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In the cold nights of the Blitz, her music warmed their hearts… September 1940, Islington. The Blitz is taking its toll on Beth Shanks and her family. An aerial torpedo has recently devastated a complete block of flats and shops in Seven Sisters Road, and traumatised the whole neighbourhood. Beth works as a munitions worker at a factory in North Finchley and dodges falling shrapnel on her way to work. Her younger brother Phil is a teenage cyclist messenger in the Auxiliary Fire Service and he’s been twice dug out of rubble as he carried important messages. Beth’s father is away fighting and her mother Connie teaches piano lessons to children who’ve escaped evacuation. Connie despairs that Beth won’t learn how to play the piano properly and will only play popular songs by ear, but when she hears Beth playing the piano to lift the spirits of local people trapped in an air raid, she realises there is much more to music than she ever realised.




Dedicated to the memory of all those
who gave their lives in the London Blitz
and in other parts of the British Isles,
on this, the 60th anniversary of the
end of the Second World War




Chapter 1


Oberleutnant Heinz Buchner surveyed the approaching target area from the cockpit of his long-range Messerschmitt Me 109 fighter-bomber. Although London was blacked out, as it was every night, his eyes reflected the glow of endless fires burning down there in the dark, turning the British capital into a raging inferno. With limited fuel in his tanks, Buchner knew that he had only just enough time to drop his two high-explosive ‘screamer’ bombs on to the target, and head back as fast as he could to his base on the French mainland. It wasn’t easy, for the barrage of tracer bullets and ack-ack fire that was streaking up at him from the ground defences below had already shot down far too many of the massive squadron of the Luftwaffe’s Dornier bombers, which were overwhelming the night sky like a vast swarm of bats. His target for tonight was the marshalling yards at King’s Cross Railway Station, the scene, according to the latest German military intelligence reports, of a great deal of British troop and armament activity.


On the way over above the English Channel, he had carefully studied a scale map of North London; Islington and St Pancras were places he had never heard of, for his only pre-war knowledge of London had been confined to a few days as a tourist visiting the Houses of Parliament, Big Ben, and the Tower of London. Beautiful landmarks, but ones which, in Germany’s new world order, would be totally expendable. But first things first. The British had to be taught a lesson; they were far too arrogant, far too stubborn, far too set in their ways. And yet, as he steered his war machine in and out of the clouds, trying to dodge the flak that seemed to be determined to find him, he couldn’t help wondering what kind of people they were who were sheltering down there, enduring another night of hell, just waiting for their homes to be destroyed. For one brief moment, he thought of his own wife and family back home in Germany, and how they would cope if the enemy were ever to reach the skies above their own tiny village. It was too horrific to contemplate. But when he came out on these dangerous nightly missions, Heinz Buchner, who had so far managed to survive to the age of thirty-six years, thought about his wife and two young children. He thought about them a lot, and wondered if there would ever come a time when he would never see them again.


Outside the cockpit, a vast web of gleaming white searchlights was frenziedly searching the sky for the vast armada of warplanes that carried his fellow pilots and comrades. One by one those menacing but helpless machines were bursting into flames and spiralling down into pieces on the rooftops below. Slowly, breathlessly, Buchner’s target for the night came into view. At last he saw what he had come for, and without a second to lose, he jettisoned his two bombs, and sent them whistling down on to the marshalling yards. Then, as fast as it was humanly possible, he steered his aircraft round into a sharp turn, and headed off back through the dark black English clouds towards the coast. There was no time for sentiment, no time to imagine who was caught up in the horror which he himself had just unleashed. He had a family of his own back home waiting for him, desperately hoping they would see him again.


Beth Shanks stared up at the roof of the old factory cellar. The look in her eyes showed real fear. Were those ‘screamer’ bombs she could hear hurtling down through the night sky – did they have her name on them, and her mum, and the baby, and all her other neighbours who were spending yet another night of misery locked up in the bowels of the earth? As the menacing sound grew shrill and close, she closed her eyes, stiffened, and held her breath. Only after the deafening explosions came did she summon up enough courage to open her eyes and breathe a sigh of relief. Not tonight. Hell had broken loose for some other poor devils, but not for Beth and those sheltering alongside her. Not tonight. But the dust and small flakes of cement that were still floating down on to her upturned face showed what devastation those ‘screamers’ must have caused not so far away, for the whole shelter had shaken from end to end. But this was nothing new. Listening to all that mayhem outside had become such a nightly ritual for the residents of Hornsey Road that they were beginning to take it all in their stride. After all, this was October 1940, and by now the London Blitz had been in full swing for almost two months, with air raids taking place regularly by night and by day.


The moment the explosions came, the damp, soggy atmosphere of the shelter was pierced by the bawling of Beth’s baby brother Simon, whose little legs kicked out so hard against his mum’s stomach that the wind was taken out of her. Beth leaned across, lifted him out of his mum’s arms, and cradled him in her own. But Simon was having none of it. As far as he was concerned an abandoned piano factory was no place for a four-month-old to spend his nights, and he was determined to let everyone in the shelter know it. ‘Simmy, Simmy,’ cried Beth, gently rocking the baby in her arms. ‘All over now. Time fer beddy-byes.’ Only the poor baby’s rubber teat shoved into his mouth finally brought the protests to a halt.


‘I reckon it’s the Cross that’s taken that lot,’ croaked old Jessie Hawks, who lived above the off-licence down the road, but who now was camped down on her usual mattress, covered by two blankets and an eiderdown. ‘Those buggers up there’ve bin after that station ever since the bombs started.’


‘It’s not the station Jerry’s after, Jess,’ proffered the Shanks’s next-door neighbour, Jack Cutter. ‘It’s those yards round the back. I ’eard the army’s bin usin’ those tracks ter move guns and tanks right the way along the coast.’


‘Which shows they’re expectin’ an invasion any minute,’ added Bill Winkler, Jack’s fellow pensioner mate, whose perpetually glum appearance always irritated his wife Lil, who was at his side knitting what promised to be the longest cardigan in history.


‘Stop bein’ so gloomy, Mr Winkler,’ called Eileen Perkins from the makeshift bed on the cold stone floor that she was sharing with her eight-year-old daughter, Rita. ‘We’ve still got the English Channel between us an’ ’Itler. If any of ’em set one foot over ’ere, ol’ Winnie’d ’ave their guts fer garters!’


‘Oh yes?’ retorted Bill, the proverbial pessimist. ‘An’ wot d’yer fink ’e could do ter stop ’em? ’Is mum’s a Yank, ain’t she? The Yanks couldn’t care less about the likes of us.’


‘That’s not quite true,’ protested Beth’s mother, Connie Shanks, with just a faint trace of an American accent. ‘I’m a Yank, and I care a great deal about what everyone here is having to go through in this war.’


‘Yeah, well you married one of us,’ grumbled Bill, clenching his false teeth on his pipe. ‘You’re diff’rent.’


‘Winston Churchill’s mother was American and she married one of you too,’ replied Connie, a soft-spoken Texan woman, who although now in her late thirties, looked much younger. ‘So I don’t see why Mr Churchill should be any different.’


Bill sniffed dismissively, and puffed on his pipe. Fortunately, any further embarrassment was avoided by a frantic barrage of ack-ack fire coming from the streets above, and with the whole cellar shaking from roof to floor, it was some time before anyone had the courage to speak again.


