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Many waters cannot quench love. Neither can floods drown it.
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Prologue


Cologne, March 1939


‘Come, Freyde, there is no more time for delay or we shall miss the boat.’


The woman stared at her husband from frightened eyes before taking a last look around her luxurious home. She was painfully aware that it could be the very last time she would ever see it, and the thought of the journey ahead of them struck terror into her heart. However, she knew that Ezra was only doing what had to be done. To delay could mean the death of them and their children.


Nazi troops had now entered Austria and annexed it to Germany, and already 100,000 Jews had been forced to emigrate. Kindertransport trains had been arranged to get children evacuated to England where they would be fostered until the war was over. It was heartbreaking to see the parents trudging towards the station with their children all with little nametags dangling from a string about their necks. They knew only too well that they might never be reunited.


The SS had now been put in charge of the Jews, and Ezra Schwartz feared that the persecutions would now begin in earnest. The anti-semitism that had been simmering was now flaring up into a fierce blaze. The family had no choice but to flee Germany.


‘Adina, Dovid, Ariel, come.’


Her three children approached her, their eyes full of fear as Freyde tried to smile at them reassuringly. Dovid, her firstborn, was the spitting image of his father when she had first met him: tall and dark with flashing dark eyes. Now, he took her hand and squeezed it gently. At sixteen he was already head and shoulders above her and he held a special place in her heart. Next came Adina, or Dina as she was affectionately known, who at fourteen was the scholar amongst them. Adina was like a sponge when it came to learning and her father often teased her that she would one day become a professor. Like her brother she had a shock of dark hair that curled on her shoulders, and huge eyes that could change from tawny amber to black depending on her mood. Delicate and petite, Adina was at that curious age when she was neither girl nor yet woman, and was greatly loved because of her gentle nature by all that knew her. Finally came Ariel, the baby of the family at ten years old. She was like a miniature replica of her older sister and was spoiled shamelessly by all of them.


Now as their father gazed upon them all, his face became solemn. ‘It must appear that we are doing nothing more than going for a family stroll,’ he emphasised. ‘Once we reach the docks, the captain will get us aboard his boat under cover of darkness. I cannot promise that it will be a comfortable passage, but you must all be brave and think yourselves lucky that we have the means to escape. Should my fears be confirmed, many of our kind will perish here. But God willing, we shall have a fresh start in a new country.’


‘Shall we be staying in Italy, Papa?’ Dovid asked tentatively.


Ezra shook his head. ‘No, Dovi. If we can get safely to Italy I then intend to try and get us all to England, possibly to London.’ Ezra would have preferred to get them all into Switzerland, but the Swiss borders were now heavily guarded. England was his second choice, and as his children had had the best education that money could buy, they could all speak English as fluently as German. He hoped that they would adapt to a new life in England reasonably well.


He patted the money belt that was buckled securely around his waist before asking his wife, ‘Did you stitch the money bags into the girls’ petticoats as I asked?’


‘It is done.’ Freyde’s hand slid unconsciously to the two bulging pouches resting against her own legs beneath her skirts.


‘I want to take my toys with me,’ Ariel whined as she jammed her thumb in her mouth.


‘We can take no unnecessary luggage,’ her father explained sadly, as he stroked her dark curls. ‘It would look too suspicious if we were to be seen lugging suitcases towards the docks. We must make do with what we have in our shopping bags and think ourselves lucky.’


Ariel pouted but for once remained silent, sensing that something momentous was about to happen.


Because Ezra had held a good job in a bank he was fortunate to be fleeing with enough money to give them all a new beginning – if they could get safely away, that was. But it was all in God’s hands now. Many of his fellow Jews were not so fortunate and had tried to escape with nothing but the clothes they stood up in.


Since the terrible events of what had become known as ‘Kristallnacht’ – 9–10 November 1938 – when, in retaliation for the murder of a German official in Paris, 1,400 synagogues and 7,000 Jewish businesses had been destroyed in both Germany and Austria, and 30,000 Jews had been arrested and sent to camps, the writing had been on the wall.


Ezra looked regretfully around their comfortable sitting room in their big house in Cologne. No doubt, once it was known that he and his family had fled, the looters would take the antiques that had been lovingly collected over the years. His biggest regret, however, was having to leave his parents behind. The children would miss their Zayda and Bubba, but no amount of encouragement had persuaded them to come along. The couple were elderly and set in their ways, and determined to live out their life in the home that had been theirs since their marriage. Ezra’s only means of communication with them from now on would be through a non-Jewish banker friend of his, who had promised to send him word of them once he was settled. But this did nothing to quell the fear in Ezra’s heart.


Now, after taking a deep breath, he ushered his family into the hallway. The parquet floor shone in the lamplight and the huge bowl of flowers on the hall table filled the air with their scent. Everything looked just as it always had, and yet everyone was aware that from this moment on, nothing would ever be the same again.


‘Come, it is time to go.’ Ezra shepherded his family out into the street and the first leg of the long journey ahead of them began.




Part One
A Family in Exile




Chapter One


Whitechapel, November 1939


‘Come away from the window, Mama,’ Adina urged from her place at the side of the hearth. ‘Standing there will not make Papa return any quicker.’


