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Chapter One

GRIPPING THE TWO Kirby grips tightly between her lips, 
Matilda Mary Brogan or Mattie as she was known to all 
and everyone, carefully slid the comb of her sister Cathy’s 
headdress into place and then, taking each pin in turn, fixed 
it there. 

‘There you go,’ she said, smiling at Cathy in the mirror.
Cathy, who at eighteen was two years Mattie’s junior, had 

hair the colour of ripe corn and storm grey eyes, like their 
father’s, while, in complete contrast, Mattie had inherited the 
dark chestnut locks and hazel coloured eyes of their mother.

‘It’s so pretty.’ Touching the wax orange blossoms with 
the tips of her fingers, Cathy turned her head from side to 
side. ‘I just hope it stays on in this wind.’

‘It ought to, I’ve anchored it with enough pins,’ Mattie 
replied. ‘Besides, it looks like it’s brightening up.’ 

Cathy gave her a wan smile. ‘You mean it’s stopped 
thundering.’ 

It was the first Saturday in September and instead of 
catching the 5.30 from London Bridge to Kent for the hop 
harvest, which is what they’d done on this day of the year 
ever since the girls could remember, the women of the family 
had been up since the crack of dawn preparing for Cathy’s 
big day. 

Mattie lived with her parents, Ida and Jerimiah Brogan, 
at number 25 Mafeking Terrace which ran between Cable 
Street and the Highway in Wapping, just a few roads back 
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from London Docks. Their road was lined with Victorian 
workers’ cottages and was just wide enough for two horse 
carts to scrape past each other. It had originally been called 
Sun Fields Lane but after Baden-Powell and his handful of 
troops were relieved at Mafeking, it was renamed in their 
honour. 

With three upstairs rooms, a front and back parlour plus 
a scullery, the houses in the street were probably considered 
spacious when they were constructed a century and half 
ago but with seven adults and two children living under 
its roof, the ancient workman’s cottage was straining at 
the seams. 

Mattie’s parents had the largest upstairs room, over-
looking the street, her brother Charlie, who was three 
years older than her, and nine-year-old Billy-Boy squashed 
into the minute back room while Mattie shared the third 
bedroom with her sisters Cathy and Josephine. This was 
where she was now, standing listening to her mother and 
grandmother bustling around downstairs as they prepared 
plates of sandwiches for the wedding breakfast. 

As the women had used the facilities at the Highway’s 
public baths the evening before, they set to making plates 
of sandwiches still in their dressing gowns and curlers, to 
be taken around to the Catholic Club where the wedding 
breakfast was to be held. 

While the women of the family worked on the refreshments, 
Mattie’s father and her brother Charlie changed into their 
Sunday togs and had left twenty minutes ago to sort out the 
transport. As chief bridesmaid, Mattie had been given the 
task of helping Cathy into her wedding dress while the rest 
of the family got everything ready. 

There was a crash downstairs. 
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‘For the love of God,’ screamed her mother’s voice from 
the scullery below. ‘For once will you let up on your bloody 
fault-finding, Ma?’ 

‘Fault-finding, is it?’ trilled Queenie Brogan, Jerimiah’s 
sixty-two-year-old mother. ‘Sure, am I not just trying to stop 
you being the laughing stock of the street, Ida, with your—’

The kitchen door slammed. 
In the reflection, Cathy smiled at her. ‘They don’t stop, 

do they?’ 
‘When are they not?’ Mattie rested her hands lightly 

on her sister’s slender shoulders and smiled. ‘You look so 
beautiful and every bit the blushing bride.’

A pink glow coloured her sister’s cheeks. ‘I just hope Stan 
will agree.’ 

‘Of course he will,’ said Mattie. ‘In fact, I wouldn’t be 
surprised if he fainted away at the very sight of you.’ 

Cathy giggled. ‘Did you ever think I’d be married before 
you, Mattie?’

‘I can’t say I gave it much thought,’ Mattie replied, poking 
a stray pin in a little firmer. 

Cathy turned her head and fiddled with a curl. ‘Because 
I’m sure you’ll meet the right man someday.’ 

‘I’m sure I will, too,’ Mattie replied. ‘Someday, but I’m not 
in any hurry.’ 

Cathy spun around on the stool and took her hands. 
‘And I don’t want you to worry that you might end up 

an old maid on the shelf, cos you won’t,’ she said, an earnest 
little frown creasing her powdered brow. 

Mattie suppressed a smile. ‘I’ll try.’ 
Giving her hands a reassuring squeeze, Cathy turned back 

to admire her reflection again. ‘It seems wrong somehow to 
be so happy what with everything else that’s going on,’ 
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‘Nonsense,’ said Mattie fluffing up the short cream veil 
again. ‘A wedding and a good old-fashioned knees-up is just 
what everyone needs to take their mind off things.’ 