It was two hours or so before the noise outside subsided. Once it was relatively quiet again, Beth handed her young brother back to their mother, and tried to settle down for what was going to be another short night’s sleep. Beth hated these nightly visits to the old factory shelter in Upper Hornsey Road. Many a time she had begged her mum to let her stay back home and take her chances. If one of those German bombs had her name on it, there was nothing anyone could do about it. After all, she took a risk every day of her life by travelling up to Finchley on a bus during an air raid; working in a munitions factory was not exactly the safest job to have. But then, in wartime, what job was? She turned over on her mattress, and looked up at her mum, who was stretched out alongside her with baby Simon safely tucked up in her arms. Then she pulled the blanket up to her neck, covering her shoulders. Only her face was showing now, and her modest flock of dark brown hair that, for safety reasons at work, was cut in a short bob style. She hated what old Bill Winkler had said about the Yanks. Even though she agreed with most people that the Americans should stop sitting on the fence and help the British to fight Hitler, they were good people. Her mum was a good person; she must be because her dad had married her. Yes, Beth hated the war. She hated everything about it, the way it had changed people, the way it had changed their lives, the way it had robbed everyone of the basic necessities of life. Most of all, she hated that cellar. To her, it was more like a tomb, a living hell. Oh, if only she could be out there in the streets with her young brother Phil, who, at the start of the Blitz, had volunteered to become a teenage cyclist messenger in the Auxiliary Fire Service. Phil’s job was probably the most dangerous of all, but at least he was doing something constructive, at least he wasn’t shut up night after night, like a prisoner in a cold dark cell.


A few hours later, Beth woke up to the distant wail of the All Clear siren. The place now smelt not only of damp but also of urine from the overnight buckets that were placed out of sight in a far corner of the cellar. It was a repellent smell, and Beth couldn’t wait to get out of the place. Once she had rolled up the mattress, and stacked it neatly against the wall, she collected her mum’s bag and helped her to wrap up the baby against the cold morning air.


When everyone finally emerged from the shelter, it was only just beginning to get light along Hornsey Road. But it was pouring with rain, and the air was polluted with the pungent smell of burning timbers and debris. Beth took a passing look up at the sky and saw thick spirals of smoke rising up from behind the roofs and chimney pots in all directions. The worst area seemed to be a fair distance away, beyond Holloway, towards King’s Cross, which seemed to confirm what old Jessie Hawks had suggested down in the shelter during the air raid. Beth felt chilled, pulled up the collar of her coat tightly around her neck, and adjusted the cotton scarf over her head. Her mother followed close behind, still cradling little Simon in her arms, using his thick woollen blanket to protect him from the cold morning air. They had to pick their way carefully, for the pavements were pitted with lumps of jagged metal shrapnel which had rained down during the night from the intensive barrage of anti-aircraft shellfire.


‘I hope Phil got home safe and sound,’ said Connie, as they made their way up Hornsey Road towards their home in Moray Road. ‘I really hate the idea of him being out every night in the middle of all that bombing. He’s too young to be working for the Fire Service.’


‘Don’t you worry about Phil, Mum,’ called Beth, who was walking on ahead struggling with the night’s bedding, a string bag of what had been full of her baby brother’s foodstuff, also their sandwiches, and a vacuum flask of hot cocoa. ‘If I know ’im, when we get ’ome we’ll find ’im sleepin’ it off after ’avin’ a crafty fag.’


‘I hope not,’ replied Connie, her slight Texan drawl contrasting sharply with her daughter’s North London street twang. ‘If his dad knew he was smoking cigarettes, he’d give him a good cuff behind the ear.’


‘Well Dad ain’t ’ere,’ retorted Beth, ‘so there ain’t much ’e can do about it, is there?’


Connie didn’t like the way Beth spoke to her. In fact, she often didn’t like the way her daughter spoke to her at times. Beth was so English, so East End, where she had been born. She was so much more her dad’s girl, who came from the same stock. Beth had nothing in common with her mum, who was from a world that to most people in Islington was as far removed as the moon.


As they turned into Tollington Park, the whole road seemed to be crowded with people rushing all over the place, shouting, waving their hands, pointing this way and that, with an air of utter desperation in the wake of a bomb explosion which had caused immense devastation. At the far end of the road, a tangle of fire hoses were snaked into trailer pumps which were being used by men from the AFS to damp down smouldering debris from a bombed terraced house. It was a scene of utter mayhem, with all the emergency services struggling to free the victims who had clearly been trapped in the rubble there. Beth craned her head to see what was going on, but her mother couldn’t bear to look, and, with little Simon still firmly cradled in her arms, quickly turned the corner into their own road.


The Shanks home was part of a long terrace of red-bricked Edwardian houses, which were set on three floors, and which had clearly once been inhabited by well-to-do middle-class families. However, because of the war, the houses were now in much need of repair and decoration, and matters were made worse by the number of times the windows had been blown in by bomb blast from the surrounding streets. When Beth and her mother arrived home, their hearts sank, because once again the glass had shattered in two of the upstairs bedroom windows, and several roof tiles were lying smashed in pieces on the pavement below. Once inside the house, there was even worse news, for plaster had come down from the ceiling in the front passage, and wherever they moved their feet they walked on broken glass.


‘Thank God we weren’t here for this,’ said Connie with relief, looking around at the mess as Beth opened the front door for her and the baby.


‘I’m not so sure,’ said Beth, dumping the bedding down on the stair banisters. ‘I’d sooner’ve taken me chances ’ere any day than get stuck down in that ’ole in the ground night after night.’


Connie lowered the sleeping baby into his pram, tucked him up in his blanket, and followed Beth into the kitchen. ‘We wouldn’t have much chance if we stayed here during an air raid, Beth,’ she said. ‘There’d be nothing we could do if we had a direct hit.’


Beth shrugged. Only now did she feel the full effect of her night’s entombment down in the shelter. She pulled off the scarf over her head, and shook out her hair. She was tired and felt she must look as though she’d been pulled through a hedge backwards. All she wanted now was a cup of tea and a hot bath, but she knew that she only had very little time to do it for she was due to leave for work in less than half-an-hour. First, however, she took a dustpan and brush to clear the fallen plaster and broken glass from the overhead light bulb that was littering the hall. Then whilst her mother fed the baby in the kitchen, she went outside and swept up the broken glass and roof tiles on the pavement. All her neighbours were also out in the street doing the same thing. It wasn’t the first time they’d all had to clear up the results of bomb blast since the Blitz started a couple of months before. When she went back in, her mother was once again cradling baby Simon in her arms, gently rocking him to and fro to get him back to sleep again.


Connie waited a moment or so before bringing up the same subject she knew would irritate her daughter. ‘You know, Beth,’ she said tentatively, ‘I think it’s now time we got away from all this.’


Beth, halfway up the stairs, stopped with a start and turned. ‘What d’yer mean?’ she asked.


Connie went to the foot of the stairs and looked up at her. She was still a remarkably beautiful woman, with soft, moonlight features, gentle crystal-blue eyes, and long, strawberry blonde hair which was tied in a bun behind her head. ‘It’s not safe for us in this house any longer,’ she said. ‘Why should we put our lives at risk every day and night when we can easily go and stay with your grandma and grandad in Hertfordshire? I wrote and told your dad so.’


Beth’s piercing dark brown eyes flashed back a look of total indignation. ‘You wrote an’ told – Dad?’ she asked in disbelief.


‘The last letter I had from him,’ replied Connie, who knew she had broached a difficult point of disagreement between the two of them, ‘he said he was worried about us being in the house all on our own in the middle of air raids.’


‘We’re not in the ’ouse during air raids!’ snapped Beth. ‘We’re down that ruddy shelter.’


‘Only at night, Beth,’ insisted Connie. ‘The air raids are coming any time of the day and night now. When you go to work, I’m here on my own with the baby.’