‘I know that, bubbeleh,’ her mother sighed as she pulled her thin cardigan more tightly about her. Ezra had been gone for two whole days now and she could only pray that he would return with good news. Since managing to get to London, the family had been forced to share a single room in a large tenement in the East End. It was not an ideal situation, but even so, she knew they were fortunate, compared to many others. Every day, the newspapers were full of horror stories about the atrocities the Jews in Europe were being forced to endure. Men, women and children alike were being sent to the infamous concentration camps; it was a known fact that many of them would not survive.


For some time now, Ezra had been scouring the country for a more suitable place for his family to live. So far, he had visited many cities, hoping to find some small business with living quarters attached where he and his wife and children could live for the duration of the war. Thus far, his search had been in vain. This time, he had left to visit Birmingham, and Freyde hoped that it had been a successful trip.


As her eyes now rested on Adina, a sad smile played about her lips. The girl had been her rock since leaving Germany. The voyage to Italy had proved to be a nightmare. Freyde and Ariel had suffered from dreadful bouts of sea sickness from the second the ship had left the docks, but Adina had cared for them and cleaned up their messes without a qualm. Getting to London from Italy had also been very problematic. Many of the countries that the Jews were trying to escape to were now denying them access but thankfully, Ezra had money, and so they had been fortunate.


Dovi had found work on a market stall in Petticoat Lane, and both Freyde and Adina had earned a little from sewing in a sweatshop in the Mile End Road. Also, now that rationing was enforced, there were always people who needed things repairing or made over, since new clothes were no longer easily come by. An accomplished needlewoman, Freyde had taught Adina to sew at an early age, and so now what had once been no more than a hobby became a means of survival. It kept their savings intact, and both women were glad of the extra work to keep them busy.


The cluttered room in Stepney was a world away from their beautiful house in Cologne. Secondhand mattresses lay on the floor, and the majority of their cooking was done over the open fire. The walls were thin and they were constantly kept awake by the families on either side of them. There was only one outside toilet for all of the people who were crammed into the building, and despite their attempts to clean it, the little hut stank. It was deplorably filthy. Only the day before, Freyde had opened the door to find a large rat staring at her from red eyes, and the stench was enough to make her retch. But at least they were all alive, and every day she thanked God for the fact.


Ariel was sitting cross-legged on the floor playing with a doll that Dovi had picked up from the market for her, but now she glanced up. ‘I’m hungry, Mama,’ she complained, and crossing to the pot hanging above the dancing flames in the fireplace, Freyde stirred the contents before telling her, ‘Not long now, bubbeleh. The stew is almost ready. I just hope your Papa is home in time to share it with us.’


Even as she spoke, the door opened and Ezra appeared looking weary but elated.


‘I have good news,’ he announced as everyone’s eyes turned to him. ‘I think I have found just the place we have been looking for.’


‘Really?’ Freyde’s face lit up as she hurried to help him take his coat off.


Ezra was beaming like a Cheshire cat as he turned to the fire and held his hands out to the warmth. Again, they were fortunate; they could afford to buy coal for the fire, even if they had to lug it up the four floors to their room. Many of their neighbours were cold and hungry, and Freyde often felt guilty when she saw their sunken eyes and skinny frames.


Removing the stew now, Freyde pushed the sooty black kettle into the heart of the fire and hurried away to prepare the teapot, keeping an expectant eye on her husband all the time.


Once the tea was brewed she perched on the arm of the chair he was sitting in and asking excitedly, ‘So what have you found then?’


‘Well …’ Ezra took a warming gulp of his drink, ‘I went to Birmingham as planned, but I was not impressed. The city is being bombed and I wished to find somewhere a little safer for us. So, I then took the train to Coventry, but once again, the factories there are being targeted, so I went a little further afield. I ended up in a town called Nuneaton, and after walking about for a time I spotted a small empty shop. On making a few enquiries, I managed to find out that it was up for rent with living accommodation included, so I went along to the landlord who took me back to have a look at it. Very reluctantly, may I add, when he realised that I was a Jew. Until I actually showed him that I had money to pay the rent he looked at me as if I was a bad smell under his nose.’ Ezra sighed and took another sip of tea. ‘But anyway, I believe it would serve us well. It is a little run down, but at the back of the shop is a large living room-cum-kitchen. There is an outside privy in the yard and upstairs are three good-sized bedrooms. The previous owners were elderly and let the premises get into an awful state, but there is still some stock in the shop that is salvageable. It’s just shoelaces, cleaning products, stationery and so on, but after a good tidy-up we could have the business up and running again in a fairly short time.’


Freyde clapped her hands with delight. ‘It sounds perfect,’ she told him. ‘But what about a bathroom?’


Ezra grinned ruefully. ‘I’m afraid our bathing will have to be done in a tin bath in front of the fire for the foreseeable future, but at least we shall have our own space.’


‘So be it. When can we go there?’


‘As soon as you like. I have already paid the first month’s rent, and because we don’t have much to take with us, I’m sure that we could carry our belongings with us on the train. Unless you wanted to take the mattresses, that is.’