Cathy bit her lip. ‘Do you think it will be war?’ 
Mattie sighed. ‘I can’t see how we can avoid it. And what 

with the blackout each night and trenches being dug in 
Shadwell Gardens, it’s not as if we haven’t been preparing 
for it for months, is it? I mean, we’ve had the Civil Defence 
up and running for over a year, the blackout curtains up since 
Whitsun and it must be costing the goverment a fortune in 
printing as every day the postman’s shoving a new leaflet 
through the door.’ 

‘But Stan says there is still a chance Hitler will think 
better of it and leave Poland,’ Cathy said. 

Mattie forced a bright smile. ‘Perhaps he will. Now, you 
know how Rayon crumples, so if I were you I’d stand up for 
a bit to let the creases fall out.’ 

Cathy obediently got to her feet.
Mattie knelt down and tugged gently at the hem of 

Cathy’s dress to get the folds in the right place. The dress, 
with its padded shoulders, square neckline, cross-cut panels 
and high waistline, suited her sister to perfection. Cathy had 
fallen in love with the design two years ago and cut it out 
from the Spring Brides special edition of Woman’s Own; just 
after she’d turned sixteen and their father had agreed for her 
and Stan to start walking out properly. Mattie had sweet-
talked Soli Beckerman, the elderly pattern-cutter at Gold & 
Sons where she worked as a machinist, to make it for her and 
he’d done a beautiful job. 

Satisfied with the way the fabric was draped, Mattie 
rocked back on her heels and stood up, straightening the 
skirt of her own apple green bridesmaid dress. Bending 
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forward, she checked her hair only to find, as always, several 
wayward curls had escaped. 

The door burst open and their mother strode in. 
Ida Brogan was halfway through her forty-fourth year 

and at five foot five could look all three daughters more 
or less in the eye. If the faded wedding photo on the back 
parlour mantelshelf was to be believed, two decades ago 
she would have comfortably fitted into any of Mattie’s size 
twelve dresses but now, as mother to a brood of Brogans, her 
hips had spread accordingly. That said, she could still sprint 
down the road after a cheeky youngster if the occasion arose. 

With the exception of Christmas Day, Good Friday and 
Easter, her mother usually donned a wraparound apron and 
hid her silver-streaked dark brown hair that was once the 
same rich chestnut tone as Mattie’s under a scarf, but today 
Ida wore a navy suit and a smart pink blouse with a fluted 
front and a bow that tied at her throat. In addition, she’d 
bought herself a new felt hat which she’d decorated with a 
vast number of artificial flowers. However, in keeping with the 
government’s latest directive she’d enhanced her ensemble 
with the cardboard box containing her gas mask which was 
now hanging from her right shoulder by a length of string. 

‘How are you two getting on . . . ’ She stopped as a rare 
softness stole across her rounded face. ‘Don’t you look a right 
picture?’ 

‘Thanks, Mum,’ said Cathy, smiling shyly at her. ‘Mattie’s 
done such a good job, hasn’t she?’ 

Ida nodded. ‘Turn around and let me have a gander at 
the back.’ 

Cathy did a slow turn on the spot. 
‘Beautiful,’ said their mother with a heavy sigh. ‘You’ve 

done your sister proud, Mattie.’
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‘Thanks, Mum,’ said Mattie, enjoying her mother’s 
approval. 

Ida winked. ‘Good practice for when you and Micky get 
wed, isn’t it? I suppose he’s meeting us at the church.’ 

Mattie gave a wan smile. 
‘Just as well,’ continued her mother. ‘The way Queenie’s 

been lashing everyone with that tongue of hers, she’d have 
given the poor boy the rough edge of it if he’d been here this 
morning.’ 

She caught sight of her daughters’ alarm clock on the 
bedside table and scowled. ‘Eleven-thirty! Where’s your 
bloody father?’ 

‘It’s all right, Mum, the church is only five minutes away 
so we’ve got plenty of time,’ said Mattie. ‘I’ll take a look to 
see if he’s coming.’ 

Going to the window, which had been criss-crossed with 
gummed-on newspaper, she threw up the lower casement 
and looked out. 

Heavy grey clouds still hung low over the London Docks 
just to the south of them but, mercifully, there were a few blue 
patches forcing their way through. 

‘Can you see him?’ asked her mother.
‘Yes,’ Mattie replied as she spotted Samson, her father’s 

carthorse, turn into the street. ‘He’s just coming.’ 
Her father, Jerimiah Boniface Brogan, sat on top of 

his wagon. He was wearing his best suit with a brocade 
waistcoat beneath, a red bandana tied at his throat. The 
wagon with Brogan & Son Household Salvage painted in 
gold along the side, which was usually piled high with old 
baths, bedsteads and broken furniture, had been scrubbed 
clean the previous day. It was now festooned with white 
ribbons and even Samson’s bridle had bows tied to either 
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side. As the cart rolled over the cobbles, the neighbours 
stopped their Saturday morning chores to watch the bride 
set off to church. 

