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1944, North London. Fifteen-year-old Frankie Lewis feels as if the war will go on forever. But one night in the blackout, his life takes an extraordinary turn. Whilst playing a vindictive prank on the German-Jewish widow who lives nearby, Frankie finds himself hauled across her doorstep into a world of books and culture. Fascinated by Elsa’s stories of life before the war and her late husband – a British officer – young Frankie becomes good friends with Elsa, helping her out in her shop and confiding his troubles to her – from his crush to his sister’s unwanted pregnancy. So, when Elsa suddenly dies of a heart attack, Frankie is devastated. He is almost as shocked to discover that Elsa has left her shop to him – a legacy that her brother-in-law is determined to deny him…
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Chapter One


That evening, the back streets of Islington seemed to be filled with the grey November fog. Thick, choking palls swirled endlessly, obliterating almost everything in sight; it was a real pea-souper. Along the busy Seven Sisters Road, people made their way home from work in the dark, often bumping into each other despite the dim beams of light from their cherished hand-torches. Some shops closed early – there was obviously not going to be much custom while people could hardly see a hand in front of their face. Even Digby’s, the greengrocer’s, had had enough, and by five o’clock in the evening they had pulled down their long green window shutters. By seven o’clock, only Dorner, the butcher’s shop in Hornsey Road, remained open. It took more than fog or Hitler’s bombers to deprive Dorner’s customers of the best savaloys and hot pease-pudding in the district.


Ever since the start of the war five years before, this small corner of north London had had its fair share of death and destruction. On too many mornings shopkeepers in the main Holloway Road had arrived to find their windows blown out and the pavements pitted with glass and, in the Seven Sisters Road, a high-explosive bomb had once torn through five shops, leaving a great smouldering gap in the long terrace. In nearby Hornsey Road, only quick action by the ARP had saved the Emmanuel Church when an incendiary fire bomb had landed on its roof. But although most of the inhabitants in the surrounding back streets were becoming worn out by the intensity of the nightly bombing raids, they were defiantly determined to put up with anything Hitler decided to throw at them. Some of those inhabitants, however, seemed to resent any of their neighbouring streets that had completely survived the nightly bomb damage.


Despite the fog, the Merton Street gang were out in force that night. Hadleigh Villas was always their favourite rendezvous, for it was a quiet cul-de-sac just off the Seven Sisters Road, with large, grand houses that were absolutely perfect for the ritual game of ‘Knock Down Ginger’. Not that the Merton Street gang was really a ‘gang’. They were just a bunch of youngsters, most of whom lived in the same back street, which was sandwiched between Hornsey and Tollington Roads. The oldest, Jeff Murray, was sixteen. He was a well-built boy, with a reputation for being a first-class goalkeeper in the street football team, and he was, naturally, a constant hit with every girl in the neighbourhood. In contrast, at fifteen years of age, Frankie Lewis seemed a little backward for his age, for he was only just starting to experiment with life.


That evening, there were only five of the gang huddled together in their usual hiding place in the doorway of Pascall’s, the bicycle shop on the corner.


‘Right then,’ whispered Jeff. ‘It’s my turn tonight.’ To the others he was nothing more than a ghostly shape in the fog, but they recognised his strong, firm voice. ‘I’ll take the old Kraut’s place.’


‘That’s not fair!’ snapped Alan Downs, who was just a couple of months younger than Jeff, and his rival in practically everything they did. ‘The Kraut’s place is dead easy on a night like this. She couldn’t see yer even if she tried.’


‘It’d give ’er a good fright, though.’ Patty was the only girl in the gang, and she loved it because it made her feel special, as though she had power. She also acted older than her fifteen years – and her snogging with Alan in the old shed behind the Emmanuel Church sometimes went further than even he had ever thought possible. But Patty really preferred Jeff, who kissed her the way her screen idol, John Payne, kissed Betty Grable. ‘I bet on a night like this the old Kraut’s in ’er cellar, tappin’ out morse code messages to ’er pals in Berlin,’ she said, excitedly.


Frankie hadn’t thought about that. Of course, like everyone else he knew that the old sauerkraut in number 19 had to be a spy because she was a German, but it had never occurred to him that she was probably sending back secret information to the Nazis every night . . .


‘If she really is a spy, she won’t send messages ’erself,’ sniffed ‘the Prof’, who was also fifteen. He’d been given his nickname by his mates because he was a bit of a swot at school and knew practically everything there was to know about scientific things. His real name was Pete Moosey but he much preferred ‘the Prof’. Even though he couldn’t see a thing in the fog, Prof was busily cleaning his fragile, tortoiseshell spectacles on the now-tatty woollen scarf his Auntie Hilda had knitted him. ‘Spies always have someone else to pass the information on to,’ he said firmly, in his slightly la-de-da way which was frequently a source of jeering amusement to his gang mates.


The truth was that these die-hard members of the Merton Street gang knew absolutely nothing about the inhabitant of 19 Hadleigh Villas. All they knew was that the woman who lived there was a German and, so, logically, she just had to be a Nazi. Which was why, a few weeks before, Jeff and Alan had made a perilous expedition to the house late one evening and painted a huge white swastika on the front wall at one side of the street door. None of them had actually seen the ‘spy’ in question, but in Frankie’s imagination she looked something like a female Adolf Hitler. Once or twice during the day they had seen someone moving about inside one of the upper-floor rooms of the house, but at night it was impossible to see anyone because the blackout curtains were always tightly drawn.


‘You lot can do what yer like!’ Jeff, the only one who wasn’t wearing a warm coat, stood up and defiantly pulled his knitted bobble-cap over his ears. ‘I’m gonna take the old Kraut’s place!’


Whether it was the fog getting to his chest or an attack of the asthma that had plagued him since he was a small child, Frankie was suddenly convulsed with a coughing fit. The others tried hard to shut him up while Jeff stood up and emerged from their hiding place in the shop doorway. He disappeared into the swirling fog and after a moment, Frankie recovered, but his eyes were running and he was very breathless. From nearby came Jeff’s voice, calling back in a loud projected whisper. ‘As soon as yer ’ear me shout, get ready ter run!’


The next few minutes were very tense. After Jeff had called back, there was absolute silence in the road, for apart from the Merton Street gang, nobody was out on such an evening. It seemed ages before anything happened. Frankie kept wondering why he’d ever got involved in a silly game that was meant for young kids, not blokes of their age. After all, what did it achieve? What fun did they really get out of bringing someone to their front door just so that they could shriek with laughter and rush off into the night like a bunch of lunatics. Now, the fog was getting thicker than ever, and what air there was smelt of burning coal-fires. But just as Frankie was pulling his scarf over his mouth and tucking his short brown hair up under his school cap, there was the distant sound of banging on the door-knocker of number 19, followed by Jeff’s hysterical yell: ‘Knock Down Ginger! Yahoo!’