Freyde eyed them with disdain. ‘No, I would prefer to get new ones when we arrive there,’ she told him decisively. ‘These were here when we came and I think we should leave them for the next family that inhabits the room.’


Ezra looked at his wife from tired eyes. She had lost a lot of weight and seemed to have aged over the last few months. Not that this was surprising when he thought of how she had been forced to adapt. Back in Cologne, Freyde had led a charmed life. The wife of an eminent banker, she had been used to being waited on by servants. He could barely ever remember seeing her back then without her pearls and her lipstick on, but now they were surviving any way they could, and the old days seemed a lifetime away.


He knew that she had brought the jewels he had once indulgently showered upon her, but she never wore them any more. They would have looked out of place in their present surroundings. But still, he consoled himself, the war could not last for ever, and perhaps one day things would once more be as they had been. He could only live in hope as his thoughts travelled back to his parents. He worried about them constantly and prayed daily that they might still be safe. He also worried about the new challenge ahead of him as a shopkeeper. But how hard could it be?


Ariel had wormed her way onto his lap and he kissed her affectionately as his wife took some dishes from the small cupboard in a corner of the room and began to ladle stew into them.


‘Is there any furniture in the living quarters?’ she asked, excitement clear in her voice.


‘A little,’ her husband told her warily. ‘But I am not sure how much of it we will be able to use. The place has stood empty for some time.’


She shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter. There will be more in the secondhand shops. We shall only need the basic things to begin with and then we can add to them as we go along.’


Ariel scrambled down from her father’s lap as her mother placed a dish of stew on the floor for her and now it was Adina who asked, ‘What will you be selling in the shop, Papa?’


Ezra smiled. ‘I suppose it was a sort of a general shop, from what I could make of it. You know, a bit of everything from food to shoelaces? I shall continue to trade in the same goods. It would make sense as the business is already established.’


Adina nodded in agreement, looking forward to it already. Back in Cologne, she had had her own bedroom with a beautiful four-poster bed and rosewood furniture. No doubt once they arrived in Nuneaton she would share a room with Ariel, but it would be better than having to live, sleep and eat all in one room as they were forced to do at present.


‘I think we should aim to leave by the end of the week,’ Freyde piped up and Ezra smiled indulgently. It was nice to see his family looking happy again.


They left the tenement building the next Thursday morning bright and early, and as they walked away from it, none of them looked back once.


Freyde had bundled up their possessions into the blankets she had bought, and each of them carried one, even Ariel. The only family member who didn’t seem to be completely happy about moving was Dovid. He had quite enjoyed working on the market and had recently met an East End girl called Pearlie who had stolen his heart – not that he dare tell his father that. Although they were now in another country, his father was still trying to hold firm to his Jewish faith and customs, apart from insisting that they all speak in English at all times, whereas Dovid was more open-minded. Ezra’s main concern at present was that they would no longer be living in a Jewish community. There could be no more Hebrew lessons or visits to a synagogue on Friday evenings or Saturdays, so how were his children to meet suitable partners? But overriding this was the need to keep them safe.


As they trooped down the stairs that morning, people had stuck their heads around doors and wished them well, and they were all in a light-hearted mood as they climbed on a bus and headed for Euston station.


They changed trains twice on the way, stopping first at New Street in Birmingham, where they all gazed in awe at the great glass dome that covered the station. Steam and smoke from the trains floated upwards before being licked away by the wind that funnelled along the platforms. Coventry was the next change, and by then they were all tired and hungry, despite the smoked salmon and cream cheese beigels they had bought in Brick Lane that morning. They were greatly looking forward to seeing their new home for the first time. Due to bomb damage on the tracks, they had been constantly diverted, and the journey seemed to take for ever, so when the train finally pulled into Trent Valley railway station it was already dark and bitterly cold, although it was only late afternoon.


The children followed their parents along the platform, clutching their bundles to them, and when they emerged onto the street, Freyde gasped at her first glance of Nuneaton. After the hustle and bustle of London it appeared to be like a ghost town. There were no lights visible, all the houses had blackout curtains hanging at the windows, and the streets were almost deserted. The few people who were out and about had gas masks slung across their shoulders and passed the family as if they were invisible.


‘It’s so quiet here,’ Freyde whispered as she hitched the blanket she was carrying to a more comfortable position on her hip.


‘You must remember this is only a town and not a city,’ her husband pointed out as he looked along the frosted pavements.


‘I’m hungry,’ Ariel complained, and her father ruffled her hair. ‘Never fear, little one. It won’t be long now and we shall be at our new home.’ He patted his pocket where the key was safely tucked away. ‘Come along. The sooner we get moving, the sooner we shall be there.’


They set off, the children trailing behind, taking in their new surroundings. Not far from the train station was a bus station, but that too was in darkness, so Ezra encouraged them on.


Once they had passed through the town centre they began to walk along Coton Road.


‘The house and shop is in Edmund Street,’ Ezra informed them, and then almost as an afterthought he looked at Freyde sheepishly and added, ‘I did warn you that it would need a little tidying up, didn’t I?’


She grinned ruefully. ‘After where we’ve been living I have no doubt this place will appear like a palace,’ she assured him.


