would recognise the house, the size of the step and the length of the passageway compared to ours. Then Miss Povey talked at length about the rent, repairs, how she would not tolerate drunkenness or debt, or the misuse of dustbins, and then finally they stood up to go. As Miss Povey said goodbye, she clasped my hand tightly and smiled with such unexpected warmth, it was almost alarming.

‘I do hope I can make your lives a little better,’ she said. ‘And that one day you may consider me a friend.’

We began to clear the tea things away before we even heard the front door shut. I inspected the cloth for stains, folded it and put it back in the crate. The ladies were still in our front garden and I could hear Miss Povey speaking to Mrs Atkins about a woman who’d come to look at some rooms. Mrs Atkins had heard that the woman went to fetch beer for her husband, bought two jugs and only returned with one, ‘if you get my meaning’.

‘I do,’ said Miss Povey. ‘That’s most helpful, Mrs Atkins.’

After we’d got the boys in, given them bread and jam and sent them to bed, Mother got out her work basket and set up her machine on the kitchen table. As it started to get dark, I pinned an old sheet up over the parlour window.

‘Take it down, Ellen, it looks awful,’ she said. ‘I’ll make some curtains.’

‘I’m the one who has to sleep in here,’ I said.

She shook her head but didn’t say anything else about it. I took out the sewing box and sat in the easy chair, darning a pair of Davey’s socks. We worked in silence, listening to the noise going on outdoors. The children’s voices were as loud and close as if they’d been in the parlour with us. Grandmother, grandmother, tell me no lie, how many years before I die?

‘These children don’t go to bed, I suppose,’ Mother remarked, taking another pair of trousers out of the crate. ‘It’s like trying to sleep in the Roman Road market.’

‘We’ll get used to it,’ I said. Perhaps I was annoyed with her, because I said, ‘Imagine if Dad had been here.’

She didn’t look up. ‘If he was still with us, we wouldn’t be in this place.’

‘He wouldn’t have made it easy,’ I said.

‘No,’ she murmured. She stood up and fiddled with the thread on top of the machine. ‘He never laid a finger on me, your father.’

I had heard that many times before. It was true, but it did not make the other things untrue.

It was hard to sleep that night. I couldn’t stop trying to place each noise – the creaks, footsteps, muffled cries and shouts – trying to work out if it came from upstairs or next door or the street. As I drifted in and out of sleep, the noises seemed to come closer until it felt like the man was shouting at the foot of my bed, the child wailing next to my face.

When I did drop off, I dreamt about the house. I dreamt that beyond the back room was another room, and another, and another, more rooms than I could count, all empty, clean and light. I wandered through them, amazed that I had not seen them before. I hadn’t needed to worry. We had room for everything after all.

When I heard a small insistent voice calling my name, I thought I was still dreaming, but then I saw Davey standing by the sofa, twitching anxiously. I was barely awake, heavy and confused, and I turned over and pulled back the blanket. He climbed in and put his arm round me, his ice-cold feet squeezing between my legs to warm up. His pyjamas were wet and the smell was strong. I tried not to think about it and to think instead about how lovely it was to feel his tiny warm chest pressed into my back. I wondered when we would have our first wash day.

By Friday, I had got almost as quick at boxing-up as Mary and she told me I could expect twelve shillings a week – ‘easy’ – if I carried on like this. It was easy – or at least it was in the mornings. I relished the light coming through the windows, the space of the room, the feeling of being surrounded by other girls, all of us silently working at the same thing. We made boxes for soap, for candles, for hats and artificial flowers. Mary showed me how to strengthen the corners of the larger boxes with little strips of calico. We took it in turns to fetch the hot water to make glue, collect the card from the cutters two floors below and take the finished boxes away, but otherwise it was the same movements again and again and again, and it felt marvellously simple, so unlike doing it at home, where I was always interrupted by the boys or the teeming, breeding demands of the house. I could let my mind go completely now while my fingers worked relentlessly.

It was in the mid-afternoon, when dinner was over and the light began to fade, that time slowed until it was almost intolerable and I was struck by a maddening restlessness. My legs ached from standing, and I had to gently stamp my feet, rock on my heels, stretch my neck, while not drawing attention to myself. Sometimes I thought we all felt it. I imagined it as a mist or a fog, settling in the space between the bricks. It was too much, this great store of unused energy. I fantasised about crushing the boxes underneath my feet or smashing my body against a wall.

And yet, every morning, I woke up excited because I’d get to see the girls again. They were better than any performance I could have paid to see. Every breakfast and every dinnertime, I followed Mary out, running down the stairs to meet the others in the back yard. As I wrapped four slices of bread and put them in my pocket in the mornings, Mother said she didn’t see why I couldn’t come home and have dinner with her and the boys. I told her I didn’t have time. In fact, I wanted every moment of the girls’ company.

That Friday of the first week, we strolled down the high street to the fish shop and everyone went in. Tables and benches in dark wood lined the white-tiled walls, a large mirror above each one. I noticed two silver entwined eels wrought in the bottom of the frame. As I joined the queue at the counter, I saw the metal bucket by the door – thick, black, wriggling ropes squirming in water – and a large green mesh net.

The next morning I would collect my first wage. I had spent hours working out little pencil sums on waste paper, planning how I’d make the money last the week. It was gone already, really – on rent, funeral insurance, loaves, tea, coal, soap and herrings. We couldn’t afford fish for lunch. I knew that, and yet tomorrow I would be handed an envelope of coins that would briefly be mine. And I was hungry again.

The bread in my pocket felt heavy, reproaching me as I asked for fried fish and potatoes. I took the bottle of vinegar as the other girls did and vigorously shook it over the food, drops spurting out of the rubber stopper with a hole in it.

I tried to save it, but when I unwrapped the paper, just to smell it, I started taking quick, furtive bites. It was magnificent: so salty, so sharp, so comforting. All at once it was gone, and I had stomach pains, but I could have eaten more, and more, and more.

When we got back to the factory, there was something going on in the yard: shouting and a flurry of movement, like a disturbed bees’ nest. A small group of girls had gathered, shouting things like ‘Go it, Liza!’ or ‘Stop it, Sal!’ A few men, cutters, were watching too and laughing.

As we got closer, I saw two girls in the middle of the crowd, gripping each other’s shirts, yelling at each other. Their hats had come off and one of the girls’ hair had come loose, dark and tangled. The other girl’s shirt ripped. ‘Eliza, you bitch,’ she howled, and tried to grab her face, but Eliza turned away in time and then she punched the other girl, hard, in the face. There were gasps and an older woman grabbed Eliza round the waist and pulled her away, holding her back as she leant forward, panting and shouting. The other girl had blood coming out of her mouth, running down her shirt.

There were more gasps, and murmurs, and the woman dropped Eliza suddenly. I didn’t understand what had happened and then I saw a small paring knife in Eliza’s hand. She held it by her side, almost hidden in her skirts, still. The other girl gaped, but did not move. They stared at each other, the space between them pulsing. The bell rang and was ignored.

Finally, Mr Simpson came out of the door and Eliza slid the knife into her pocket.

‘What the hell are you all doing?’ he shouted. ‘Get back to work, you lazy cows!’

‘Oh, Eliza,’ Mary muttered as we moved towards the door.

‘She’ll get the chuck this time,’ Lou said.

‘She won’t. You’ll see,’ Mags said. ‘She gets away with it, Eliza.’

I stayed quiet as we walked towards the door. There were dark splashes on the cobbles, and the white glint of a tooth.
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