A second later, Alan, Patty, and the Prof were screeching out at the top of their voices: ‘Knock Down Ginger!’ Although he felt stupid, Frankie did likewise, but his voice was too hoarse to he heard above the others, and when they all rushed off into the fog he felt totally disoriented. From the distance, he could hear the whooping and yelling of the others, but he couldn’t see them. He had no idea which direction he was attempting to run in, stumbling along as though blindfolded. Suddenly, he tripped over the kerb and found himself sprawled out on the pavement. Soon he was coughing and spluttering in the stifling fog, his short trousers no protection against the cold paving-stones. Gradually, he pulled himself up and, for a moment, just stood there, rubbing his eyes, trying to get some sense of direction. But in the eerie silence that followed, he started to panic. He could sense something in the fog directly above him. It didn’t move, it didn’t talk, and it didn’t seem to breathe. ‘Jeff? Is that you?’ Frankie’s voice was almost a whisper, and very unsure. ‘Stop muckin’ about now, Jeff!’


A small puff of wind suddenly arrived from nowhere, but it was just enough to scatter the swirling fog and give Frankie a chilling view of the ghostly image staring down at him from the top of some stone steps. Gripped with fear, he realised that he was standing by the front gate of number 19. ‘Was wunschen Sie?’ The deep-throated voice was that of a woman.


Frankie was paralysed. It was the old Kraut herself, the Nazi spy! Through the grey evening fog she looked like a towering monster, just waiting to pounce and eat him. All he knew at that moment was that he had to get away from number 19 Hadleigh Villas.


Most of the houses in Merton Street had been built in the last decade of the nineteenth century. Each of the three floors contained two small rooms, with a minute lavatory on the landing between the first and second floors. There was also an attic, usually only big enough to take either a small bed or to use for storage. None of the houses had bathrooms, so most families used a tin tub in their sculleries. But everyone had a small back yard, although since the start of the war most of these had been dug up to accommodate the arch-roofed galvanised-steel Anderson bomb shelters. During the worst part of the blitz, in the early years of the war, Merton Street had had its share of bomb damage. Chimney-stacks had tumbled down into the gardens below, slate tiles were ripped off roofs, windows were shattered, and plaster was brought down from the walls.


The Lewis family lived in the corner house at number 1 and still spent most of their nights in the Anderson shelter, despite the fact that the air-raids these days were by the pilotless ‘doodle-bugs’ and more recently by the dreaded V-2 rockets, which gave no warning when and where they would strike. Frankie hated going down the shelter, for it was claustrophobic and the air was damp and stifling. But by the time he got home from his horrific encounter with the ghostly apparition in the fog, even the Anderson was a welcome sight.


‘’Ow many times do I ’ave to tell yer? I don’t want yer ’angin’ round the streets after dark!’ Frankie’s mother, Gracie Lewis, was half-way through a fish-paste sandwich when Frankie appeared through the blackout blanket that was draped across the shelter entrance. ‘What ’appens if there’s an air raid?’


‘There’s no air raid ternight, Mum. The siren ’asn’t even sounded.’


‘I doubt we’ll get a raid ternight, Grace. Not in this fog.’ Frankie’s father, Reg Lewis, was half-dozing in his easy chair, his face covered by the morning’s edition of the Daily Mirror, which he had read from cover to cover several times over.


Gracie finished her sandwich and wiped her fingers on her apron. ‘Planes can fly above fog. Them devils don’t care where they drop their bombs.’


Ever since the bomb had fallen in the nearby Seven Sisters Road, Gracie had been obsessed with the family going down into the shelter night after night, regardless of what was going on in the skies above. In fact, over the past year or so, she had turned the Anderson into a second living-room, despite its ridiculously small size – no more than six feet from wall to wall. But at least there was an electric light and it was, at most times, quite warm, thanks to the small paraffin stove. Nonetheless, Frankie hated the place, and always referred to it as ‘the Cell’. It was a killer for his asthma, and he spent many a night coughing into his pillow.


‘I ’ope you and your pals ’aven’t been playin’ that stupid game agin,’ Gracie said now. ‘You keep knockin’ on people’s front doors like that and yer’ll ’ave the law down on yer!’


Frankie’s sister, Helen, who was squatting on the top bunk, flicked her eyes up briefly at her brother. She was nearly three years older than Frankie, and was very protective of him. Frankie caught her eye, and they exchanged a grin. Then she returned to the jigsaw puzzle which she had completed at least a dozen times before.


Although it was only half-way through the evening, Gracie yawned. In fact she always yawned, for though she was only in her early forties, she had settled for doing work only when she had to. Her family were fed as well as the war-time rations would allow, and their clothes were washed and ironed. But that was the extent of Gracie’s energies.


‘Is there anythin’ to eat, Mum?’ Frankie knew the response he would get and, sure enough, it came.


‘If yer’d come ’ome for tea at the proper time, yer’d get a proper meal. D’yer think I wanna keep cookin’ all times of the day an’ night?’


Frankie, who was still just peering through the blackout blanket lowered his eyes.


‘There’s some spam on the scullery table. And don’t cut the bread too ’fick. Yer farver wants some for ’is breakfast in the mornin’!’


‘Fanks, Mum!’ In a flash, Frankie was gone, leaving his father to chuckle to himself behind his newspaper.


The fog was beginning to clear by the time Frankie had finished his spam sandwich. He shared it with Winston, the family’s black and white mongrel dog, who Gracie Lewis never allowed to join them in the shelter. The white-washed walls and stone floor of the scullery made the room very cold, so Frankie lit one ring of the gas stove. As he warmed his hands over the flame, his mind kept going back to that horrifying encounter with the old Kraut. What would have happened if she had caught him? She could have shot him down in cold blood, and nobody would have found him until the fog had cleared. His thoughts were interrupted by Winston, who was licking one of his knees. ‘Cut it out, Winnie. It’s not my barf night!’ When he looked however, he discovered that Winston was licking some dried blood from a small cut, a result of his fall on the pavement in the fog.


‘Better not let mum see those trousers. You’ve got a great big tear in yer seat.’


Frankie looked up, to find Helen standing over him, looking exactly like her mother must have looked at her age. She had the same flashing brown eyes and auburn hair, small ears and a nose that seemed to undulate to its tip, and a long, thin neck. Only her mouth resembled her father and brother’s and she was very sensitive about her skin, which was covered in freckles.


‘It’s OK. Take ’em off. I’ll sew ’em up for yer. She won’t know nuffin’.’


Frankie looked relieved. Once again Helen was getting him out of a potential row with their mother. ‘Fanks, sis.’ While Helen went off into the adjoining back parlour, Frankie slipped off his shorts and put on his father’s old raincoat which was hanging on a hook on the scullery door. ‘’Ave they got the wireless on, then?’


‘Yeah,’ groaned Helen from the parlour. ‘Music ’All.’


Frankie knew what that meant. It was Saturday night, and that meant In Town Tonight on the wireless, followed by Norman Woolland introducing Music Hall. It was the highlight of the week for both Gracie and Reg Lewis, especially when their favourite comedian, Robb Wilton, was on the bill. Frankie and Winston joined Helen. She was threading a needle with some black cotton. ‘I wish they’d let me sleep in the ’ouse,’ said Frankie, kneeling in front of the remains of the fire in the coal stove. ‘I’d sooner take my chances wiv the doodle-bugs than go down the Cell.’