‘What’s that place there?’ Ariel asked, pointing across the road to two huge metal gates.


‘That is the entrance to Riversley Park,’ her father told her, ‘and if you are good, you will get to go there to play sometimes. I believe there is a museum in there too.’


The little girl’s face lit up at the thought of being able to play outside again. Back home in Cologne she had had a huge garden to run about in, but since living in London she had barely set foot outside the squalid building in which they had been forced to live.


As they approached the end of Coton Road, Ezra pointed ahead to three enormous brick arches that spanned the road. ‘That is what they call the Coton Arches and the trains run across it,’ he informed them. Normally, his family loved to hear about things of interest, but by now they were all weary and put their efforts into lugging their bundles along rather than listening to him. A few minutes later, he led them off down a street to their right and stopped in front of a shabby-looking shop.


‘This is it,’ he told them, dropping his blanket to the ground and flexing his aching fingers.


As he delved into his pocket for the key, Freyde eyed the building with alarm. Ezra had warned her that it needed some work doing to it, but this place looked almost derelict. The windows were so grimy that it was impossible to see through them, and paint was peeling from the sills and the door.


Still, it’s probably better inside, she thought to herself as Ezra inserted the key in the lock. Once the door was open he ushered them all inside and they stood there, their eyes adjusting to the inky darkness.


‘The kitchen is through this way,’ Ezra told them, as excited as a child. ‘And once we’re in there we should be able to put the light on. The landlord assured me that he would have the electricity and the water connected by today.’


They groped their way along the wall until they came to a door at the back of the shop – and sure enough, they found themselves in a fair-sized room.


‘Don’t turn the light on just yet,’ Freyde warned him as she looked towards the window. ‘There are no curtains up so we shall have to dangle one of the blankets over the curtain pole for tonight to stop the light being seen from outside.’


Ezra instantly untied the blanket containing some of their belongings and tipped them out unceremoniously onto the floor before standing on a chair and draping the blanket across the window as Freyde had requested.


‘Now we can put the light on,’ he said with a measure of satisfaction as his hand fumbled along the wall for the light switch.


When the bare bulb dangling from the centre of the room came on, Freyde looked about her with dismay. The inside was even worse than the outside. The floor was littered with rubbish and the smell … she sniffed, trying to distinguish what it was. It was certainly damp but there was another smell that she did not wish to think too much about.


‘Well,’ she said, trying to keep her voice light. She knew how hard Ezra had worked to find this place and had no wish to upset him. ‘Just as you explained, there is work to be done but it’s nothing that a little elbow grease can’t put right.’


Seeing the look of relief that washed across her husband’s face she turned to her son and took control as she told him. ‘Dovi, go out into the yard and see if there is any coal in the coal house. If we can get a fire going, I can make a broth from some of the food I brought with us. And you, Adina, would you check that there is water at the sink? I think we could all do with a wash and a nice warm drink.’


As her son and daughter scuttled away to do as she asked, Freyde looked around the room. In one corner was a table, leaning drunkenly to one side with three mismatched chairs placed around it, and next to the sink was a cooker that was so thick with grease that she almost retched at the sight of it. That would certainly need a good scrub before it was used, she decided, and there was no time like the present. As she took off her coat and rolled up her sleeves, the back door opened, letting in an icy blast of air, and Dovi appeared with a bucket almost full of coal.


‘This is all I could find,’ he told her.


She clucked with satisfaction. ‘That will be more than enough to keep us going until morning and then we can get some more. Will you light the fire, Ezra? There are some old newspapers you could use over in that corner – look.’


Ezra obligingly did as he was told and within an hour there was an enormous fire roaring in the grate and the room didn’t look quite so bleak.


Soon the broth was simmering in one of the cooking pots that Freyde had brought with them.


‘Now,’ she said, looking around thoughtfully, ‘if the rest of the house is anything to go by I think we shall have to sleep in here tonight. At least we shall be warm. We can sleep on the blankets we have brought and tomorrow I shall scrub the bedrooms while you and Dovid go and find us some mattresses.’


Pride shone from Ezra as he looked at his wife. Sometimes she amazed him. His Freyde was taking all this in her stride. She really was a remarkable woman!


Ariel’s head was drooping now, and seeing this, Freyde broke off a chunk of bread from the loaf she had brought with her and pressed it into hand, fearing that the child would fall asleep before the broth was ready.


‘Come, little one,’ she said softly. ‘Eat this up and then Mama will make you comfortable.’


While Ariel did as she was told, Freyde spread a blanket at the side of the fire and settled the child onto it before rushing away to fill a bowl with soapy water. She then set about scrubbing the table.


‘Do you know, I think with a little work this could be a good solid piece of furniture,’ she commented to her husband as she scrubbed it within an inch of its life.


He grinned. It seemed that he was going to be very busy tomorrow, as the list of jobs that Freyde had lined up for him was growing by the minute. Not that he was complaining. They were here in their new home and, Gott sei Dank, they would all now be safe for the duration of this terrifying conflict.




Chapter Two


It was mid-morning the following day when Freyde met her neighbour for the first time. Freyde was outside sweeping up the rubbish in the small paved yard when a head clad in metal curlers with a headscarf wrapped turban-style around them appeared over the fence.