Ida bustled over and, pushing Mattie aside, thrust her 
head out of the window. 

‘About bloody time,’ she called as the cart with Mattie’s 
father sitting on the front came to a stop in front of the house. 

Although Jerimiah was three years older than his wife, 
his curly black hair showed not a trace of grey and, with fists 
like mallets and forearms of steel, he could still wipe the floor 
with a man half his age. According to Grannie Queenie, her 
one and only child had been born in the middle of the Irish 
sea during a force nine gale and had had the furies in him ever 
since. As boisterous as a drunken bear and with a roar like 
a lion, Jerimiah Boniface Brogan wasn’t a man to mess with 
but his yes was yes and his no was no and everyone knew it. 
But to Mattie he was a loving smile and a safe pair of arms 
to cuddle into and she adored him. 

He stood up and whipped off his weather-beaten fedora. 
‘And a top of the morning to you too, me sweet darling,’ 

he called, sweeping his enraged wife an exaggerated bow. 
‘Never mind the old codswallop,’ Ida shouted back. 

‘Where the hell have you been?’ 
‘Just socialising with a few friends in the Lord Nelson,’ 

he replied, setting his hat back at a jaunty angle. ‘Is the bride 
ready?’ 

‘Of course she’s ready,’ her mother replied. ‘She’s been 
ready for hours.’ 

Jerimiah jumped down. ‘Then her carriage awaits.’ 
‘Right, I’ll take Billy with me and I’ll tell Charlie when I 

see him to make sure he keeps an eye on Queenie,’ said her 
mother, hooking her handbag on her arm. ‘I don’t want her 
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nipping into Fat Tony’s to place a bet on the two-thirty at 
Kempton Park on her way to church.’ 

She turned to leave, then stopped and gazed at her middle 
daughter. 

Tears welled up in her hazel eyes. 
‘You look so lovely, sweetheart,’ she whispered. 
Ida hugged her to her considerable bosom for a moment 

then, taking a handkerchief from her sleeve, hurried out of 
the room. 

‘Ready?’ Mattie turned to her sister.
Cathy nodded. Her gaze rested on the double bed the 

three sisters shared. ‘It’ll seem strange not snuggling up 
with you and Jo each night though.’ 

Mattie smiled. ‘No cos you’ll be snuggling up to your new 
husband instead.’ 

Cathy laughed.
‘But at least after today you won’t have to hear Ma and 

Gran arguing the toss from dawn to dusk,’ said Mattie. 
‘Thanks be to Mary, for that,’ Cathy replied.
They exchanged a fond look, then Cathy threw her arms 

around Mattie. With tears pinching the corner of her closed 
eyes, Mattie hugged her back. 

‘Let’s be off then,’ said Mattie, hooking both their gas 
masks over her shoulder. She picked up her sister’s white 
confirmation Bible and rosary, then handed them to her. 
‘After all, you don’t want to keep that groom of yours waiting.’ 

Shuffling past the buffet table with the other guests, Mattie 
picked up a meat paste sandwich and two sausage rolls and 
put them on her tea plate. Well, perhaps table was dressing 
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it up a bit as Cathy and Stan’s wedding breakfast was in fact 
laid out on three scaffold planks that had been placed over 
the snooker table with a double sheet serving as a table cloth. 

She was in the Catholic Club’s main hall which had a stage 
at one end and a bar at the other. Situated around the corner 
from the church, it had been built fifty years ago and was a 
square, functional building typical of the Edwardian period. 
Its high windows let in light despite the fine mesh that had 
been fitted over them to protect the glass from the threat 
of being used as target practice by the local lads. The lower 
half of the room was covered in brown glazed tiles while the 
upper half was emulsioned in cream. Faded photos of past 
club presidents lined the walls in neat rows and there was a 
green flag with a golden harp at its centre hanging from a 
pole to the left of the stage. 

The hall was the focal point of the community and hosted 
everything from the Brownies, Guides, Cubs and Scouts, 
who used it on Tuesdays and Wednesdays, to Irish-dancing 
classes on a Thursday and a baby clinic on Tuesdays. The 
East London Temperance League used to use the hall for 
their meeting on a Thursday evening but, after the police 
were called once too often, they had to move. It wasn’t really 
the teetotallers’ fault, but having them downstairs when the 
bar upstairs was crammed with dockers downing pints was 
asking for trouble. It was one of the few places that could 
accommodate a wedding party or a wake so the hall was 
always in demand. 

Mattie added a pickled egg to her plate, then squeezed out 
of the fray and made her way back to her table in the corner 
and sat down. 

The sun had shone as they’d arrived at St Bridget’s and 
St Brendan’s on Commercial Road. Her brother Charlie had 
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met them as they arrived. After filling Samson’s nose bag 
with oats, Charlie had tied up the horse and wagon in the 
alley behind the church and joined his family in the church. 
He’d slipped in alongside Queenie as their mother instructed. 