‘You wouldn’t, if one landed on the roof, Frankie.’


Frankie’s ears were almost numb from the cold and, as he rubbed them, they really hurt. Although there were only a few embers left in the fire grate, Winston was leaning his chin on the brass fender.


Helen took Frankie’s shorts and started to sew up the seam that had ripped apart. ‘You shouldn’t keep goin’ on at that old girl in ’Adleigh Villas,’ she said, scoldingly. ‘It’s not fair.’


Frankie looked up with a surprised start. ‘Wot yer talkin’ about?’


‘Yer know what I’m talkin’ about!’ Helen stopped sewing for a moment, and glared at him. ‘That poor woman at number 19. You and Jeff and Alan should learn ter grown up, and leave ’er alone.’


‘We ’aven’t touched ’er!’


‘You’re always playin’ that stupid game – knockin’ on ’er door and rushin’ off. You’re like a buncha kids!’


Frankie looked indignant, and glared back at her. ‘I’ve never knocked on ’er door!’


‘Well, if you ’aven’t, that stupid Jeff Murray ’as. And all the rest of ’em.’


‘The old Kraut deserves all she gets. She’s a Nazi.’


Helen looked up from her sewing again. ‘You’re bonkers! They wouldn’t allow a Nazi to live in the middle of Islington. Why d’yer ’ave ter keep ’angin’ round the streets upsettin’ people? Knock Down Ginger’s a kid’s game! Why don’t yer try an’ find somefin’ useful to do fer a change?’ She finished her sewing, tied a knot in the thread, then bit off the end with her teeth. ‘There!’ She threw Frankie’s shorts back to him. ‘Be more careful next time!’


‘Fanks, sis!’ Frankie grabbed the shorts, got up, and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. ‘Let me know anytime I can ’elp you out.’


To her brother’s surprise, Helen came straight back at him. ‘Fanks, Frankie. I’m glad you said that, ’cos there is somefin’.’


Frankie looked at her suspiciously. Helen was the one person in the world he could trust. Ever since they were small kids together, she was always the one he could turn to when he was in trouble. But he had never considered the possibility that there might come a time when he could help her.


Helen went to the parlour door and closed it. Then she knelt close by him on the floor and whispered, ‘Listen, Frankie. I’ve met someone. We’ve bin seein’ each uvver for the last few weeks.’


Frankie looked puzzled. ‘Seein’ each uvver? Yer mean – a boyfriend?


Helen lowered her eyes shyly. ‘He’s more than that. I love ’im.’


‘Love ’im!’ Frankie roared with laughter. ‘You ain’t old enuff!’


Helen shushed him. ‘I’m nearly eighteen, and I’m old enuff ter know when I’m in love wiv someone! I tell yer, Eric’s really nice.’


‘Eric?’


‘He’s in the Army – Royal Fusiliers. I met ’im at that Servicemen’s Dance at the church ’all.’


Frankie scratched his head. His sister had had boyfriends for years, but it hadn’t occurred to him that she would get serious about someone. ‘Well, what d’yer want me ter do about it?’


Helen bit her lip anxiously, and looked guilty. ‘E’s asked me ter go away wiv ’im – for a weekend.’


‘Go away wiv ’im? What for?’


Frankie’s rampant naïvety caused Helen to blush. ‘Eric’s goin’ away on active duty any day now,’ she said, awkwardly. ‘I might not see ’im for ages.’


Frankie got up and struggled to put his shorts back on under his father’s old raincoat. ‘Where’s ’e wanna take yer, then?’


Helen stuttered with embarrassment. ‘We’re – we’re goin’ ter stay – wiv – wiv his aunt and uncle. They live near Bognor Regis somewhere.’


‘Bognor Regis!’ Nobody Frankie knew travelled that far these days. Ever since the war started, the family hadn’t even been away on a day out.


‘Well, are yer goin’ ter ’elp me or ain’t yer?’ Helen was getting guiltily irritated with Frankie’s questions.


‘What am I supposed ter do?’ snapped Frankie. ‘Why don’t yer just go?’


‘Yer know very well I can’t just go. Not wivout tellin’ mum and dad.’


‘Then tell ’em!’


Helen clutched her forehead in despair. Why was Frankie so naïve? Why couldn’t he understand about these things? ‘Mum’d kill me!’


‘Just because you wanna go away wiv a friend for the weekend?’


Helen got up from her kneeling position. In a low voice she whispered, ‘Listen, Frankie. Mum and Dad ’ave always said they’d never mind if I spent a weekend in Essex wiv Ivy and Joyce and their family. All I want yer to do is ter back me up when I tell ’em I’m goin’ wiv ’em.’


‘Back yer up? ’Ow?’


‘By tellin’ ’em that you’ve bin invited too, but that yer don’t wanna go.’


‘But Ivy and Joyce are your pals, not mine.’


All of a sudden, Helen felt as though she could strangle her young brother. Why couldn’t he have a girlfriend of his own so that he’d know what she was trying to say? After all, most boys of his age knew about girls, and asked them out for dates and things. ‘It doesn’t matter whether they’re my pals or yours,’ she sighed, desperately. ‘Just tell me – will yer do it, or won’t yer?’


As she spoke, the air-raid siren wailed intrusively from the roof of Hornsey Road Police Station just around the corner. Not even the fog was going to keep Hitler’s doodle-bugs away that night.


Early on Sunday morning, the Merton Street gang were out as usual, searching for bits of shrapnel that had fallen from anti-aircraft shells during the night. It was quite a risky task, for it involved climbing up on to flat roofs and poking around people’s front gardens. The shrapnel pieces came in all shapes and sizes, and were usually jagged and very dangerous to handle. Every piece that was collected was taken to the ARP post, which was situated in the playground of Pakeman Street School, and sent back to the munitions factories for re-use in Allied bombshells.


Frankie and Prof usually teamed up and, together with dozens of other kids in the neighbourhood, scoured the streets, filling their old enamel buckets with the remains of the night’s deadly aerial bombardment.


By about nine o’clock, most of the surrounding streets had been covered, and the gang met up in the playground to pool their catch. It was only when they had deposited the contents of their buckets at the ARP post that Frankie was able to tell the others about his horrifying encounter with the old Kraut.


Jeff Murray laughed the loudest. ‘It’s yer own fault, Frankie. I told yer ter run as soon as yer heard me shout!’


‘I did run!’ insisted Frankie, who was sucking a small gash on one of his fingers, caused by careless handling of a piece of jagged metal. ‘But there was so much fog, I ran straight into ’er.’


Jeff, watched admiringly by Patty, ran his fingers through his long blond hair. He was the tallest of the gang, making him look a year or so older than his real age. ‘I say we ’ave anuvver go at ’er ternight.’


The others all agreed. All except Frankie, who suddenly panicked. ‘No! We can’t!’