‘’Ello, love. Settlin’ in, are you?’ The woman flashed her a cheery smile, then before Freyde could answer her she rambled on, ‘I were wonderin’ how long it would be afore this place got taken on again. The Harpers used to run the shop an’ a right thrivin’ little business it were an’ all, but their lad were killed in an accident a year ago an’ it sent the old woman a bit doolally, if you know what I mean. The poor old sod’s in a mental ’ome now an’ the old man’s gone to live wi’ their daughter in Attleborough. Eeh, it were a rum do, an’ no mistake.’ She wrapped her arms about her gaily flowered apron. ‘Lovely young man, Geoffrey were. Engaged to be married to a lass from Coton an’ all. He had his whole life ahead o’ him. But there you go. It’s no use cryin’ over spilt milk, is it? What’s done is done.’ Cocking her head to one side, she studied Freyde solemnly. The woman was a looker, there was no doubt about it, even if she was a bit on the skinny side.


Freyde straightened and smiled at the woman before saying, ‘It is very nice to meet you. How do you do?’


The woman’s eyes almost popped out of her head as she heard Freyde’s accent and she said cautiously, ‘You ain’t from around these parts, are you?’


‘No. My family and I have travelled here from Cologne.’ Freyde saw no reason to lie as she waited for the woman’s reaction.


‘I see.’ There was a frown on her new neighbour’s face and her voice was stiff. ‘So you’re German then?’


‘No, we are Jewish,’ Freyde informed her. ‘But it was no longer safe to stay in Germany so my husband arranged for us to come here for the duration of the war.’


‘Oh.’ The woman visibly relaxed. She couldn’t blame her neighbour for coming here, although Jews were somewhat of a rarity in this area. As far as she knew, there was only one other Jewish family in the whole of the town, although she had heard that some of the Jewish evacuee children had filtered into the town from the Kindertransport trains that had enabled them to escape from their homelands. They were having a hard time of it, by all accounts, as the majority of them could only speak German.


‘Well, I’m Mrs Haynes,’ she now informed her, holding her hand out, and Freyde leaned across the fence and politely shook it. Mrs Haynes wasn’t too sure how she felt about living next door to Jews, but then she had always been a great believer in ‘live and let live’ so she supposed she should give them a chance at least.


‘I am Freyde Schwartz.’


The two women surveyed each other solemnly until Ariel skipped into the yard. Seeing the stranger she hastily snuggled into her mother’s skirts.


‘This is my youngest daughter, Ariel,’ Freyde introduced her as the child smiled shyly.


‘Pleased to meet you, I’m sure.’ Her neighbour smiled back, but then a piercing cry came from behind her and she hastily turned away. ‘That’ll be our Freddie,’ she apologised. ‘He’s twelve an’ still don’t know his arse from his elbow ’alf the time.’ She grinned as Freyde’s eyebrows disappeared into her hairline. ‘See you later, love.’ With that she was gone, leaving Freyde and Ariel to stare at the place where she had been standing.


‘Why does that lady talk so strangely, Mama?’ Ariel asked innocently.


‘I think you will find that is the local dialect,’ her mother informed her with a grin. ‘And if we are to live here I am sure we shall get to hear a great deal of it in the future.’ She then turned to continue sweeping the yard as Ariel shrugged and disappeared off back indoors.


Ezra and Dovi had been gone since early morning in search of essentials for their new home. First on the list were beds and mattresses and a settee for the small lounge behind the shop. They had also been told to look out for a secondhand sewing machine so that Freyde could make new curtains. Sadly, they had been forced to sell the one they had purchased in London since it was too heavy to carry. Now as Freyde glanced towards the house she felt a little overwhelmed at the amount of work that needed doing. She was determined to get the living quarters clean first, and then they would have to think about restocking the shop, ready for it to open – which would be no easy task, with rationing in place.


Adina was inside attacking the cooker again, since it had turned out to be even filthier than Freyde had first thought in daylight. Still, it seemed to be in working order, so that was one blessing at least. Shivering, Freyde entered the kitchen and Adina looked up to smile at her. Freyde then filled a bowl with water and vinegar and began to scrub the windows, and shortly afterwards, Ezra and Dovi staggered in carrying a sturdy brass bedstead.


‘I thought this would be good for our bedroom.’ Ezra informed his wife. Drying her hands on her apron, Freyde beamed. There were a few minor dents in it and it needed a good polish, but otherwise it looked to be a good solid bed. ‘I managed to get beds for the children too, and mattresses.’ Ezra was feeling pleased with himself. ‘There is an excellent secondhand shop just down the road. They even have a Singer sewing machine there so I’ve bought that too, but I haven’t managed to find us a settee as yet.’


Freyde had already scrubbed the bedrooms, and now as Ezra and Dovi lugged their prize up the stairs she sighed with satisfaction. At least they would all sleep comfortably tonight.


By teatime the house looked a lot more habitable although they still had no curtains to hang at the windows.


‘I shall go into town and try to get some material tomorrow,’ Freyde declared as she straightened the counterpane on Ariel’s bed. The little girl and Adina would be sharing a room and Dovi would be sleeping in the small box room that overlooked the yard.