‘Wot about Phil?’ asked Beth, raising her voice. ‘’E only works nights.’


‘I hardly ever see him, Beth,’ replied Connie in desperation. ‘He comes home, sleeps a couple of hours, then goes off the moment he hears the air raid siren. It’s not safe here, Beth. Not for me, for you, for Phil, or for the baby. Don’t you understand, darling? I’m scared.’


Beth’s whole attitude changed. When she looked down and saw the anxiety in her mother’s eyes, she knew that there was real fear there. ‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ she said, her voice soft and understanding. ‘I didn’t mean ter –’ She put her arms around her mother, and held her and the baby close. ‘I do know ’ow you’re feelin’, ’onest I do. But goin’ to Grandma and Grandad’s is not goin’ to work. Yer know ’ow set they are in their ways. They’re just as stubborn as Dad.’


‘We’d be safe there, Beth,’ said Connie. ‘That’s all that matters.’


Beth held her at arm’s length. ‘Yer don’t ’ave ter worry, Mum,’ she said quietly, smiling sympathetically at her with eyes that were just like her dad’s. ‘I’ll take care of yer. When Dad got called up, I told ’im I’d take care of yer. I told ’im I’d never let anyfin’ ’appen ter you or Phil or . . . this one.’ She stooped down over the baby in her mother’s arms, and kissed him gently on the forehead. ‘You’re all too precious ter me.’


‘You can’t protect us from bombs, Beth,’ replied Connie. ‘Nobody can. Not you – nor your dad. We have to come to a decision soon.’


There was a brief moment of silence between them before Beth spoke again. ‘I ’ave ter get ter work,’ she said with a faint affectionate smile. ‘We’ll talk about it when I get ’ome. OK?’


Connie shrugged. She had no alternative. As she watched her daughter hurry on up the stairs, she realised only too well how like her dad she was, the same slight build, the same flashing dark brown eyes, the same rough East End way of talking. And, just like her dad, she had a heart of gold. But it wasn’t enough. The family was in danger, real danger, and unless something was done about it soon, it could be too late.


Fortunately, the gas supply to the house had not been disrupted, which meant that the bathroom geyser managed to provide Beth with just enough water to take a quick bath. She was grateful that her father had been such a handyman around the house, for, just before the war started, he himself had converted the small box room on the first floor landing into a bathroom, which was a luxury denied to most of their neighbours. During the few minutes she had available to soak away the grime and dust of the previous night’s ordeal down in the cellar shelter, Beth turned over in her mind what her mum had told her about wanting to move out of London to stay with her dad’s parents down in Hertfordshire. The whole idea filled her with horror. How could her mother even contemplate such a thing, she asked herself? This was their house, the family’s house. How could they just pack up their things and leave it? What about their friends, their neighbours? What about the piano lessons her mum gave to the locals? Was she really willing to give up all that because she was afraid of the air raids? Isn’t that just what Hitler wanted? To bomb people out of their homes, to scare the life out of them so that London would become a lost city, and Britain would be wide open for the invasion. The invasion? No. The Germans had managed to walk into Poland and all those other countries in Europe, but they would never have the nerve to set foot on British soil. Oh, if only her dad hadn’t been called up; how she missed him, how she needed him. She was snapped out of her thoughts with a start. The air raid siren was wailing yet again from the roof of nearby Hornsey Road Police Station.


There was no doubt that it was a nerve-racking experience going to work during an air raid. At the best of times it was quite a journey from the Nags Head in Holloway to East Finchley on the outer fringe of North London, but sitting on the top deck of a Number 609 trolleybus was hazardous in the extreme. To make things worse, Beth always defied reason and sat in the front seat where she could get a grandstand view of any dogfights battling it out in the sky above. She knew it was a reckless and dangerous thing to do, but she had an irresistible urge to know what was going on, and today an awful lot was going on. The top deck of the bus was full of the usual smokers, coughing their lungs out, and refusing to let the lady conductor open the windows, which made it difficult for Beth to see the frenzied action that was taking place high above the rooftops. What she did see through the haze of thick, grey cigarette and pipe smoke, however, was an armada of enemy aircraft flitting in and out of the dark grey morning clouds, like a swarm of wasps just waiting to pounce on their helpless victims. As the bus reached the junction of Upper Holloway Road and the main arterial Archway Road, Beth watched people scurrying from all directions down into the safety of the nearby tube station. Oblivious to all this, the bus driver continued on his way, climbing up the steep hill towards the Great North Road, defying the deafening barrage of antiaircraft fire which, from time to time, caused the bus to vibrate and sway from side to side. When they stopped to let off passengers at the bus stop at the top of the hill, a great cheer went up as one of the intruder aircraft was seen spiralling down in flames through the clouds, to end up in an explosion of thick billowing smoke in the wastes of Highgate Woods on the opposite side of the road.


‘Good riddance ter bad rubbish!’ yelled one of the female passengers on the lower deck.


‘Gord rest ’is soul,’ added a more tolerant middle-aged male passenger, sitting quietly in the back seat on the top deck.


The clippie pressed the start bell, and the bus moved on.


Exciting though it was to travel on top of a bus during an air raid, it was at times like this, with hot white shrapnel tinkling down on to the pavements everywhere, that Beth had to admit that her mother had every right to be worried about trying to live any kind of normal life amid such perilous conditions. This reflection took on an even greater significance when, as the trolley bus reached its final destination outside the Gaumont cinema in East Finchley, the blast from an explosion in a street nearby caused the bus to rock to such a degree that for one moment it looked as though it would topple over. When it did recover, however, the conductor immediately called up the stairs, ‘All change!’


Beth quickly filed off the bus with the other passengers. Everyone was either shouting angry abuse at Hitler and Goering, or making cheery jokes at the expense of London Transport. The overhead booms of the trolleybus were dangling recklessly after having being de-wired from the overhead electric cables, and within a few moments, other buses came to a stop behind them. Beth’s only course now was to get to work as fast as she could without being hit by a lump of steaming white shrapnel, which was by now falling fast and furious from exploding ack-ack fire overhead, and tinkling down on to the pavements everywhere. The noise of aerial dogfights was deafening, broken only by distant explosions from those bombs that the enemy planes had managed to deposit on any target they chose. With several other passengers from the bus queue, Beth took shelter for a moment or so under the main foyer portico of the Gaumont cinema, waiting for a lull in the battle raging in the skies above. When it finally came, she virtually sprinted round the corner to her workplace, which, considering its importance to the war effort, managed to look like nothing more than an old warehouse.


Once inside the ammunitions factory, she knew at once that most of the girls and fellers there were taking cover in the old tunnels beneath the building, for the place was completely deserted, with workbenches idle and littered with spare parts of arms and ammunition. However, she felt heartened the moment she heard a familiar male voice calling to her from the door of the canteen at the other end of the small arms shop.


‘Beth! Over here! Quick!’


In a flash, Beth hurried straight into the canteen, and straight into the arms of a burly, muscular young man who immediately smothered her lips with his own. Pinned against the wall and held like that for several moments, Beth had no chance to protest, not that she wanted to, for the young bloke was her ‘steady’, and had been for the past year or so. ‘Thomas!’ she gasped, when she finally managed to pull loose. ‘Not in ’ere! Charlie ’Atchet’ll frow the book at us!’


‘Ter hell with Charlie Hatchet!’ retorted Thomas Sullivan, with a strong Irish accent, despite the fact he’d only ever visited Ireland once in his entire life. ‘Just look at the place. Not a soul around. Who cares what we do?’