‘What d’yer mean, we can’t?’ asked Alan. He had rather a flat way of speaking. ‘She’s a Kraut. We should make life as difficult for ’er as we can.’


Frankie picked up his enamel bucket and draped it across his shoulder. ‘There’s no point, Alan. We should try someone new. What’s the point of goin’ to the same ’ouse every time? It’s borin’.’


Patty grinned at Frankie. She was a thin, but attractive girl, with long brown hair tied with a ribbon behind her head and she loved to tease Frankie, who always got shy and awkward whenever she talked to him. ‘Of course, you don’t ’ave ter come if you’re too scared, Frankie Lewis,’ she said. mockingly.


Frankie squared his shoulders defiantly. ‘I’m not scared!’


‘Good!’ announced Jeff, immediately. ‘It’s your turn to knock anyway. So you can take the old Kraut.’


Frankie’s face crumpled with horror.


That evening, a thin layer of mist still hung over Hadleigh Villas. It was very cold, and the pavements were already glistening with frost. Of course, there wasn’t a light to be seen from any of the houses, for the blackout blinds were drawn for the night. Two Air Raid wardens, with torch beams preceding them, made their way around the cul-de-sac and quickly disappeared into the Seven Sisters Road. As they passed Pascall’s Bicycle Shop, they didn’t notice the Merton Street gang crouched in the doorway.


Patty had her arms around Jeff’s waist and, every so often, kissed the back of his neck. She loved the excitement of the moment, and watched eagerly as Frankie left the group and hesitantly made his way across the road towards number 19.


Frankie felt as though his knees would give way before he even reached the other side of the road. Why, he asked, had he allowed himself to be talked into this? Suppose the old Kraut telephoned the police and then sent them round to see his mum and dad? By the time he had reached the stone steps leading up to the front door of number 19, a cold chill was running up and down his spine.


The house itself was in total darkness, and Frankie could just see the outline of it against the night sky. To him it looked like the giant’s castle he’d seen in a Walt Disney film, alive and just waiting for him. To his terrified mind, it looked ugly and distorted.


‘Get on wiv it, then!’ Jeff was calling from across the street while the others whistled and jeered.


Frankie cursed them then took a deep breath and made his way up the stone steps to the front door. The first thing he noticed were the Victorian stained-glass panels in the door itself. It was too dark for him to see them in detail, but as the moon kept ducking in and out of the clouds, he could just catch a glimpse of what looked like a man on a horse slaying a dragon. Hardly daring to move, he gently put his ear to the door, and listened. There was absolutely no sound at all coming from inside, and this made him even more nervous. Before he made his move, he decided to wait until the moon had disappeared behind the clouds again.


It seemed to take ages. Gradually, however, the thin beam of moonlight on the stained glass door vanished in the darkness and in one swift movement, Frankie reached up to the large door knocker and banged hard three times. But just as he was shouting at the top of his voice: ‘Knock Down Ginger!’, the door suddenly opened and he was grabbed by his coat collar and yanked inside.


Across the other side of the road, the remainder of the Merton Street gang looked on in horror as the sound of Frankie’s panicked yells disappeared, and the door of number 19 slammed with a thud behind him . . .





Chapter Two


‘Was wunschen Sie?’


Frankie could hear the low, sinister voice, but couldn’t see the face that it was coming from. Apart from the penetrating torch beam that was shining straight into his eyes, he could see nothing, for it was pitch dark. All he knew was that he was sprawled out on the hall floor of 19 Hadleigh Villas, his back pressed against the front street door.


‘Was wunschen Sie!’


This time the voice was louder and to Frankie, it sounded like someone from every war-time spy film he had ever seen. He wanted to say something, but his voice was so dry the words just wouldn’t come out. Suddenly, the hall light was switched on, but the bulb was of such a low wattage that he still couldn’t make out the features of his captor. All he could see was that it was a woman who was standing over him, a small woman who did not look to be even as tall as Frankie himself, but for the moment she was merely a silhouette, with the light bulb and its multi-coloured shade dangling from the hall ceiling behind her.


‘Was wunschen Sie!’ His captor was growing impatient. ‘What do you want – boy?’


At last, Frankie was able to understand what his captor was saying. Summoning up all his courage, he croaked, ‘Nuffin’. I don’t want nuffin’, miss – ’onest.’


‘If you want nothing, why do you knock on my door?’


Frankie found his captor’s accent to be quite different to what he had imagined, it was not hard and ugly, but really rather soft and gentle. ‘It’s only a game, miss. Just a game,’ he said desperately squinting from the penetrating beam of his captor’s torch, which was still directed straight into his eyes. ‘I didn’t mean no ’arm, miss – ’onest I din’t. We do it to all the ’ouses ’round ’ere. All the kids do it.’


‘But you are not a kid. You are a young man.’ She finally switched off her touch. ‘Get up, pleass.’


Frankie struggled to his feet. But when he eventually managed to stand up, his legs felt as though they were about to give way.


‘Wie heissen Sie?’


Once again, Frankie didn’t know what his captor was saying.


‘What is your name, pleass, young man?’


For a moment, Frankie hesitated. He was fearful that if he told the old Kraut his name she would pass it on to the police. ‘It’s Francis, miss.’ Almost as he said it, he wished he hadn’t. ‘But my mates call me Frankie.’


‘Frankie?’ The old Kraut considered this briefly, then nodded her head, which Frankie could still only see as a silhouette. ‘Yes. And what is your family name?’


Now Frankie was really starting to panic. This time he did not answer, but lowered his head guiltily.


‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want.’ As the woman spoke, she noticed that the boy was shivering with the cold. She was not surprised. The hallway was almost as cold as the street outside. ‘If you want, you can come and warm your hands by the fire.’ Without another word, she disappeared into a room off the hallway, leaving the door open behind her.


As soon as she had gone, Frankie tried to open the front door but he found the Yale latch was down, and he was so agitated he didn’t know how to release it.


‘It’s much warmer in here.’ The old lady’s voice was calling from the room she had just entered. ‘Why don’t you come in?’


With his back to the door, Frankie waited a moment. His hands were frozen, and he blew into them to try to warm them up. Eventually, he plucked up enough courage to walk a few steps into the hallway. To Frankie the Nazi’s house seemed like a huge mansion. On either side of the hallway were doors to other rooms, and the staircase was wide and curved perfectly up to the first floor. Beneath the stairs were two more doors, only just visible because there was no electric light turned on back there. Frankie found this very sinister and, remembering all the thriller films he had seen, imagined that they led to the kitchen and the cellar, where no doubt the old Kraut sent back all her morse-coded messages to the Nazis in Berlin. The wallpaper was old and faded, so much so that it was almost impossible to make out what must have once been a rich yellow-and-blue floral pattern.


‘Why don’t you come in?’ The woman’s voice again called from the room off the hallway.