Ezra had filled the coal house and now, with a fire blazing in the grate and the room shining, the place looked warm and cosy even if it was still a little bare.


Freyde had cooked them a chicken, which Ezra had managed to buy from a gentleman who kept fowl, and that evening they all sat cross-legged in front of the fire, tired but content with their day’s work.


The following day, Freyde white-washed the walls whilst Ezra went in search of a settee and some chairs, then after lunch she tidied herself up and she, Adina and Ariel went into town to purchase curtain material. By lucky chance, there was a market on in the town centre, and although the choice was sorely limited, she arrived home a few hours later with enough black-out material to cover all the windows.


The first things she saw when she entered the kitchen were two wing chairs on either side of the fireplace and a rather overstuffed settee. It was nothing like the quality of the furniture she had owned in Germany but even so it looked reasonably clean and comfortable, and suddenly the place was beginning to look more like a home.


In less than a week, Freyde had the whole place glistening from top to bottom and Mrs Haynes, her neighbour, could not fail but to be impressed. She had called around with a pot of her homemade jam as a house-welcoming present and when she stepped into the kitchen she was shocked at the transformation.


‘My God, you’ve worked hard,’ she declared, thinking of her own rather untidy kitchen next door. ‘I’d never ’ave believed you could have got so much done in such a short time.’


‘It is surprising what you can do when you set your mind to it,’ Freyde told her with a twinkle in her eye. ‘Now, would you like a cup of tea?’


She had been told that the English loved their tea. She herself much preferred coffee, but as it was in very short supply she supposed she would have to develop a taste for tea instead.


‘I wouldn’t say no, luv.’ Mrs Haynes perched her considerable bottom on one of the chairs Ezra had purchased to go around the table as Freyde hurried away to put the kettle on.


‘I dare say you’ll be lookin’ to get the little ’un into school, won’t you?’ the woman asked as Freyde carefully measured three spoonfuls of tea into a heavy brown teapot.


‘Yes, and as soon as possible. Would you be able to recommend one?’


‘Well, the nearest one is just around the corner,’ Mrs Haynes told her obligingly. ‘I could show you where it is, if you like, an’ I’d recommend it. All my brood went there an’ you shouldn’t have any trouble gettin’ her in. Some o’ the kids from hereabouts have been evacuated, so it’s half-empty at present.’


‘That would be very helpful. Thank you.’ Freyde poured the boiling water over the tea leaves and after giving them a stir she placed the tea cosy on the pot and left it to mash while she prepared the cups.


It was as they were drinking that Dovi appeared wheeling a borrowed trolley on which was a chest of drawers that he had found in yet another secondhand shop. Their neighbour looked at him approvingly, thinking what a handsome young man he was.


‘Ooh, he’ll have the girls ’ereabouts fallin’ at his feet.’ Mrs Haynes chuckled at the shocked look on Freyde’s face.


‘I sincerely hope not unless they are Jewish girls,’ Freyde retorted primly.


Placing her cup on its saucer, Mrs Haynes said solemnly, ‘I reckon you’ll find there’s a shortage o’ them round here. An’ you know the sayin’, luv – when in Rome, do as the Romans do.’


Understanding her meaning, Freyde blushed hotly. She supposed the woman was right. There was not even a synagogue in the area as far as she knew, so they would have to practise their faith as best they could.


‘I’m sorry,’ she muttered. ‘I was not trying to imply that English girls are not good enough for my son.’


Mrs Haynes smiled goodnaturedly. ‘No offence taken. I realise that everythin’ must seem strange to you, comin’ to a new country an’ all that. But I dare say you’ll be safer ’ere than you would have been back home, wi’ the way things are goin’.’


‘There is no doubt about that,’ Freyde agreed. Her thoughts turned to Ezra’s parents and she prayed that they were safe.


That night, when the children had retired to bed, Ezra sat in the wing chair that he had adopted at the side of the fireplace, reading the newspaper.


‘They have begun to call up young British men between the ages of twenty and twenty-seven,’ he told Freyde. ‘It states that by the end of this month, two million of them will be gone to fight for their country.’


Freyde looked up from the sock she was darning. She desperately missed their home in Cologne and had suffered agonies of guilt about leaving Ezra’s parents behind, but now more than ever she realised that Ezra had done the right thing by getting them away.


‘Then may God go with them.’


They both bowed their heads in prayer and fell silent.


The following day, Freyde enrolled Ariel in the school that Mrs Haynes had recommended in Coton and it was decided that she would start there the following Monday.


On the way home, Ariel was distraught. ‘I don’t want to go to school,’ she whined.


Freyde laughed as she held fast to her hand. ‘But why not, bubbeleh?’


‘Because all the children there speak English all the time.’


‘But of course they do! They are English, and you can speak the language as well as they can – in fact, you have been doing so since we arrived in England,’ Freyde patiently pointed out. In that moment she realised that she would have to speak to Ezra that very evening. Since coming to England they had sometimes lapsed into their native tongue when they were alone, but now she knew that they must adopt English as their first language at all times if they were to be accepted by the townspeople.