The wedding service and a full nuptial mass had lasted 
just short of two hours after which the family quickly got 
themselves into the various groups for the photos before 
heading off to devour the spread awaiting them. 

That was almost an hour ago and now the formal speeches 
were over, the buffet had been opened and the guests from 
both sides of the family were munching their way through 
it. Although, to be fair, the Brogans and their kindred made 
up most of the wedding party and the left side of the church 
had been packed, cheek by jowl, while the groom’s family 
barely filled three pews. 

Stan was an only child whose father had died when he 
was three so his immediate family was his mother Violet. 
She had chest problems and was more or less wheelchair 
bound. Being almost a decade older than Mattie’s mother, 
Violet Wheeler favoured the low-waisted styles and pastel 
colours of the Edwardian age so she was wearing a lilac and 
grey two-piece trimmed with lace and seed pearls. Mattie 
spotted Violet sitting in the corner furthest away from the 
stage surrounded by the handful of distant relatives she’d 
rounded up for her son’s nuptials and Stan’s best man, an 
old school chum. 

Mattie’s gaze drifted onto the new bride and groom who 
were sitting, heads together, on the top table. 

‘I suppose you’re dreaming it were you sitting up there,’ 
a familiar voice behind her said. 

Mattie turned and smiled up at her dad, who was standing 
with a pint of Guinness in his beefy hand behind her. 
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‘I’m certainly not,’ she said, as he turned the chair next 
to her and sat astride it.

He glanced around. ‘So where is your young man, then?’ 
‘Micky’s not coming because we’re not walking out any 

longer,’ Mattie replied.
Jerimiah regarded her ruefully. ‘But he’s a grand chap and 

worships the ground you walk on.’ 
Mattie smiled. ‘I know, but he thinks I should marry him 

and I think I should get my Higher School Certificate and 
go to college.’ 

Her father grinned. ‘And so you should. You’re too bright 
to waste your life in that blooming sweatshop. We’ll be at 
war again tomorrow and, just like the last time, once the 
men start marching off to fight, women will be called upon 
to take over. And, sad though I am to say it, Mattie, this is a 
chance for you to make something of yourself.’

Mattie smiled. ‘And I’m going to. The Workers’ 
Educational Association are running matriculation classes 
in Toynbee Hall and I’m going to enrol when they open for 
the new term in two week. That’s assuming the gas attacks 
the government has warned us about don’t get us first.’ 

‘Well, if they do at least you won’t have the need to tell 
your mother about Micky,’ said her father. 

‘No, I won’t,’ laughed Mattie. 
Jerimiah’s gaze shifted down to the far end of the room 

and a sentimental expression lifted his heavy features. ‘But 
she does look a picture, though?’ 

‘She could be the fairy queen herself,’ Mattie replied, 
feeling extraordinarily pleased to see her sister so happy. 

‘She done well for herself, has Cathy,’ said her father. 
Mattie’s eyes shifted from her sister to the young man 

sitting beside her. 
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At twenty-seven, Stanley Kitchener Wheeler was eight 
years older than Cathy with thick light brown hair and dark 
brown eyes under a low brow. At just five foot six he topped 
his bride by only three inches, which was why Cathy now 
wore flat shoes most of the time. He’d treated himself to a 
new suit for his wedding but, rather than a sober black or 
grey one, he’d chosen a square-shouldered American style 
in brown with a broad chalk stripe, a style frequently seen 
in snooker halls and at dog tracks. 

‘I’ll tell you no lie, Mattie,’ her father continued. ‘I wasn’t 
all that pleased when she brought him home, not after the 
shady reputation he’d got himself at the boxing club, but since 
he got that old lorry and set himself up as a market driver he 
seems to have put all that behind him, especially now he’s on 
the committee in that there peace thingy malarkey.’ 

‘You mean the British Peace Union that meet here on a 
Thursday night?’ asked Mattie. 

‘That’s the fellas,’ her father replied. 
‘I suppose so,’ Mattie conceded. ‘But I can’t say I’m not a 

bit surprised to hear he’s a member as he’s never struck me 
as being interested in politics.’ 

‘With Hitler marching across Europe, there are a lot of 
people more interested in politicking now than they were a 
year ago,’ her father replied. ‘And, anyway, I don’t mind what 
he’s involved in as long as he looks after my little girl. If he 
takes care of her half as well as he does his old mother, I’ll 
be more than happy.’ 

Raising his glass to take another mouthful, something 
caught her father’s eye. 

‘For the love of Mary!’ he snapped, placing his glass back 
on the table. ‘Can they not give over just for one blessed day?’ 

Mattie followed his gaze to the refreshment table where 
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her mother and Queenie were standing toe to toe and glaring 
at each other.

‘I’ll give you a pound to a penny it’s Billy again. Isn’t the 
boy the very Devil incarnate, but whatever it is your mother 
will be making excuses for him,’ said her father. 