Frankie slowly made his way to the open doorway of the room and his eyes widened in astonishment. The room he was looking at was completely different to the shabby hallway outside, with elegant antique furniture and a vast, rich-coloured Persian carpet that covered almost the entire room. The ceiling was very high, fringed with delicate blue-and-white plaster mouldings, and was sharply reflected in a huge gold-leaf mirror which was fixed to the wall over the wide, open fireplace. But the real shock was the books. There were hundreds of them, crammed on to heavy oak shelves which covered every available wall-space in the room. Frankie was overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of them, the different shapes, colours, size. The only time he had ever seen anything like it was when he once reluctantly visited the Islington Public Library in the Holloway Road. But this was different. This wasn’t a library. It was a house, a place where someone lived . . .


‘If you want, you can come and warm your hands by the fire.’


Frankie was still hesitating in the open doorway. But at least he could now see his captor quite clearly – and she wasn’t at all what he had expected. The first thing he noticed was that she wasn’t old at all – well, not really old. She was probably about forty-five, and her hair puzzled Frankie. It was an odd gingery colour, although her eyebrows were dark brown, like her eyes. At this point Frankie realised that he had seen his captor somewhere before, but for the moment, he couldn’t quite remember where . . . Taking a deep breath, he entered the room and made his way to the fireplace, where the not-so-old Kraut was warming her hands by a crackling coal fire.


As Frankie approached, his captor moved away from the fireplace and eased herself down in a favourite armchair with a high back, but she didn’t say anything until she had given Frankie the chance to use the warmth from the fire to rub some life back into his frozen hands. ‘And so, young man’, she said finally. ‘What do you have to say for yourself – Frankie Lewis?’


Frankie swung round with a horrified start. Yer know my name! ’Ow do yer know my –?’


The Kraut smiled. ‘Yes, I know your name, Misster Frankie Lewis.’ She sat back in her chair, and folded her arms. ‘I know the names of all your friends in Merton Street. It isn’t too difficult to find out such things, you know.’


Frankie felt his stomach turn a somersault. All his mates in the gang were right! The Kraut had clearly been gathering information about them and sending it back to her bosses in Berlin. She was a Nazi spy. ‘’Ow?’ The word almost stuck in Frankie’s throat. ‘’Ow do you know?’


Frankie’s captor leaned forward in her chair, with a mischievous smile. ‘You would be surprised. Oh yes – you would be very surprised how the “old Kraut” knows.’


Frankie stared at her. For the first time he could see her face clearly. It was quite pale, almost totally white, in fact, as though it was covered in too much face powder, and her cheeks were highlighted with rouge, which matched the colour of her thick lipstick. The lips themselves were shaped in a kind of cupid’s bow, making them look smaller than they really were, especially when she pursed them.


‘And what about me, Frankie Lewis?’ She leaned back in her chair again. ‘Do you know what my name is?’


Frankie shook his head.


‘Do you want to know?’


Frankie shrugged his shoulders.


She sat up straight in her chair, hands folded in her lap. ‘Barclay,’ she said firmly, casting a proud glance at a framed photograph of an Army officer on the mantelpiece behind Frankie. ‘Mrs Robert Andrew Barclay.’ Then she turned her look to Frankie again.


‘In the old days it was Lieberman. Elsa Lieberman. But that was a long time ago . . .’


Frankie felt the back of his legs being scorched by the fire, so he quickly moved away.


‘Do you like apple cake, Misster Frankie?’


Frankie was rubbing his legs, which had turned a deep red colour. ‘No.’


‘Have you ever eaten it?’


Frankie shook his head.


‘Then how do you know?’


Frankie shrugged his shoulders.


Elsa rose from her chair and went to a small cupboard in the arched recess beside the fireplace. She took out an airtight biscuit tin, opened it, and offered a piece of sliced applecake to Frankie. ‘Here. It’s homemade.’


Frankie flinched and shook his head.


Elsa pursed her lips. ‘Where I come from, applecake is a great delicacy.’ She put the tin down on the small table by her chair, but did not replace the lid. ‘A boy of your age should be more adventurous.’


‘Please, missus. Can I go home? I ’ave ter ’ave my supper.’


‘Of course you can go home,’ said Elsa, returning to her chair. ‘No one is a prisoner in my house.’


Frankie hesitated for a moment, then shuffled awkwardly towards the door.


‘Tell me something, Misster Frankie.’ Elsa called without turning. ‘Do you like to read books?’


Frankie reached the open doorway, and turned. ‘Pardon miss?’


Elsa swung round to look at him. ‘Do you read books?’


‘Not really, miss.’


‘Why not?’


Frankie shrugged his shoulders. ‘Don’t know. Ain’t got the time.’


‘Time!’ Elsa spluttered with indignation. ‘A young man like you has no time? Ridiculous!’ She quickly rose from her chair and crossed the room to the endless rows of bookshelves. ‘Do you see these books, Frankie? I have been collecting them ever since I was a little girl at school – much younger than you. Without them I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t exist.’ She ran her fingers along a row of old books, the bindings of some of them ripped and worn. ‘They are my food!’


Frankie stared at her as though she was mad. He wanted to turn and run, but he found something mesmerising about this strange woman.


‘Do you know something, Frankie?’ Elsa’s eyes were scanning her beloved books. ‘I have spent my life reading these books – every one of them.’ For a brief moment, she turned to look back at Frankie. ‘Some I have read more than once – two times, three – sometimes even more. They are like old friends to me. I like to visit them as many times as I can.’ One of her fingertips caressed a row of books. ‘For example – this one.’ She pulled it out slightly. ‘It’s by my favourite author, Thomas Mann – such a storyteller. It’s about a young Prince, who could not face up to reality.’ She turned to look at Frankie, who was watching her with awed fascination. ‘The story is so important, Frankie. Without it, there is nothing.’ She pushed the book into place again. ‘No good for you, this one. It’s in German.’


Frankie watched Elsa as she continued to run her fingertips along the rows of books. He couldn’t work out why she hadn’t been angry with him when he banged on her street door. He could not understand why she wasn’t beating him instead of treating him like an old friend.


‘Ah! Now this you would like! Treasure Island by Robert Louis Stevenson.’ She pulled out the book, and turned back triumphantly to Frankie. ‘What boy could resist such a story!’


‘I saw the picture!’ said Frankie, quick as a flash. If there was one pastime that really excited him, it was going to the pictures. ‘Wallace Beery played Long John Silver. I saw it at the Marlborough a coupla weeks ago!’


‘The picture?’ Elsa snorted indignantly and pursed her lips. ‘The cinema is no substitute for a good book! A story should be read. It is the imagination that should paint the pictures!’ She took the book down from the shelf, and thumped the cover with the palm of her hand. ‘Did you ever read this book?’


Frankie shook his head. ‘I don’t like readin’,’ he confessed. ‘I only read what I ’ave to fer school.’


Elsa seemed close to a heart attack. ‘You don’t like to read? Mein Gott! What’s wrong with the young people of today? You don’t like to read a book!’


She sighed deeply, then held out the book to Frankie. ‘Here. Take it.’


Frankie didn’t move.


‘Take it! It won’t bite you!’


Frankie approached her and tentatively took the book with both hands.