Ariel sulked but said no more on the subject as they hurried on their way.


Adina was stitching a new skirt for herself with scraps of material left over from the curtains when they arrived home, and she smiled brightly as her sister entered the cosy kitchen.


‘So, how was your new school?’ she asked.


Ariel scowled as Freyde hung her coat up and gave her eldest daughter a warning look.


‘Ariel is feeling a little nervous about starting there, which is to be expected,’ she said, hoping to sound positive. ‘But I’m sure she will be happy there when she has made some new friends.’


‘Of course you will,’ Adina agreed, keeping her smile firmly fixed in place as she looked at her younger sister. ‘So when will you start there?’


‘On Monday,’ Ariel muttered peevishly.


‘Good, then in the meantime you can come through to the shop with me and help me white-wash the walls.’ Adina took her foot from the treadle of the Singer sewing machine and grinned. She knew how much Ariel liked to be involved with what they were doing and hoped to take her mind off things.


Sure enough, in no time at all, the little girl was her usual cheery self as she splashed white-wash haphazardly on the walls and chattered away fifteen to the dozen.


‘Papa and Dovi have gone for some wood to make the new shelves,’ she told Adina. ‘And Papa is going to keep a shelf just for sweets. Great big glass jars full of them … if he can get them.’ Suddenly pausing, she asked unhappily, ‘Adina, when can we go home?’


‘We are home, little one,’ Adina said softly, and then they both continued with what they were doing as their thoughts drifted back to how things had once been.


Later that afternoon, Adina decided to take a stroll. Since moving in she had barely left the house but now she felt the need for some fresh air.


‘Must you go?’ Freyde asked. The sky was leaden and grey, and she suspected that it might snow. It was certainly cold enough.


‘I shan’t go far,’ Adina promised as she slipped her arms into her warm coat and wrapped a scarf about her neck. ‘I’d just like to get to know my way about a little.’


‘Very well, but be careful,’ Freyde warned.


At the end of the road, Adina turned right and walked beneath the Coton Arches; within seconds she came to Chilvers Coton parish church. It looked so pretty that she found herself walking through the churchyard admiring the beautiful stained-glass windows. She paused at the big wooden doors and then, taking a deep breath, she stepped inside and allowed her eyes to adjust to the gloomy interior. She had never been inside a church before. The ceiling was high and carved pews were spaced all along the length of it on either side of a long aisle. On the altar was a large brass cross and a bowl of flowers, and it was as she stood there thinking how peaceful it was that she suddenly became aware of someone standing behind her.


Whirling about, she came face to face with a man dressed in long vestments.


‘I … I am so sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘I was just curious and wanted to see what it was like inside.’


‘Please don’t apologise,’ the kindly priest told her. ‘The house of God is always open to everyone.’


‘I usually pray in a synagogue,’ she told him, her eyes solemn, but he merely shrugged.


‘A church, a synagogue – what does it matter? We still worship the same God and you are welcome here any time.’


Adina relaxed a little. What the man said made sense, although she wondered if her father would see it that way. He still tried to keep their faith alive and they had celebrated Chanukah as best they could.


‘Have you just moved into the area?’ he asked now, noting her accent.


Adina nodded. ‘Yes. My father is renting a shop in Edmund Street but it isn’t open yet. We’ve been too busy getting the living quarters up to my mother’s standards.’


‘All in good time. I’m sure that you will be ready to open the shop soon.’


Edging towards the door, Adina smiled nervously. ‘Goodbye then.’


‘Goodbye, and don’t forget, you are always welcome.’


Back in the biting cold again, she wandered about the Pingles Fields for half an hour before heading back the way she had come. Despite the fact that she had put a brave face on since coming to Nuneaton, she too missed her real home and wondered how long it would be before she could return to it.




Chapter Three


On 9 April 1940 the Nazis invaded Norway and Denmark, and a month later they took the Lowlands and Holland. Ezra bought newspapers daily and read of Hitler’s conquests with fear in his heart. By then the shop was as fully stocked as he could make it and he had opened its doors – but it was not doing well. The people of the town were friendly enough when they met the family in the street, but seemed to be avoiding using the shop. Ezra was gravely concerned. He knew that his savings could not last for ever and wondered what he should do to encourage people to come into the shop, which he had named ‘Coton General Store’. He knew he must avoid using the word ‘Schwartz’, unfortunately, because of its German origins.


Freyde had become quite friendly with her new neighbour, Mrs Haynes, to the point that she and the family were now allowed to use the woman’s Anderson shelter, should the need arise. And the need was arising more and more of late, which was terrifying for the townspeople. Coventry was the main target for the Germans because of the many industrial factories there, but Nuneaton had not gone unnoticed.


Now as Ezra laid his newspaper aside he sighed and looked towards his wife who was chopping vegetables on the kitchen table. She smiled at him, knowing how worried he was. There had been no word from his parents in Cologne for months now and they were beginning to fear the worst. The door leading into the shop was open but the bell heralding a customer’s arrival remained stubbornly silent.


Ariel was at school and Adina was sewing at the side of the fire.


‘I’ll go and fetch Ariel home for her lunch, if you like,’ she offered.