Grasping his pint in his enormous hand, he started across 
the dancefloor.

Mattie popped the last piece of sausage roll in her mouth, 
licked the grease from her finger and then, picking up her 
empty glass, she stood up and walked to the bar. 

Pete Riley, the club manager, was standing behind it 
polishing a glass. As children, Pete and Jerimiah had lived 
three doors apart and, if their stories were to be believed, 
had spent their days dashing barefoot around the streets 
and alleyways, up to no good. Pete was now father to nine 
and grandfather to three more. His hair, once black, was now 
a steely grey and his belt buckle strained on its last notch. 

‘Another G and T please, Pete,’ Mattie said, setting her 
empty glass on the towelling mat with Indian Pale Ale 
printed on it.

Pete stowed the used glass in the rack above the counter 
and picked up a clean one from the shelf behind the bar. ‘You 
know it’s against club rules to serve women at the bar.’ 

‘Of course I do,’ said Mattie brightly, ‘which is why my 
dad is asking you to put it on his slate as I’m collecting it 
for him.’ 

Pete pulled a face. ‘Mattie . . .’ 
‘Please.’ She gave him a dazzling smile and batted her 

eyelashes. ‘It is my sister’s wedding.’ 
Pete sighed and flipped the tea towel over his shoulder. 

‘All right, just this once but don’t let the committee hear 
about it or they’ll have my guts for garters.’
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Mattie blew him a kiss and leaned back on the bar. 
Casting her eyes around the room, she spotted her friend 

Francesca. They had known each other since they’d been 
placed together in Miss Gordon’s class aged four and a half. 
Francesca lived with her father and brother above their fish 
and chip shop on Commercial Road, next to Fish Brothers’ 
pawnbrokers. 

An inch or two taller than Mattie, Francesca had clear 
olive skin, almond-shaped ebony eyes and straight black hair 
so long she could sit on it, but today she’d whirled it into a 
plaited bun. She was wearing a navy felt hat with matching 
shoes and bag and her sky blue dress hugged her slender 
figure. 

She was sitting in one of the side booths toying with an 
empty glass and gazing across the room with a sad, faraway 
look in her eyes. The object of her affection, Mattie’s brother 
Charlie, was standing with a handful of his mates on the 
other side of the room. 

‘Can you make that two, please, Pete,’ she added, over her 
shoulder. 

Having got her drinks, Mattie wove her way through the 
dancing wedding guests to join her friend. 

‘You looked like you needed a top-up, Fran,’ she said, 
putting the glass in front of her friend. 

Francesca looked up and smiled. ‘Ta. I was just thinking 
you’ve all given your Cathy a right good do.’ 

‘Yes, we have, haven’t we?’ agreed Mattie. ‘I know Mum’s 
pleased with the way everything’s gone and there are even a 
few sandwiches left for Dad’s lunch tin on Monday.’ 

‘And everyone’s enjoying themselves,’ continued 
Francesca as the two fiddlers Jerimiah had hired struck up 
a familiar reel.
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‘Yes they are,’ agreed Mattie, ‘particularly Gran.’ She 
indicated Queenie, who barely scraped four foot ten, had 
white candy floss hair, a face like a pickled walnut and a 
temper like a firecracker. Weighing no more than half a 
hundredweight soaking wet and just two years into her 
seventieth decade, she still did the family washing by hand in 
the backyard and put it through the mangle every Monday. 

In her younger days, Queenie had been well known for 
storming into public houses along the Knock Fergus area of 
Cable Street to fetch Grandpa Seamus away from the drink. 

She had come to live with Mattie’s family after Seamus 
was found face down in the Thames mud. Although Queenie 
had maintained that he must have been done to death by 
some foul felon, the coroner recorded accidental death due 
to excessive alcohol – a more likely verdict given that he’d 
been seen toasting the Irish Free State’s tenth anniversary in 
every public house on the Highway for the three days prior 
to his death. 

Queenie had marched into number 25 Mafeking Terrace 
with her portmanteau in one hand and a cage containing 
Prince Albert, her ancient grey parrot, in the other and had 
commandeered the front parlour. That was seven years ago 
and she had steadfastly resisted all of Ida’s attempts to wrest 
it back ever since. 

Mattie’s gran, knocking back gin like there was no 
tomorrow since they’d arrived, had discarded her moth-eaten 
fur coat three sizes too big and had taken to the dancefloor. 
She was holding her skirt above her knees with one hand and 
was hopping from one spindly leg to the other and swinging 
a red handkerchief in the air with the other. 

‘Well, it is a party,’ laughed Francesca. ‘I thought your 
Aunt Pearl would be here?’ 
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‘I didn’t,’ Mattie replied. ‘Since she’s taken up with that 
new man of hers, she thinks she’s too posh for the Catholic 
Club, but I know Mum’s glad she hasn’t shown her face.’ 