‘Take it home with you. And don’t give it back to me until you have read it from cover to cover.’ Elsa pursed her lips, and stared Frankie straight in the eyes. For some unknown reason she liked this boy and wanted to help him. ‘Don’t go to the cinema until you have read it. Now pleass go, young man.’


Frankie, still in a daze, turned, and made his way out into the hall, clutching the book in both hands.


Elsa followed him, but before they reached the street door she stopped him. ‘I trust you with my book, Misster Frankie Lewis. It is a friend to me. Do you understand that?’


‘Yes, miss,’ he said.


‘Good!’ Elsa opened the door. Outside, the mist was just beginning to clear. ‘Do you know the jumble shop on the corner of Hornsey Road.’


‘Yes, miss.’


‘When you have finished my book, bring it to me there. Now go home, Frankie Lewis. And from now on, stop playing silly games on my street door.’


Before he could answer, Elsa had eased him out on to the doorstep and closed the door behind him. Within a few minutes, he was hurrying along Hadleigh Villas and out into the Seven Sisters Road, still clutching the old woman’s book in both his hands. On his way home, he made a slight detour so that he could pass the jumble shop on the corner of Hornsey Road and Tollington Way. The windows were shuttered so he couldn’t see inside but as he stood there in the dark, staring up at the legend above the doorway, ‘BARCLAY. ANYTHING BOUGHT OR SOLD’, he remembered where he had seen Elsa Barclay before.


The following Friday, Helen Lewis went off to Essex to spend a couple of days with her friends, Ivy and Joyce – or that was the story she told her mother and father. Frankie, keeping his promise, backed his sister’s story. The fact that Helen was going off for a dirty weekend with her soldier boyfriend in Bognor Regis hadn’t really occurred to Frankie. But he realised that if his mother found out she was out with a fella there’d be more damage to the home than anything Hitler could throw at them!


Friday evening was bath night, so after collecting a clean towel from the wardrobe in his parents’ bedroom, Frankie made his way to Hornsey Road Public Baths. It was a brown-brick building, snugly situated on the other side of the main Seven Sisters Road. Further on up the hill lay Hornsey Rise, which eventually led to the posher areas of Crouch End and Muswell Hill, where a lot of people had bathrooms of their own and didn’t have to turn out in the cold every Friday night. Frankie always thought the Public Baths were a depressing place – even more so since the police station next door had been bombed early on in the war. Since that terrible night, when so many policemen had been tragically killed, the clock in the tower high above the Baths had stopped so many times it was now totally unreliable. But despite the fact that there was a piece of broken glass missing from its face, the old girl was still there, a kind of symbol of defiance against everything that Hitler had thrown at poor old Holloway over the past five years.


As Frankie rushed through the main gates he asked himself yet again why it was that they had to have their bath on a Friday night. Why not a Tuesday say, or Thursday? Even Monday would be better. At least it would relieve him of the boredom of his school homework. But no, it always had to be Fridays, because – because, well because it was Friday, and that’s all there was to it. Frankie hurried as fast as he could across the yard so that he could avoid the smell of chlorine coming from the swimming pool in the other part of the building. He hated the smell of chlorine because it triggered his asthma.


‘You’re late!’ Frankie’s father, wearing his grubby white bath attendant’s apron, was waiting for Frankie by the cash counter in the main hall. Reg had been a bath attendant since before the war, ever since he’d had to leave the building trade after an accident in which he fell off some scaffolding. It left him with vertigo, which was also the reason he got turned down for conscription. ‘’Ow many times do I ’ave ter tell yer? If yer come late, yer miss’s yer place in the queue. I’ve ’ad to put the Gorman bruvvers in front of yer.’


‘Sorry, Dad,’ Frankie said apologetically, I ’ad to take Winston out. ’E piddled in the kitchen.’


‘Bleedin’ dog! ’E’s too fat an’ lazy ter do anyfin’ on ’is own.’ Reg collected his enamel bucket and mop, nodded to Elsie on the cash counter, who smiled back at Frankie indicating that, as usual, he could go in without paying. Frankie then followed his father through the swing doors marked MEN’S BATHS, nearly bumping into a hefty middle-aged female wearing a hair-net, who was trying to edge herself through the doors marked LADIES’ BATHS. Frankie reckoned she looked more like a woman than a lady, especially when she glared back at him as though it was his fault she was having difficulty. As Reg made his way along the steamy corridor, he called back over his shoulder to Frankie, ‘So yer sister’s gone orf for ’er dirty weekend, ’as she?’


Frankie was puzzled. ‘What d’yer mean?’


‘Don’t worry, I weren’t born yesterday. She’s got ’erself a feller. Everyone seems ter know ’cept yer muvver.’ When they reached the wooden benches outside the bath cubicles, Reg put down his bucket and mop. He wasn’t much taller than his son, but he looked older than his fifty years, and his dark hair was greying at his sideburns. ‘Whatever yer do,’ he said, lowering his voice to make sure no one could hear him, ‘don’t breeve a word to yer muvver. If she knew what ’elen’s up to, she’d cut ’er up wiv a bleedin’ chopper!’


All of a sudden Frankie realised what his sister Helen was getting up to and the thought horrified him. His sis’ goin’ off for hankey-pankey with some soldier boy? How could he have been so stupid!


‘Frankie boy!’


Two voices greeted Frankie simultaneously. It was the old Gorman twin brothers, Mike and Bert, perched side by side on the wooden bench, towels clutched under their arms, waiting for their turn to take a bath. Most people found it difficult to tell them apart, which gave them a lot of opportunity to get up to all kinds of mischief. They always dressed identically, an art they had perfected during their long careers as a comedy double act on the Music Hall stage. This evening they were wearing pre-war navy blue overcoats, and flat tartan caps worn at cocky angles.


‘Evenin’ Mr Gorman.’ Frankie’s reply was directed at both of them.


‘Been to any good pictures lately?’ asked Bert, the younger twin by one and a half minutes.


‘Your dad tells us you went to see Gone with the Wind for the seventh time,’ said Mike from behind his bifocal glasses.


‘Actually, it’s the ninth time,’ replied Frankie proudly. ‘I saw it twice in one week when it came back to the Savoy last year.’


‘Nine times!’ spluttered the twins.


‘That’s means ’e’s spent more than a whole day in the picture ’ouse watchin’ one film!’ said Mike, turning to his younger brother.


‘Blimey!’ replied Bert. ‘That’s longer than we ever played the ’ackney Empire!’


They roared with laughter at their own joke, but Frankie couldn’t even raise a smile.


‘Right, gents,’ called Reg, as he came out of one of the cubicles having cleaned the bath after the previous occupant. ‘Could you take five and six, please.’


In a flash, Mike and Bert were on their feet and, doffing their caps briefly to Frankie, disappeared into their adjoining cubicles. Because each cubicle was partitioned to less than ceiling height, Frankie and everyone else in the men’s bath house had to listen to the old-timers’ banter. Frankie didn’t mind, he knew that the twins missed the Halls, and this was their way of keeping their memories alive.