‘I care, Thomas!’ insisted Beth, easing him gently away. ‘In any case, we’ve got quite enuff problems wiv these bleedin’ air raids. If one of those Jerry bombs ends up down our chimney, we’ll go up in smoke!’


‘So why worry?’ asked Thomas, who had the sort of looks which made most girls go limp at the knees, with bright sapphire blue eyes, and flaxen-coloured hair that was far too long for safety in a munitions factory. ‘If we’ve gotta go, let’s go havin’ a bit er fun, eh?’


‘Thomas!’ she protested, laughing and pushing hard against his chest as he tried to keep her pinned against the canteen wall.


Fortunately, she was saved in the nick of time by the wail of the All Clear siren, which was followed almost immediately by hordes of girls and fellers streaming up the steps from the tunnels in the backyard outside. Within moments, the whole place was brimming with life and activity.


‘Yer won’t get away so easily from me the next time, young miss,’ called Thomas, as he followed Beth back into the small arms shop. It was a rich remark, coming from someone who, at eighteen, was no more than a month or so older than Beth herself. ‘See yers later!’ He blew her a very sensual kiss, then, merging into a group of several other male workers, quickly disappeared through another door which led downstairs into the ‘Top Secret’ mortar workshops.


‘It’s about time dream boy made an ’onest woman of you, Beff Shanks.’ The quip came from Mo Mitchell, a large girl with a doll-like face and puffy cheeks, who was adjusting her workplace hairnet in the changing area. ‘Every time I see yer wiv ’im, ’e looks as though ’e’s about ter eat yer!’


Beth laughed as she quickly put on her own hairnet. ‘’E can’t do that, Mo,’ she returned. ‘’E ain’t got enuff coupons in ’is ration book!’


Both girls shared the joke, put on their work aprons, and made their way to the small arms bench where they worked together.


‘Mind you, I should imagine it’s no joke gettin’ ’itched to a Paddy these days,’ said Mo, who immediately started work on filing down some bullet cases.


‘I don’t see why,’ replied Beth, who at first treated the comment only in passing. But then the penny dropped, and she swung round, giving her workmate a puzzled look. ‘Wot d’yer mean?’ she asked.


‘Well, ever since they let off the bomb up at that ’otel the uvver munff,’ Mo continued, ‘some er the Paddies ain’t got a very good name.’


‘Wot bomb?’ asked Beth tersely. ‘Wot yer talkin’ about?’


‘The IRA,’ retorted Mo, who put on a pair of goggles to protect her eyes from the shaved filings she was working on. ‘Don’t you ever read no newspapers? The Irish Republican Army. They let off a bomb outside Whiteley’s store in Bayswater, then anuvver one outside this posh ’otel down Park Lane. Lucky no one got killed.’


Beth wasn’t entirely ignorant of the two incidents, remembering that as soon as she had heard the news on the wireless, she had done her best to erase them from her mind.


‘Seems a bit nasty ter do fings like that when you’re in the middle of a war,’ said Mo, rambling on. ‘I mean, I know these geezers’ve got a bee in their bonnet about gettin’ ’ome rule or somefin’, but there’s no need ter take it out on poor innocent people, is there? It’s bad enuff ’avin’ ter cope wiv bleedin’ ’Itler.’


Beth tried not to respond to Mo’s comments. She knew how jealous she was that out of all the girls working in the factory, Thomas only had eyes for Beth. But in her mind she knew only too well that there was something in what her workmate had said. In an attempt to terminate the discussion, she went off to collect a new supply of bullet cases. The workshop was brimming with activity, and she had to wind her way in and out of the endless trolleys of machinery that were being unpacked at different workbenches. There was a feeling of urgency in everything the girls were doing, but in their banter with the fellers who were doing the heavy manual work, they treated it all with immense good humour. Beth had never got over the fact that since the start of the war, most of the male workers were either middle-aged or elderly. As each day passed, the absence of young men who had been called up was becoming more and more noticeable. Until this moment, however, it hadn’t really crossed Beth’s mind to ask Thomas why he hadn’t been called up with all the others.


‘I ’ear they gave the Cross a bit of a bangin’ last night,’ called Charlie Hatchet, foreman of the smalls arms workshop, referring to the bombs dropped on the King’s Cross marshalling yards during the night. ‘Looks like there’s quite a lot er dead.’


Beth shuddered at the thought. When she heard those explosions with her mum and the baby down in the shelter, she tried hard not to think about all the poor innocent people who had lost their lives. ‘Terrible, Mr ’Atchet,’ was all she could say.


‘Yer know, Beff,’ said Hatchet, who was actually quite a mild-mannered and kindly person, quite unlike the picture Thomas always painted of him, ‘you should watch yer step coming up ’ere in the middle of an air raid. Fings’re ’ottin’ up in this blitz. Jerry knows exactly wot ’e wants ter get rid of, and this factory’s one of ’em.’


Hatchet’s remark caused Beth to take a quick look around the workshop. There were girls crammed into every foot of the place, into every corner, every crick and cranny. It was true. If the Germans ever managed to pinpoint the place, they could cause such devastation, and a huge loss of life. She looked at one of the wall posters which showed a police constable in uniform and tin helmet, with fingers to lips and the legend in thick black letters: CARELESS TALK COSTS LIVES. ‘I thought we was s’pposed ter be top secret,’ she said to Hatchet. ‘Jerry could never find a place like this.’ Then she turned her statement into a guarded question. ‘Could ’e?’ she asked.


Hatchet shrugged. ‘London’s full er spies, Beff,’ he replied.


‘Spies?’


‘This is war,’ continued Hatchet. Then he looked around the human mass of activity. ‘It ain’t a very nice fing ter fink about, but anyone er them people out there could be a traitor, workin fer Jerry – fer one reason or anuvver.’


Beth was taken aback. She slowly cast her eyes around the vast number of people working all around her, many of them her friends, friends she had made from the first moment she started working in the factory soon after the start of the war. Traitors? These people weren’t traitors; they could never be. Like her, they loved their country. No. They were just hardworking girls and fellers who all shared the same common purpose: to help the boys at the front and in the air to win the war.


‘Anyway,’ continued Hatchet, before walking off to inspect a fresh truck of machinery that had just arrived outside, ‘mustn’t put the fear of God inter yer, Beff. All I’m sayin’ is, just take care of yerself. But if yer ’ear somefin’ goin’ on that don’t sound right, just pop a word in my ear.’ With those last ominous words of advice, he hurried off.


Beth watched him go. For a moment, she just stood where she was, thinking carefully about what Hatchet had just said. It would be wrong to say that she was concerned, but she certainly didn’t take his words lightly. Fortunately, the tannoy speakers all around the walls of the workshop suddenly burst into life, allowing Music While You Work on the wireless to break the gloom of the morning after the night before. But for Beth, after all Mo had been saying to her, the first song seemed to take on an added significance. It was ‘When Irish Eyes Are Smiling’.




Chapter 2


Connie Shanks liked teaching young Freddie Cooper. He was certainly the most attentive of all her pupils who took piano lessons from her once a week, and, even though he was barely ten years old, he had consistently shown a great aptitude for classical piano music. Not that Connie had many pupils at all these days, for quite a lot of children in the neighbourhood had been evacuated, and ever since her husband Ted had been called up for active duty in the army at the start of the war, it had been difficult making ends meet. Connie’s one disappointment, however, was her own daughter Beth, who had never shown any real interest in learning how to play the piano in the same formal way Connie herself had been taught as a child by her own mother back in her native Texas, opting instead to play by ear all the popular tunes of the day. But then Beth’s brother, Phil, was no different; he couldn’t care less about either Chopin or Bing Crosby, preferring his old bicycle to musical instruments. All Connie could hope for now was that young baby Simon might at least inherit some of her love for what she considered was ‘real’ music. Nonetheless, disappointed though she was by her family’s lack of enthusiasm for anything cultural, she loved them all dearly. After all, the day she married Ted Shanks a little over twenty years before, she knew that he was an East End boy through and through, and she took him for better or for worse because she loved him, not because of who he was or where he came from, but because he was a warm and generous-hearted man.