A roar of male laughter cut through the noise and Mattie 
looked across at her brother.

Having completed the formalities of his sister’s wedding, 
Charlie had dispensed with his jacket and now stood with 
his top two shirt buttons open, his tie loosened, his sleeves 
rolled up and Stella Miggles draped over him. 

‘I really don’t know what he sees in her,’ said Francesca 
with a catch in her voice. 

‘Nor do I,’ agreed Mattie. 
In truth, with her twenty-four-inch waist and a D-cup 

bra, Mattie could see exactly what her brother saw in Stella. 
Unfortunately, Stella’s substantial bust and lenient attitude 
towards roving hands blinded Charlie to all else including, 
sadly, Francesca.

Mattie picked up her drink and knocked it back. 
‘Come on,’ she said, grasping her friend’s hand. ‘This is a 

wedding not a wake so let’s go and grab ourselves a couple 
of spare men.’ 

‘And so as we contemplate the dark days ahead, we can draw 
comfort from St Augustine’s words: “that others, subject to 
death, did live, since he whom I loved, as if he should never 
die, was dead”,’ Father Mahon said, his soft tones drifting 
over the congregation. ‘Or was it St Francis who said that? 
I’m never quite sure. Or perhaps it was Pope Clement VIII. 
No . . . no, I’m almost certain it was the saintly Bishop of 
Hippo who . . . ’
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Mattie shifted onto her other hip to relieve the numbness 
in her rear and stifled a yawn. 

It was Sunday morning and she was sitting amidst the 
gothic splendour of St Bridget’s and St Brendan’s. With 
its plaster Stations of the Cross on the walls, a lady chapel 
complete with a life-size statue of the Virgin Mary and the 
painting of the Last Supper in the top chancery, it was a place 
as familiar to Mattie as her family’s kitchen. 

The family usually attended the 10 o’clock mass on 
Sunday but their mother had said that, just this once, they 
could go to 4 o’clock service instead, which was a blessing 
as Mattie’s father had still been in full voice at half eleven. 

Having seen the bride and groom off on their honeymoon 
– three days in Southend – Jerimiah had taken to the stage. 
He’d led the assembly through his usual repertoire of ‘Danny 
Boy’ and ‘When Irish Eyes are Smiling’ before moving on 
to the more traditional ‘Wearing of the Green’. Not to be 
outdone as her son’s deep baritone gave up the last note of 
‘Fields of Athenry’, Queenie jumped on stage too and treated 
the company to a rendition of ‘She Moves Through the Fair’ 
that left not a dry eye in the room. 

After the celebrations finally broke up just before 
midnight, Mattie, her mother and Jo had spent another 
hour clearing away the buffet debris and tidying away. 
Having successfully navigated their way home through the 
blacked-out streets by way of the white stripes the council 
had recently painted on the kerbs to prevent people walking 
out into the road, they finally fell into their beds as the clock 
on the mantelshelf in the back parlour chimed one. 

‘For the love of Mary, what is he blithering about?’ said 
her mother, who was sitting in the pew to Mattie’s right and 
wearing the same outfit as the day before.
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‘I’ll thank you, Ida, to remember where you are,’ snapped 
Queenie in her loudest whisper. ‘And not to be speaking of 
dear Father Mahon in such a way.’ 

Despite consuming half her weight in gin the night 
before, Mattie’s grandmother had been up with lark. By the 
time the rest of the Brogan family had stirred, she’d already 
been to get fresh bread from the Jewish baker around the 
corner and had a pot of tea brewing. 

She was currently sitting on Mattie’s left wearing her 
fur coat, battered felt hat and, as it was the Lord’s day, her 
dentures, too.

‘I know full well where I am, Queenie,’ Ida replied. ‘But 
I’m wondering if Father Mahon does.’

Queenie’s lined face softened. ‘The poor dear man has 
such a weight on his shoulders at the moment and it will 
surely be a blessing for him when the new priest arrives—’ 

‘And when might that be, I ask you?’ Ida rolled her eyes. 
Someone behind them tutted loudly 
‘Perhaps Father Mahon’s going soft in the ’ead like Barmy 

Dick,’ said Billy. 
He was sitting on the other side of Ida and had spent the 

service alternating between kicking the pew in front and 
flipping through the hymn books. 

Peppered with freckles, with pale blue eyes and russet 
hair, Billy was supposedly the ‘face of ’ Ida’s brother who 
had died at six after the sulphur used for fumigating bugs 
had leaked through the brickwork from the house next door 
and poisoned him. Thankfully, no one queried their carroty 
cuckoo, so the family didn’t have to explain further. 

Like the rest of the family, Billy was kitted out in his 
Sunday best, which in his case was his new school uniform. 
To give him growing room, the blazer was much too wide 
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across the shoulders and too long in the arms, which made 
him look as if he’d put on one of Charlie’s jackets by mistake. 