A few moments later, the bather in cubicle number seven came out and, after his father had cleaned out the bath and turned on the hot and cold water taps, Frankie was shown in. He was soon soaking in the relaxing warm water though because there was a war on, everyone was only allowed half a bathful of water. But Frankie always loved these five minutes he was allowed in the bath tub each week. It gave him the chance to lie back, close his eyes, and imagine he was Spencer Tracy or Clark Gable in a scene from one of their films, living it up in some luxurious hotel bathroom, with a huge cigar in his mouth and a glass of champagne in his hand. If he opened his eyes, of course, reality soon took over, and he found himself back in the old white chipped bath tub, with rusting taps, shabby white tiled walls, and the half tablet of Lifebuoy soap he was allocated by his father which had to last for at least four Friday bath nights.


Mike and Bert’s comedy routine was a background echo which finished with a closing song. Tonight it was By the Light of the Silvery Moon, and Frankie found himself joining in. But when it came to an end Mike called out, ‘Oy, Bert! When are you gonna fix Elsa’s sink in the jumble shop?’


Frankie’s eyes sprang open.


‘I’ll go in over the weekend,’ Bert called back. He was the handyman of the duo, and made the odd bob or two on the side. ‘She really needs a new sink. The one she’s got ’as just about ’ad it.’


‘Poor lady.’ Mike was splashing around so much in his bath he sounded as though he was swimming the English Channel. ‘She’s ’ad a tough time since ’er old man went down at Dunkirk. We oughta keep an eye on ’er, if only for ’is sake.’


‘I know.’ Bert’s voice across the the tops of the cubicles. ‘She’s a good type, is Elsa. Even though she is a Kraut.’


Frankie leapt out of the bath, quickly towelled himself down and, after saying cheerio to his dad, made his way home. On the way, he could think of nothing but Elsa Barclay. Ever since he had left the house in Hadleigh Villas a week before, he had tried to put the whole experience out of his mind. But what he had now heard about Elsa had brought it all back. And if the Gorman twins thought she was a ‘good type’ then there had to be something more to her than he had imagined . . .


By the time Frankie reached the traffic lights at the junction of Hornsey and Seven Sisters Road, he found himself impatient to get home. After his warm bath, the cold November evening air made the blood in his veins tingle and, without warning, he suddenly dashed across the road before the last car had cleared the traffic lights. Almost involuntarily, he found himself trotting, then running. As he turned into Merton Street, he was met with a wall of darkness, for everyone had drawn their blackout curtains for the evening. Without a torch he had to run carefully, and even though he thought he knew every inch of the road, he knocked against a pig swill bin by one of the lamp-posts, sending a stream of household left-overs on to the pavement. The sound of the bin lid clanging to the ground made every dog in the street howl with rage, including Winston. Frankie continued to rush on. He didn’t know why . . .


As soon as Frankie got the front door of Number 1 open, Winston leapt up at him. ‘No, Winnie! Not now! Down boy!’ he yelled.


‘Is that you, Frankie?’ Gracie Lewis’s voice called out from the kitchen. But she wasn’t really interested – the wireless was turned up full and the sound of Forces’ Favourites was filling the house.


‘Yes, Mum, it’s me!’ Frankie called back, then rushed straight up the stairs, leaping them two at a time, hotly pursued by Winston.


Frankie’s room, which he shared with his sister Helen, was tucked away at the back of the house on the first floor. Helen’s part of the room was sealed off from his by a floral patterned curtain which was draped across a piece of metal wire. As Helen was away for the weekend, Frankie drew back the curtain, threw his wet towel on to the bed, and pulled off his school blazer and pullover. Winston leapt on to Frankie’s bed, clearly believing that his young master had come home to have a good game with him. But Frankie had another matter on his mind. Kneeling on the floor, he reached under the bed and pulled out the thick, leather-covered book Elsa Barclay had given him. He had hidden it there after he had got back from his encounter with her the week before, and hadn’t looked at it since.


He stretched out on the bed and looked at the cover: TREASURE ISLAND by Robert Louis Stevenson. He casually turned the first page, and looked at the picture there. Then he turned another page, and another. Finally, he reached the page with the heading Chapter One: ‘The Old Sea Dog At the Admiral Benbow . . .’ With his chin propped up on one hand, Frankie started to read . . .





Chapter Three


Highbury Boys Grammar School was spread out on the corner of Highbury Grove, just a stone’s throw from Islington’s Upper Street. Its grey stone façade was depressing and unwelcoming and even during the height of summer, the majestic sight of the huge oak and elm trees bordering the main road could not hide the sheer awfulness of the building.


The interior was no better. Classrooms were not only too small to take more than thirty boys in each, but they were freezing cold in the winter months because the only form of heating in the school was coal fires and, during lessons, these were usually blocked from view by the teaching staff warming their own rumps. In the early part of 1944, a doodle-bug had landed on the block of flats nearby but, much to the disappointment of the pupils, the building itself withstood the worst of the explosion.


Frankie hated school. He couldn’t see the point of sitting in a crowded classroom for six hours a day and to him Highbury Grammar was just a place where he could meet up with pals and have as entertaining a time as possible. However, this Monday morning was somehow different. He was much more subdued than usual, and even in ‘Boggy’ Marsh’s maths lesson he found himself making a half-hearted attempt to understand what boring old algebra was all about.


It was not until Mr Wood’s English lesson however that the Prof first noticed the peculiar mood Frankie was in. The two boys shared one of the twenty double desks in the ice-cold classroom.


‘The English novel,’ Woodsie proclaimed pompously, ‘is admired in every country throughout the world. Without doubt, this country had produced some of the finest writers in the world. Shakespeare, the Brontës, Henry Fielding, Jane Austen . . .’ At this point his mind went blank, but, as usual, he was able to disguise the fact by quickly folding his arms, revealing the leather patches on the elbows of his rather tatty sports-coat. ‘Right, let’s have you then!’ he called, scanning the classroom. ‘Some more English writers. Names! Names!’


Prof’s rather squeaky voice called out first. ‘Charles Dickens, sir,’ he said. The Prof, after all, had won a scholarship to gain his place at the school.


‘Right – Dickens!’ Woodsie’s beady eyes darted from one side of the room to the other. ‘More!’ he yelled.


A sea of hands was now raised and names were called back at him from all directions.


‘Sir! Charles Kingsley!’


‘Sir! Agatha Christie!’


Sir! Oscar Wilde!’


Woodsie leapt up from his perched position on the guard-rail in front of the fireplace. ‘Don’t be an ass, boy! Oscar Wilde was Irish. Come on! What’s the matter with the lot of you?’ Woodsie was now at his intolerable worst. ‘What about the rest of them? What about Thackeray? What about Robert Louis Stevenson?’


‘Sir!’


Prof swung with a start to look at Frankie. He couldn’t remember the last time he had seen his friend hold up his hand in class.