Connie stood behind young Freddie in the ground-floor front parlour of the Shanks family house in Moray Road, and watched him with a glow of quiet satisfaction. His small hands seemed to glide along the piano keyboard quite effortlessly, whilst his slender little fingers produced the most lovely, almost perfect sounds of a Brahms lullaby. For those few moments, Connie was in her seventh heaven; listening to anyone playing anything vaguely classical on her beloved upright piano was one thing, but when it was being played by a child she herself had taught, it seemed as close to sheer joy as she had ever dared hope.


‘Mum says I’m to ask you to teach me how to play “Onward Christian Soldiers”.’


Connie looked down at the boy with a start. ‘“Onward Christian Soldiers”?’ she asked, taken aback. ‘But – that’s a hymn,’ she said.


‘I know,’ replied Freddie, with a shrug. ‘We sing it in church on Sunday mornings. Mum says I ought to be able to play it for the family when they come over to tea.’


Connie’s mind was reeling, because she knew the boy’s mother was forcing him to learn how to play the hymn. However, Connie thought it wasn’t her place to ask any more questions, especially about a family that were such regular churchgoers. ‘Move over, Freddie,’ she said, sitting beside him.


For the next few minutes, Freddie listened enraptured as his piano teacher sat alongside him playing through the music of the hymn, at the same time singing the words. Teaching the boy to play something by ear was not something she approved of, but as she had no music sheets for any hymns, she had no alternative but to do what she could.


Whilst this was going on, Beth quietly peered into the room. She knew better than to make her presence known, for her mother hated to be interrupted during one of her piano lessons. After a quick glance at young Simon in his pram on the other side of the room, she quietly closed the door again, and went off to the kitchen. Starving hungry after a rough day at the munitions factory, she looked around for any scrap of food she could find. But there was very little on offer, for it was becoming harder and harder to make the measly food ration last out a whole week. However, there was hope, as always, with the good old dried egg powder, and, despite the fact that it was no alternative to the real thing, Beth opened the tin she found in the kitchen pantry, and took it and a small mixing bowl over to the pine table. Once she’d mixed two tablespoons of the dried egg with four tablespoons of water, she then prepared the ingredients for her somewhat sparse omelette. As the weekly ration of approximately two ounces of cooking fat didn’t go too far, she used the barest minimum she dared in the frying pan on the oven range hob. After rummaging around in the pantry, she found the remains of some potatoes and sprouts left over from the previous night’s supper, so she warmed up some of them in the pan with a little seasoning before pouring in the dried egg mixture. A few minutes later she sat down at the table and ate her omelette, or what was an excuse for one, but when she tasted it, she began to think that she would have been far better off to stay hungry.


‘You should have waited for me, Beth,’ said her mother, at the kitchen door with little Simon in her arms. ‘I was just coming to get supper ready.’


‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ said Beth, her mouth full. ‘I was so hungry. And in any case, you were busy with Freddie. It sounded like I was just coming into church!’


‘What d’you mean?’ asked Connie, carefully lowering Simon into his kitchen cot.


‘“Onward Christian Soldiers”?’


‘Freddie’s mother wants him to learn how to play it – for the family.’


‘Wow!’ exclaimed Beth. ‘There’s dedication for yer.’


Connie came across, and sat at the table with her. ‘The Cooper family are dedicated, darling. They believe in their religion. I don’t blame them for that. With the way we’re all living now, it’s good to have something to believe in.’


‘I’ve got plenty er fings I believe in,’ said Beth, finishing the last of her dried egg omelette.


Connie raised her eyebrow. ‘Oh?’ she asked, surprised.


‘Not in the way you fink,’ replied Beth. ‘Not religion an’ all that. I mean, the war. I believe it’s somefing we’ve got ter get on wiv. The sooner we face up to it, the sooner it’ll be over.’


‘You really think this war will be over soon?’


Beth put down her knife and fork. ‘Well, let’s face it,’ she replied, running her fingers through her short, bobbed hair, ‘it can’t go on fer ever, can it?’


Connie wasn’t so sure. She sat back in her chair, and pondered all the questions that had been plaguing her since the bombing started. ‘It’s going to get much worse before it gets better, Beth,’ she said. ‘We have to be prepared.’


Beth looked up at her. ‘Yer mean – run away?’ she asked, with an irritable sigh. ‘Run away and bury ourselves in the country with Gran and Grandad?’


‘Protecting ourselves is not about running away, Beth,’ returned Connie, leaning forward in her chair. ‘It’s about survival. We owe it to your dad to stay alive – you, me, Phil and Simon.’


Beth got up from her chair, went to the sink and washed her hands. She knew what her mum was saying was right, but she just couldn’t accept that they’d be any better off in the country, living with two elderly people with whom she had absolutely nothing in common.


Connie got up from her chair at the table, collected a hand towel from a hook by the sink, and gave it to Beth. ‘You mustn’t be angry with me, darling,’ she said softly and caringly. ‘I know you don’t want to leave your home any more than I do. But we can’t go on spending night after night in the air raid shelter.’


‘I’ve told you, Mum,’ replied Beth, subconsciously irritated by her mother’s half-Texas half-North London drawl, ‘I’d much rarvver take me chance any time in the ’ouse. That air raid shelter down in the cellar’s a real death-trap. If a bomb fell on the place, we wouldn’t stand a chance.’


‘If a bomb fell on this house,’ replied Connie despairingly, ‘we’d have even less chance of protecting ourselves. I’ve asked the Town Hall over and over again to let us have an Anderson shelter for the back garden, but all they keep telling me is that they’ve used up every one of their allowance, and they have absolutely no idea if and when they’ll be able to get one for us.’


‘That’s becos we never applied fer one when they came round ter check,’ added Beth reprimandingly.


Connie was stung, and turned away from the sink.


‘It’s all right, Mum,’ said Beth sympathetically, putting her arm around her waist. ‘You’re not ter blame. No one’s ter blame. When the war started, ’ow was we ter know we was goin’ ter be bombed out of our minds night an’ day?’


‘That’s the trouble, Beth,’ replied Connie. ‘We should have known. Everyone else in the road knew. It’s my fault. When you come from a country that doesn’t know what it’s like to have bombs exploding on its own soil, you can’t imagine that such a thing could possibly happen anywhere else in the world.’


‘Hey, Mum! Can I ’ave some bread an’ drippin’?’


The teenage boy who had just burst into the room was Beth’s young brother, Phil. His Auxiliary Fire Service uniform was filthy dirty from what seemed like endless duty out on the roads during the air raid carrying messages by bicycle all over the borough of Islington. Phil was already taller and lankier than his sister, but for a sixteen-year-old, he looked much younger.


‘Phil!’ gasped Connie, hurrying to the pantry. ‘Just look at the state of you. As soon as you’ve eaten, get yourself upstairs into the tub.’


Phil followed his mum anxiously to the kitchen table as she brought across a bowl of beef dripping and a half-loaf of bread. ‘Not much use gettin’ washed up in two inches of lukewarm water,’ he said, feverishly cutting himself a thick slice of bread. ‘In any case, Jerry’s on ’is way over. I’m on standby. I’ve got ter get back ter the station.’