His mother nudged him. ‘Shush!’
‘I only—’
‘Mum, tell him to stop fidgeting,’ murmured Jo, who was 

sitting beside him. ‘He’s rucking my dress up.’ 
Jo, who favoured Mattie’s dark colouring, was just 

sixteen. Despite her blossoming figure she was dressed, as 
her tender age dictated, in a summer dress with a sash, white 
ankle socks and the sky blue cardigan Mattie had knitted her 
for her birthday. However, although Mattie’s younger sister 
had the face of an angel, she also had a pair of green eyes that 
could cut you at fifty paces and a mind as crafty as a pixie’s.

Jerimiah, who flanked his family at the end of the pew, 
cleared his throat and cast his gaze over them, stilling the 
muttering instantly. 

Usually, mass was a predominantly female gathering. Like 
most of the men of the congregation, Mattie’s father and 
brother Charlie preferred to spend the one day of the week 
when they didn’t have to be up at dawn under the blanket for 
an extra hour or two which meant that while the family were 
at church, her father, after a welcome lie-in, mucked out the 
stable, cleaned the harnesses and made sure Samson was fit 
for another week’s work. However, today he’d left Charlie to 
do that and, like dozens of others who hardly ever crossed 
the threshold, he had come to church. 

Given that by the time the service finished the whole 
country would probably be at war with Germany for the 
second time in a generation, it wasn’t surprising really that 
the ranks of the faithful had swollen to at least three times 
its usual size. 

‘Laus tibi, Christe,’ muttered Father Mahon. 
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Mattie crossed herself and stood up with the rest of the 
congregation. 

‘Credo in unum Deum,’ the congregation said in unison. 
The double doors at the back of the church burst open and 

Pat Mead, who owned the paper shop opposite the church, 
ran in. 

‘It’s war!’ he shouted, as he puffed down the aisle. 
‘How do you know?’ someone asked.
Pat lumbered to a halt in front of the chancery steps. 
‘Chamberlain’s just told us on the wireless ten minutes 

ago,’ Pat replied, taking a handkerchief from his pocket and 
mopping his crimson face. 

‘Bloody Hitler,’ a man shouted.
‘Bloody politicians, you mean,’ called someone else. ‘It 

won’t be them going off to fight but our boys.’
A woman started crying as people either fell to their 

knees or covered their faces with their hands. 
Ida clutched Billy to her considerable bosom. ‘Holy 

Mother, bless and preserve us!’ 
She crossed herself awkwardly as her son wriggled in her 

embrace and Mattie and Jo did the same out of habit. 
‘What shall we do now?’ asked Jo. 
Jerimiah glanced over the heads of the congregation 

at Father Mahon, who was standing in the pulpit, gazing 
helplessly down at his distraught congregation with his 
hands clasped together. 

‘Well,’ he said, standing up and stepping out of the pew. 
‘As I don’t think the good father will be continuing with 
mass, we might as well go home.’ 

‘That’s right,’ said Ida, releasing Billy. ‘You and Charlie 
can get our indoor refuge kitted out like the Civil Defence 
pamphlet says while me and the girls get the dinner on.’ 
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Queenie huffed. ‘You hide in your indoors refuge if you 
like, Ida, but those Hun buggers won’t find me cowering 
under the stairs when they come.’ 

Ida and Queenie exchanged their customary acerbic look. 
With a sigh, Mattie picked up the gas mask she’d been 

issued with three months before from the hymn shelf and 
hooked it over her shoulder. Jo did the same and, with 
Queenie bringing up the rear, they shuffled out of the row. 

Slipping her arm through Jo’s, Mattie and her sister 
followed their parents down the packed church towards the 
street outside. 

Leading the family from the front like its commander, 
Jerimiah marched between the closed-up shops in Watney 
Street Market. As they passed the Lord Nelson they saw 
that someone had brought a wireless and set it on a table. 
There was a small crowd of drinkers standing around with 
their pints in their hands and perplexed looks on their faces. 

‘And, until further notice, all theatres, cinemas and similar 
establishments will be closed as a precaution,’ a plummy 
BBC announcer informed the gathering.

‘That puts pay to going to the Roxy with the girls next 
week,’ said Mattie. 

‘Furthermore, it is every citizen’s responsibility to observe 
the blackout and to carry their gas masks at all times,’ continued 
the presenter, ‘and to ensure they wear a label attached to their 
person at all times for identification purposes.’

‘I don’t see how a luggage tag tied to my vest will survive 
if I’m blown to pieces,’ said Jo as they passed Fielding’s the 
stationers on the corner of Chapman Street and turned into 
Mafeking Terrace. 

Mattie laughed but Ida gave her youngest daughter a 
hard look. 