Woodsie too was taken aback. He had never liked Frankie Lewis. Not since the first day the boy arrived at the school after winning one of the Government’s so-called ‘Special Places’, a scheme set up during the war as a kind of compensation for not quite passing the scholarship exam. To the English master, Highbury Grammar School was no place for a boy whose idea of the world was fashioned out of the make-believe tinsel and technicolour dreams of the Gaumont, Astoria, Savoy, and Marlborough cinema screens around Islington. ‘Yes, Lewis?’ Woodsie clearly resented having to respond to the boy who had fulfilled almost all his expectations of non-achievement.


‘Please, sir. Robert Louis Stevenson wasn’t English. ’E was a Scottish writer.’


A sea of disbelieving faces immediately turned to look at Frankie. No one had ever dared to argue with Woodsie, let alone correct him. And Frankie Lewis of all people!


For a brief moment, Woodsie did not reply. His beady eyes were lowered, his expression like marble. Then quite suddenly, without moving from his perched position on the guard-rail, his eyes flicked up and darted across to Frankie. ‘How perceptive of you, Lewis,’ he said, with a suggestion of the smile that could fell any victim stone dead from twenty paces. ‘I presume you can also tell us precisely where Robert Louis Stevenson was born?’


Frankie was already beginning to wish he had never spoken. But as he opened his mouth a shaft of wintry sunshine beamed through the window beside him. It was as though a spotlight had been turned directly on to him for his reply. ‘’E was born in Edinburgh, sir. November 13th, 1850.’


There was an astonished gasp from the entire class. Prof, always protective of Frankie, quickly lowered his eyes, covered his mouth with one of his hands and whispered, ‘Don’t, Frankie!’


But it was too late. Woodsie was on the attack. He raised himself up from the guard-rail, and moved slowly between the rows of desks. ‘Congratulations, Lewis. I had no idea you were such an authority on Scottish writers.’ He reached Frankie’s desk, crossed his arms, and stared straight at the boy. ‘Perhaps you can tell us the titles of some of the books written by Robert Louis Stevenson?’


Prof bit his lip hard. There was nothing he could do to help Frankie now.


Frankie felt a tight band across his chest. He was only a short breath away from having an asthma attack. ‘’E wrote Kidnapped, sir. And Dr Jekyll and Mr ’Yde.’ He was starting to wheeze. ‘’E also wrote Treasure Island.’


Woodsie remained stone-faced and his large ears seemed to wiggle as he tensed his jaw. ‘Did he now?’ He unfolded his arms and leaned with one hand on Frankie’s desk. As he did so, Prof moved out of his way, almost stifled by the raged heat from the English master’s body. ‘And would you care to tell us what Treasure Island is all about, Lewis?’ leered Woodsie, moving in for the kill.


Frankie took a deep breath and wheezing badly, replied, ‘It’s about this pirate, sir. ’Is name’s Long John Silver. ’E tries to stop Jim ’Awkins from findin’ the ’idden treasure.’


‘Fascinating! Well done, Lewis!’ Woodsie turned away and made his way back to the fireplace, still calling out his remarks to Frankie. ‘And who played the part of Long John Silver?’


Frankie looked puzzled. ‘Sir?’


Woodsie reached the fireplace, and resumed his sitting position on the guard-rail. ‘The film, Lewis. The film of Treasure Island. Wasn’t it on at some picture-house around here lately?’


For some reason, Frankie deeply resented this particular jibe, despite the fact that Woodsie was well-known for his sarcasm. Sitting upright in his seat and peering over the heads of the boys in front of him, he started to protest. ‘Yes, sir, but—’


Woodsie was far too vain to allow any further discussion. ‘Since you are an authority on the works of Robert Louis Stevenson, I think it would be a good idea for us all to take the subject for tonight’s homework.’ Smiling broadly at the entire class, he called, ‘Four foolscap pages, please.’


If looks could kill, Frankie would have been struck stone dead by every boy in the room. But the moment was saved by the distant wail of the air-raid siren coming from Highbury Corner Police station, a sound they rarely heard these days. Almost immediately the siren wail was picked up by the ringing of handbells throughout the school, and every boy in the room hurriedly left his desk and made for the door.


‘No rushing!’ yelled Woodsie above the clatter of boys’ feet on the wooden floorboards. ‘Did you hear what I said? Take – your – time!’ Nonetheless, Woodsie wasn’t far behind them.


Despite Headmaster ‘Boggie’ Marsh’s instructions that air-raid drills were to be carried out ‘in a quiet and orderly manner’, the excited yells and the clattering hundreds of feet clip-clopping down the stairs into the bowels of the old Victorian building, echoed stunningly from the walls. Most of the pupils were leaping down the stairs two at a time, but Frankie and the Prof took their time.


‘You must’ve been out of your mind!’ yelled Prof, his voice battling to be heard over the sound of cat-calls, whistles, and excited laughter. ‘You know what happens when you try to pick a fight with Woodsie.’


‘I wasn’t tryin’ ter pick a fight wiv no one,’ protested Frankie, avoiding being pushed down the stairs by two rowdy kids from one of the lower forms who were trying to pass in a hurry. ‘But Woodsie was wrong, Prof an’ that’s all there is to it.’


But how come you know so much about Robert Louis Stevenson – where he was born, and all that stuff?’


‘It was in the front cover of the book.’


‘Book? What book? What are you talking about?’


‘Treasure Island!’ Frankie came to a halt on the stairs, allowing the stream of boys to push past at a relentless pace. ‘She gave it ter me. The woman in 19 ’Adleigh. ’An you know what? The book’s much better than the film.’


The Prof stared through his tortoiseshell specs in disbelief. ‘She gave you a book?’ There was shrill incredulity in his voice. ‘The old Kraut in 19 Hadleigh Villas gave you a book?’


At the bottom of the stairs they had to join a long queue of boys who were slowly shuffling into the air-raid shelter.


‘I told yer the uvver day,’ said Frankie, making quite sure he could not be overheard. ‘She collects books – lots of ’em. You should just see ’er ’ouse. It’s like walkin’ inter a library or somefin’.


Prof was thoroughly curious. ‘Frankie, you didn’t tell me the old girl gave you a book. All you said was that she dragged you into the house and gave you a good telling off.’


‘She did!’ Frankie was beginning to get irritated. ‘But she give me a book ’cos she said reading was far better than goin’ ter the pictures. Now give over, Prof – I don’t wanna keep talkin’ about it!’


The air-raid shelter was no comfort to anyone, for it was nothing more than a large stone hall surrounded by what looked like Victorian prison cells. Most of the boys imagined that it had been used as some kind of children’s borstal in the old days and nobody seriously thought for one moment that if there should be a direct hit by a doodle-bug, or a V2-rocket, there was even the remotest possible chance of survival. However, it at least gave the impression of being somewhere safe to go, even though it was bitterly cold in winter, with no form of heating. Most of the boys crouched on the floor in any available space they could find, and that included the empty cells, each of which was lit with nothing more than a bare electric light bulb. And there was even less space today, for a class of twenty or so girls from the nearby Highbury Hill Girls’ School was among the shelterers. Because of the emergency exchange system between the two schools they had come over for one of old Charlie Garrett’s history lessons. Both schools adored Charlie, for he was a real character, always sucking one loose front tooth.
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