Connie grabbed the boy’s cap, pulled it from his head, and threw it down on to the chair. ‘Tub first!’ she demanded.


‘Wot d’yer mean Jerry’s on ’is way over?’ asked Beth, also cutting herself a slice of bread. ‘I didn’t ’ear no air raid siren.’


‘No, but yer will!’ insisted Phil, digging down to the bottom of the bowl of dripping to get a spoonful of the tasty beef jelly. ‘They was sayin’ up the station this one’s goin’ ter be a real big’un. Over an ’undred planes, they reckon.’


Beth resisted the urge to exchange a glance with her mum.


‘Oh God,’ said Connie, immediately bustling around to collect their belongings for what looked like a long night ahead. ‘Beth, can you make up the cocoa flasks? I’ll go and get Simon’s clean diapers.’


‘Oh Mum!’ protested Beth as her mum rushed to the door.


‘’Ow long ’ave yer been in England now, an’ yer still can’t speak the King’s English. They’re nappies – not wot you call ’em!’


‘Or whatever!’ Connie called back, quickly hurrying out of the room.


Beth sighed, and joined her brother at the table spreading beef dripping on to their slices of bread. ‘Is it true?’ she asked. ‘Is there really another raid on the way?’


Phil, mouth full of bread and dripping, nodded emphatically. ‘Everyone’s on full alert,’ he said darkly.


‘Bloody sods!’ exclaimed Beth, also munching as she talked. ‘They won’t be satisfied ’til they’ve burned down the ’ole er London.’


‘They won’t do that!’ insisted Phil, full of bravado. ‘Not while I’m around!’


Beth took this in for a split second until she suddenly realised how daft her young brother was. Smiling broadly and protectively at him, she couldn’t help noticing the likeness between him and their mum; the same blue eyes and flaxen-blonde hair, the same winning smile, but large ears and a boxer’s square chin that were just like his dad. Beth was very fond of Phil. They had been mates ever since they were small kids. If one of them ever got in a scrap, the other would always come to his or her rescue. ‘I wish I was out there wiv yer,’ said Beth. ‘Much better than being cooped up in that ruddy shelter all night.’


‘I wouldn’t be so sure if I was you,’ replied Phil, stuffing the last bit of bread and dripping into his mouth. ‘After wot I saw last night, you’re much better off where yer are.’


Beth watched him with some apprehension. ‘Wot yer talkin’ about?’


Phil wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘They got the T.A. barracks up the Archway last night. Nine blokes killed, plus two gels in the canteen. Five ’undred-pound high explosive bomb. They didn’t stand a chance.’


‘Blimey!’ gasped Beth. ‘But – ’ow did Jerry find it? I fawt that barracks was s’pposed ter be top secret.’


‘It was,’ replied Phil, getting up from the table, and going to the sink to rinse his hands. ‘’Til someone split on ’em.’


Beth’s face stiffened with shock. ‘Split on ’em?’ she asked uncomprehendingly.


‘Jerry’s got plants all over, ain’t ’e?’ he called, over his shoulder. ‘The boys up the station said there are spies all over London. They’re watchin’ everyfin’ they can set their eyes on.’


‘Spies?’ It took Beth a moment to take this in. ‘Here – in ’Olloway?’


‘’Olloway, Islin’ton, King’s Cross – anywhere. There’s a war on, Beff. Jerry aims ter win it in any way ’e can. ’E can get anyone ’e likes who’s got a grudge against us. Bleedin’ traitors all over the place. If I got my ’ands on ’em, I’d string ’em all up from Tower Bridge.’


After the conversation she’d had with Mo at the munitions factory that morning, Beth suddenly felt quite numb. The stories that were going around about traitors who were spying on military installations around London were gaining momentum. It was a horrible feeling; to think that someone you might actually know, have known all your life, was willing to pass on information, no matter how minute, to an enemy whose only aim was to destroy all the good things that Britain had ever stood for. ‘Do they ’ave any idea who told them about the barracks?’ she asked tentatively.


Phil shrugged. ‘Could’ve bin anyone. There are still a few wops an’ huns around the place who ’aven’t bin locked up in the nick. Who knows – it might even be a Paddy. I mean let’s face it, one or two er them don’t like us much, do they?’


Beth hardly had a moment to react, when the air raid siren wailed out from the roof of nearby Hornsey Road police station.


‘What’d I tell yer!’ spluttered Phil, rushing to the door. ‘’Ere we go again!’ In a flash he was gone, back to another hectic, perilous night of messenger duties.


Connie passed him briefly in the passage outside, then hurried in to join Beth, who was just lifting baby Simon out of his cot. ‘I knew this was coming!’ she gasped, bustling around quickly to collect all the things they would need for yet another night in the air raid shelter.


‘Don’t panic, Mum!’ urged Beth, wrapping her baby brother up in his blanket, and tucking him up neatly into his pram. Simon was not amused that his beauty sleep had been disturbed, and he immediately let out a yell of disapproval. ‘We’ve got plenty of time before they get over’ead.’


‘I don’t care!’ insisted Connie. ‘I don’t want to be out on the street once those ack-ack guns start up! Hurry, Beth! Hurry!’


Beth crammed the baby’s pram with as many things as possible that they would need for the long night ahead. For her, it was a deeply gloomy thought. Yet another air raid, yet another night of sheer agony down in the bowels of the earth.


Thomas Sullivan had only just managed to get home with the fish and chips before the sky exploded with the sound of antiaircraft shellfire. Although he and his father Joe lived in a fairly vulnerable residential area close to King’s Cross Station, neither of them ever used the Anderson air raid shelter in the backyard that had been provided by the Borough Council at the start of the war. The ground-floor flat they lived in was serviceable rather than comfortable, but at least there was the advantage that the tenants who used to occupy the top two floors upstairs had evacuated to the country, leaving the house virtually empty for Thomas and his father. Like most people they hardly ever used the front room, and usually ate in the back parlour close to the scullery, which was handy for Joe Sullivan, for whenever he had the time, he was actually quite a good cook. This was a skill he had been forced to develop over the years after his wife left him and returned to their former home in Ireland for what she had called ‘a bit of peace and sanity away from anger and politics’. What she had been referring to was what she had seen as her husband’s obsession with ‘the troubles’ of Northern Ireland, an issue which had dominated their family life since Thomas was a small boy. Thomas himself, however, had always distanced himself from his father’s somewhat extreme views on politics. Despite the Blitz, despite the hardships of rationing and trying to dodge the Nazi bombs, he loved living in England, loved the people he worked with, no matter who they were or where they came from.


‘I must say, there’s nuttin’ I like better than eatin’ cold fried fish fer supper,’ grumbled Joe, with an Irish accent that was, unlike his son’s, as thick as the day he first arrived in England more than twenty-five years before. He quickly shovelled cod and chips into his mouth as though he hadn’t eaten for a week, and paused only briefly to remove a lock of his rapidly greying hair which had fallen across one eye. ‘These people have got a nerve chargin’ money fer this muck!’


Thomas, eating opposite him at the table, gave his father no more than a cursory glance. ‘It was no one’s fault but my own,’ he replied. ‘All hell broke loose just as I was leavin’ the chip shop. There was so much shrapnel comin’ down I had ter take cover fer a few minutes down the gents’ lav.’


Joe threw a concerned look at his son, put down his knife and fork, and wiped his lips and full white moustache with the back of his hand. Despite his complaints, he had left nothing on his plate. ‘It’s all right, son,’ he said, with a fond smile. ‘I’m not blamin’ you. You do yer best.’ He sat back in his chair briefly and waited for Thomas to finish eating. ‘What about a smoke?’ he asked.