APFOD pages v2s07.indd   21 17/02/2017   18:41



22

‘It might be a joke to you, my girl,’ she said, as they 
reached the end of their street. ‘But some of us remember 
when the Germans bombed the Isle of Dogs last—’

A piercing wail cut through the air and everyone in the 
street froze.

‘What is it?’ Jo shouted.
‘Air-raid siren,’ Jerimiah yelled back. ‘We’d better head 

down to the shelter in Cable St—’
The door of 23 Mafeking Terrace burst open and Mr 

Potter, the area’s coordinating air-raid patrol warden dashed 
out. 

Cyril Potter was probably in his late fifties with a round 
apple-like face, short arms and, after thirty years sitting 
on his backside tallying the accounts in the council’s rates 
department, a figure like a whipping top. He and his wife 
Ethel had lived opposite Mattie’s mother and father for years 
but, unlike the Brogans, they had no children so poured 
all their parental talents into the local Scouts and Guides. 
On almost every night of the week either Cyril or Ethel, 
complete with their respective woggle or wide-brimmed hat, 
could be seen striding off to their various troupe meetings. 

As Hitler couldn’t be bothered to wait until the Civic 
Defence personnel had been issued with their proper 
uniform before invading Poland, Cyril had improvised and 
was wearing his scoutmaster jacket, which was modelled on 
that of a Boer War officer’s, with the addition of a white ARP 
armband and a tin hat. 

‘Don’t panic! Don’t panic!’ he screamed as he ran up the 
street as fast as his podgy legs could carry him, banging on 
doors. 

Having reached the top of the street, he crossed the 
narrow alleyway and did the same down the other side. 
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Mattie’s neighbours came out, some carrying babes 
in arms, others tightly clutching toddlers. Some carried 
blankets and bags containing the picnics the government 
had instructed people to take with them to the shelter. Since 
the prime minister had flown to Munich after Hitler invaded 
Hungary the year before, the whole country had been placed 
on high alert and the council had been trying to persuade the 
population to be the same. That said, the promised ground-
level air-raid shelter hadn’t yet materialised and although 
people had been urged to buy Anderson shelters for their 
back gardens, no one had yet advised the residents of East 
London who didn’t have back gardens how they should 
protect their families. 

Cyril skidded to a halt in front of them. ‘It’s an air raid!’
‘I know,’ Jerimiah yelled back over the insistent wail. 
‘They’ll be here any moment.’
‘I expect so,’ Mattie’s father hollered. ‘Gerry’s not one 

for hanging about.’ 
The whites around Cyril’s eyes shone bright for a second 

then, ripping his helmet off, he threw it aside and pulled 
the gas mask from its cardboard box. Shoving the moulded 
rubber over his face, he tore at the webbing until he’d secured 
it at the back of his head. 

‘Get your gas masks on,’ he ordered them, his voice now 
muffled by the cork filter in the corrugated tubing affixed 
trunk-like over his nose. 

No one moved. 
Cyril’s pale eyes regarded them wildly through the 

insect-like glass disks for a moment, then he spun on his 
heels. 

Screaming something that sounded like ‘Gum-yum-gum-
mom-on,’ he pelted up the street again. 
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With astonishment and disbelief on their faces, the sea 
of people parted as the man in charge with seeing them and 
their loved ones to a place of safety raced between them 
waving his arms crazily, his sparse hair flapping around his 
head like a ginger halo. 

He’d just got level with number 12 when he turned, 
swayed for a moment, clutched at his throat, then crumpled 
onto the cobbles. 

There was a moment of stillness, then everyone surged 
forward. Pushing his way through the crowd, Jerimiah got 
to him in three strides and pulled off his mask. 

Mattie arrived just behind her father and fell to her knees 
beside the warden. Slipping her hand under his ear, she felt 
for a pulse as she’d been taught in first-aid classes.

‘Is he dead?’ asked Ida, elbowing her way through. 
‘No,’ said Mattie, detecting a faint beat with her fingertips. 

‘I think he fainted.’ 
Turning over the warden’s mask in his massive hands, 

Mattie’s father flipped open the bottom of the tin filter 
attached to the tubing. 

‘I’m not surprised,’ he said, pulling out the cork within. 
‘Silly bugger didn’t take the wax wrapping off and nearly 
suffocated himself.’ 

The monotonous wail grating on Mattie’s ear suddenly 
changed to the two-tone howl of the all-clear. There was a 
collective sigh from those around them. 

‘Praise the saints above,’ said Ida, placing her hand on 
the crucifix on her chest. ‘It must have been a false alarm.’ 

‘I suppose we’ll have to get used to it,’ said Mattie, rising 
to her feet and standing next to her gran. 

Queenie took out a roll-up from beneath her Sunday 
hat and lit it. ‘That we will, child, but it seems that you 
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can be telling Hitler to save himself the trouble of sending 
his Waffetaffer to put the willies up us.’ She drew on her 
cigarette and blew smoke upwards. ‘Cos we’ve got our own 
fecking sirens to do that.’
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