‘Sure,’ replied Thomas, getting up from the table, crumpling up the newspapers he had brought the fish home in, and going out into the scullery to wash his face and hands at the old stone sink. By the time he came back, his father had lit two Players cigarettes for them from a packet he kept on the mantelpiece over the small fireplace. Thomas took one of them, and settled down to smoke it in an easy chair just in front of the old brown varnished dresser.


With a fag dangling from his lips, Joe stood in front of the fire warming his hands. His collarless striped shirt looked in need of a wash, and although he was wearing braces, his trousers were also held up by a thick belt. ‘I had a letter from yer mother terday,’ he said, quite suddenly. ‘She wants ter know when you an’ me’re comin’ home.’


Thomas looked up with a start. ‘Why would she ask a thing like that?’ he asked. ‘This is our home.’


‘Not to her it isn’t,’ replied Joe. He returned to the table, opened a quart bottle of brown ale, and poured two pint glasses. As he did so, the sound of ack-ack gunfire shook the place from ground to ceiling. Ignoring the intrusion, he took one of the glasses to Thomas, and kept one for himself. ‘What she really wants to know is when am I going to let her have her freedom.’


‘You mean – divorce?’ asked Thomas, taking the glass of brown ale.


‘She means divorce,’ replied Joe, ‘but not me. There are a lot of things wrong with me, but one thing I’ll always remain is a good Catholic. As far as I’m concerned, when I married your mother it was for life.’


Thomas took a gulp from his glass, whilst at the same time sneaking a look at his father. Joe Sullivan was a rough diamond, with his shirt sleeves rolled up just high enough to reveal his fading tattoos, which showed a map of Ireland with no national boundaries, and a striking sketch of the Madonna. But Thomas knew that he had been a good father, and in many ways blamed his mother just as much for being so intransigent during her married life, for just walking out on him without any care for the son she was leaving behind. ‘So what are you going to do?’ he asked.


‘Do?’ asked Joe. ‘I’m going to write back and tell her that one of these days we will go back home to Ireland, but it won’t be to her. She made up her mind what she wanted to do, and she’ll have to live with it. But I’ll never give her what she wants, not as long as there’s breath in my body.’ He took a vast gulp of his brown ale, almost emptying the glass. ‘No. We’ll go home, son – one of these days. But not until the war’s over.’


‘Not me, Dada,’ said Thomas, leaning forward in his chair. ‘I’ll never go back to Ireland – not to live. This is my home. This is where I’ll marry and settle down.’


Joe’s face stiffened. ‘Marry?’ he asked. ‘Are you tellin’ me yer’ve got someone particular in mind?’


‘As a matter of fact, yes, I have,’ replied Thomas. ‘Mind you, I haven’t asked her yet, but I intend to.’


‘You’re talkin’ about – an English girl?’


‘Yes,’ replied Thomas, with a shrug.


Joe put down his empty glass, and got up from the table. ‘Are you sure you know what yer’re doin’, son?’ he asked grimly.


Thomas looked at him with some puzzlement. ‘I’ve never been so sure of anything in my whole life,’ he replied. ‘In fact, I was thinkin’ I’d like to bring her over to tea one day. I’d love her to meet you, Dada.’


‘What’s wrong with a girl from the old country?’ asked Joe, cutting straight across him. ‘There must be plenty of them in the dance halls around King’s Cross.’


Thomas was taken aback by his father’s narrow reaction. ‘I suppose there are,’ he replied. ‘But I don’t see what difference it makes. As a matter of fact there are some great Irish girls around, but it just so happens that I’ve fallen for someone else.’


Joe paused awkwardly before saying, ‘I’ve got to get back to the hospital. I’m on duty at eight o’clock.’


As his father reached the parlour door, Thomas called to him. ‘Will it be all right then, Dada?’


Joe turned at the door. ‘Will what be all right?’


‘Can I bring Beth over to meet you?’ he asked, rising from his chair. ‘Maybe a cup of tea on Sunday afternoon?’


‘I’m sorry, son,’ replied Joe ungraciously. ‘I may be workin’ on the wards on Sunday. Some other time, maybe.’


Thomas watched him go without further comment. Although he had always known that his father had a fixation on anything or anyone from ‘the old country’, he found it hard to understand why he remained so stubbornly narrow-minded when it came to mixing with people from the country he had chosen to live in for so many years. Once again, the whole place rocked with the sound of ack-ack fire bursting directly overhead. But Thomas didn’t even notice it. His mind was far too preoccupied with thoughts about the darker side of his father’s nature.


At the start of the war, Abe and Bernie Lieberman vowed never to spend the night in an air raid shelter. Abe, the older of the two brothers by three years, suffered from asthma, and the thought of spending even a few hours down in the dusty, damp cellar of an old piano factory was enough to bring on one of his attacks. But the relentless, practically non-stop Blitz was turning into a nightmare, and if it was a choice between dying of asthma or one of the Luftwaffe’s bombs, both brothers, who were themselves German Jewish refugees from the Nazi ‘putsch’ in 1923, knew what choice they would prefer. That’s why they had finally turned up in the shelter beneath the old piano factory, joining all the regulars who had long since claimed their own special places in which to kip down for the night. Fortunately, Abe and Bernie were well-known to the residents of Hornsey Road, for they ran a small tailor’s shop near the old Star Cinema further up the road, but despite the fact that they never stopped arguing with each other, their good Jewish humour endeared them to everyone.


However, the main talking point in the cellar tonight was not the Lieberman brothers, or indeed the fierce noisy air raid that was going on in the streets above. It was the dark, varnished upright piano that had suddenly been waiting for them when they filed down into the shelter earlier that evening.


‘I can’t believe it,’ said Eileen Perkins, who positively purred with approval. ‘Fancy old Stocker actually givin’ us one of ’is pianos. I never knew ’e ’ad such a big ’eart.’


‘Ol’ Stocker ain’t got no big ’eart, Mrs P,’ sniffed Bill Winkler, who, to the irritation of everyone, was smoking them all out with the stale tobacco in his pipe. ‘Yer can bet yer life there’s a reason fer ’is madness. ’E din’t own a string er factories like this fer nuffin’.’


‘Too true!’ agreed Jessie Hawks, settled down in her usual pitch at the foot of the stone entrance steps, her hairnet holding in her tight white curls. ‘I bet ’e’s makin’ a fortune outer this war. I ’ear ’e’s bin flogging pianos and Gord knows wot ter the NAAFI. Don’t miss a trick, that one.’


‘Oh, I think that’s a bit unfair,’ said the more conciliatory Jack Cutter, whose dog-end was in danger of dropping on to the closed lid of the piano keyboard. ‘I’m sure Mr Stocker just wanted to bring a little bit of joy to us down ’ere in the shelter.’


‘Wanted to dump it off, more like!’ grumbled Bill.


Jack gently raised the piano lid. Surprisingly, the ‘old girl’ looked in good condition, for the notes on the keyboard were not too faded. Jack looked closer, and read out loud the maker’s trademark inscription which was set out in gold lettering: ‘G.E. Little, Chapel Street, Islington. It’s got a good pedigree, this one.’


‘What is it – a dog?’ asked Abe Lieberman wryly, his elderly midriff bulging over the edge of the deckchair he was trying to sleep in.


‘Don’t be such a chump, Abe!’ scolded his younger brother, Bernie, squatting uncomfortably on another deckchair next to him. ‘It’s not a dog. It can’t bark!’


As Bernie spoke, Jack poked one of the notes with his finger. The sound it produced was pure, and echoed throughout the curved walls and ceiling of the long, narrow cellar.


Everyone turned to look at the ‘old girl’.


‘Oooh Jack,’ squealed Eileen. ‘That’s beautiful!’ Her daughter Rita, who was fast asleep in her arms, tossed and turned irritably.


‘It sounds as if it’s in good condition all right,’ said Jack, striking another note. Then he turned to Connie Shanks, who was watching from her pitch nearby, whilst Beth rocked baby Simon to sleep in her arms. ‘Wod’yer fink, Mrs S?’


Connie eased herself up from her mattress on the floor against the wall, and went across to take a closer look at the piano. She slowly slid the tips of her fingers all over the ‘old girl’, almost caressing it as though it were a thing of great beauty. ‘She’s seen better days, that’s for sure,’ she proclaimed, endearingly.


‘She’s not the only one!’ mumbled Bernie, with a sly look at his brother.


Abe grunted back at him contemptuously.


Standing in front of the ‘old girl’, Connie ran her fingers along the keyboard. The sound it produced caused everyone to look on with awed fascination. She tried a few scales; the result was not tinny as she had expected, for the strings seemed to be perfectly tuned. ‘Hmm,’ she said half to herself, ‘not bad, not bad at all.’


‘Go on, Con,’ called Eileen, urging Connie on enthusiastically. ‘Give us a tune. It’ll cheer us all up.’


‘I don’t think so,’ said Connie, turning away from the piano. ‘I don’t want to keep the children awake.’


‘Don’t be silly!’ insisted Eileen. ‘We can join in. A good old sing-song’ll ’elp us all ter get some kip.’


Connie smiled back. ‘I’m sorry, Eileen,’ she replied sweetly. ‘I don’t really play sing-songs.’


‘’Course yer do!’ added Jessie Hawks. ‘Yer’re a piano teacher, ain’t yer? Wot about a bit er Vera Lynn?’


There was a chorus of agreement from Eileen, Jack, and even Bill and his missus, Lil. But there was a sudden dead silence, as a bomb came screaming down nearby, shaking the cellar to its foundations. Everyone automatically covered their head with their hands as dust fluttered down from the ceiling, but as soon as the noise outside had subsided, Jessie called: ‘Come on, Jack! Get the lady somefin’ ter sit on!’


Jack immediately brought over his own collapsible wooden chair, and placed it in front of the piano. Connie tried to decline, and looked across at Beth for support. But all Beth could do was to shrug, and do her best to get young Simon to sleep again. Connie sighed. ‘Well, I’ll do my best,’ she said. She sat down on the chair Jack was holding out for her, then, only too aware that all eyes were turned towards her, she placed her fingers delicately on the keyboard.


Amidst a background of distant ack-ack gunfire, explosions, and the roar of aircraft overhead, Connie’s talented fingers persuaded ‘the old girl’ to produce a sound that was gentle, soothing and romantic. The trills were precise, the tones and semi-tones were effortless, and the piano strings accepted Connie’s challenge with pride and gratitude. For several minutes, the arched ceilings and dank atmosphere were echoing to a classical piano composition that brought nothing but awe and admiration from the small group of astonished faces that were sheltering from the harsh world above. But there was nothing to sing to, no musical words to raise their spirits, nothing to urge them to get up on their feet and dance through the night. This was music, real music, the music of the concert hall, a world that most of those listening in the cellar had never experienced.


‘Chopin,’ whispered Abe, turning quietly to his brother as Connie played on.


‘Brahms,’ countered Bernie, with the utmost confidence.


‘Rubbish!’ insisted Abe, furious to be contradicted. ‘You don’t have to be an expert to know it’s Chopin!’


‘Brahms!’


‘Chopin!’


Beth looked on, from time to time anxiously watching everyone’s reaction. She was proud of her mum, there was no doubt about that. The way Connie’s fingers glided effortlessly back and forth along the keyboard was an absolute joy; if only circumstances had been different, Beth was convinced her mum could have been a famous concert pianist. But the cellar shelter was no concert hall, and she was not sure that the type of music she was playing was quite what her neighbours had in mind to distract them from the horrors of what was going on in the skies above.


Beth’s uncertainty was more or less confirmed when Connie finished the short piece she was playing. After a noticeable silence, there was a slight ripple of applause, led by Abe and Bernie, who were joined eventually by the others.


‘Bravo!’ called Abe. ‘I’ve never heard Chopin played so beautifully!’


‘Actually,’ replied Connie, getting up from the chair at the piano, ‘it was by Schumann, Robert Schumann. It was one of his preludes.’


Bernie swung a smug glance at his brother. Abe sniffed and turned the other way.


‘You got a way wiv those ol’ ivories all right, Mrs S,’ said Jack Cutter. ‘I reckon you could give ol’ Charlie Kunz a run fer ’is money!’


‘Charlie Kunz?’ added Jessie Hawks, tucking herself up in her blanket. ‘’E ain’t a patch on Rawicz and Laundaur!’


‘It was lovely, Mrs S,’ said Eileen appreciatively, as Connie stepped carefully over her and Rita to get back to Beth and their own pitch. ‘You made that ol’ Joanna sound like a dream.’


‘Actually,’ said Connie, settling down alongside Beth, and taking the baby from her, ‘Beth plays the piano far better than me.’


Beth swung her a look of total astonishment.


Connie smiled at her. ‘She has a real ear for music.’


Beth’s eyes were transfixed on her mother. She was stunned.


‘Why don’t you play something for them, darling?’ asked Connie.


Before Beth had a chance to answer, everyone started to settle down in their makeshift beds, indicating that they had had enough culture for one evening.


‘That’ll be somefin’ ter look forward to termorrer evenin’,’ said Jack Cutter tactfully, before snuggling down in his own blanket.


Nearby, Bill Winkler turned off the solitary electric light, and, but for the flickering of a small night-light candle, the place was plunged into darkness.


In the streets above, a strange silence seemed to have descended, and the only sounds that prevailed now were from the distant rumble of anti-aircraft gunfire.


‘What d’yer do that for?’ whispered Beth to her mum in the dark. ‘You’re the one who plays the pianer, not me.’


‘I wouldn’t be too sure about that if I was you, darling,’ Connie whispered back. ‘I wouldn’t be too sure.’ She tucked little Simon down under the blanket between her and Beth, and settled down for what she hoped would be a relatively undisturbed night.


In the sky above the South London suburbs, Heinz Buchner headed his beloved fighter-bomber out towards the French coast. Compared to most nights, it had been an uneventful mission, with no real target other than to cause havoc and fear amongst the civilian population who were curled up in their tiny rabbit-hole air raid shelters down below. But it wouldn’t always be like that. There would soon be another target, more pressure, more danger. There was always tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that . . .




Chapter 3


‘The thing about a green cabbage,’ said Uncle Horace as he dug up the biggest one he could find in his tiny back garden, ‘is that you should always steam it. Your Auntie Maudie used to say that if you boil a cabbage, you lose all the natural flavour.’


Beth loved her Uncle Horace. Of course he wasn’t her real uncle, but that’s what both she and her brother Phil had called him ever since they were kids, and even though he was really old enough to be their grandad, that’s the way they had always thought of him. Horace Ruggles and his missus Maudie had been friends of the Shanks family for donkey’s years, right back to the time when Horace was serving as a soldier during the First World War and had shared a fag in the frontline trenches with Beth’s paternal grandad, Percy Shanks. Although Horace had lived in London for the best part of his life, he had been born in Essex, where he had spent his early years, and where people speak with a lovely twang in their voice that seems to be a cross between rural life and nearby East and North London.
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