‘That would be wonderful, bubbeleh, thank you,’ her mother said gratefully.


Laying her sewing aside, the girl rose and put on her coat. A thick fog hung over the yard and it was bitterly cold.


‘I just hope your sister will settle soon,’ Freyde fretted as she scraped the chopped vegetables into a saucepan and set it on the cooker.


‘Of course she will’ Adina told her, with a conviction that she was far from feeling. ‘She just needs a little longer to make some friends.’ She set off then with her coat collar turned up about her ears. It was only a short distance to the school, and once she reached the railings that surrounded it she stuck her hands into her coat pockets and stamped her feet to keep warm until the school bell rang.


Seconds later, children began to pour out of the doors closely watched by a teacher who was trying to keep them in some sort of order. When she spotted Adina she crossed the playground to her and said, ‘It’s Adina, isn’t it? Ariel speaks of you often.’ She held out her hand and shook Adina’s as she introduced herself. ‘I am Miss Millington and I was wondering if I might have a word with you when it is convenient?’


‘Of course,’ Adina spluttered, slightly taken aback. She wondered if Ariel was in some sort of trouble, in which case her mother should be told. ‘Shall I come in to see you when I bring Ariel back to school after lunch?’


‘That would be ideal,’ the woman beamed, and turning, she hurried back into the school.


Minutes later, Ariel appeared with her head down.


‘So what’s wrong with you?’ Adina teased as she took her hand.


Ariel kicked at a stone. ‘I don’t like it here. I want to go home and back to my old school.’


‘I know you do. We would all like to go home but it wouldn’t be safe for us,’ Adina pointed out. ‘As soon as you make some friends you will be happier, but you’ll never make friends if you don’t try.’


‘I do try,’ Ariel retorted pettishly, ‘but the other children make fun of the way that I speak. The only people who don’t are the ones that are Jewish like me, and they can only speak in German.’


Not quite knowing how to answer, her sister hauled her along as she wondered why the teacher would wish to speak to her.


After lunch, she tidied Ariel’s plaits and took her back to school, to find the teacher waiting for her on the steps.


‘Come into my office,’ she invited, and after hastily kissing Ariel, Adina followed her down a long corridor to a small office, noting as they went that Miss Millington was quite attractive. Adina thought that she looked to be in her late twenties to early thirties; she had short fair hair and was slim and graceful. She also noticed that there was a small diamond ring on the third finger of her left hand.


When they reached the office and Adina was seated the teacher began, ‘As I am sure you will be aware, we have a number of German-Jewish children here and they are struggling with the language. I have been very impressed by your sister’s use of English and wondered … I know this is a great imposition, but I wondered if you would be prepared to come into the school on certain days and help the Jewish evacuees with their English? If your parents have no objection, of course! I couldn’t pay you a great deal, unfortunately, but I really feel that if they could master the basics of our language they would be much happier here.’


‘I would love to,’ Adina replied without hesitation. She had become increasingly bored now that the work on the house and the shop was finished, and she was sure that her parents would approve of the idea. She skipped home; excited at the prospect of doing something useful. She had just turned the corner of Edmund Street when she saw Dovi walking a short way ahead of her. His head was down and his hands were thrust deep in his pockets. All in all, he looked the picture of misery.


‘What’s wrong?’ Adina asked when she caught up with him.


‘There is nothing wrong exactly,’ he replied, ‘it’s just that I feel so useless now. While I was helping Papa to put the house and the shop to rights I felt as if I was doing something worthwhile, but now …’ His voice trailed away.


Adina knew exactly what he meant. Hadn’t she herself just jumped at the chance of working part-time at Ariel’s school?


‘Perhaps you could find a job?’ she suggested tentatively.


He smirked. ‘Oh yes – doing what? Had I stayed in Cologne I would be in university by now, but as it is I have no qualifications yet. Who would want to employ me and what would I do?’


Adina chewed on her lip as they moved along. Dovi was bright and hoped to be a lawyer one day. The chances of that looked very remote now, at least for the foreseeable future.


‘Well, there must be something you could do; this war can’t go on for ever.’


He laughed wryly but then caught her arm as they approached the shop-front. ‘You won’t say anything to Mama and Papa about what I have just told you, will you?’ he pleaded. ‘I know they are already concerned enough about the shop, without them having to worry about me as well.’


‘Of course I won’t,’ she assured him. ‘And try to stay optimistic. Something is bound to turn up.’ She would have loved to tell him about the little job that she had just been offered but felt that now wasn’t the right time. She didn’t want to make him feel any worse than he already did. He had so much to miss, far more than she did. Because he was slightly older than her, he had enjoyed a busy social life in Cologne. He was young and extraordinarily handsome, and he had been very popular amongst the Jewish girls in their community. Eventually their parents would have arranged a marriage for him, probably with a girl of his choice, but that was unlikely to happen now. Adina had noticed more than the odd English girl attracted by his dark good looks, but Dovi was wise enough to know that a marriage outside his faith would be frowned upon. No wonder he is feeling so glum, she thought to herself.


They set off up the long entry that divided their shop from the neighbours, and as they entered the warm kitchen their mother looked up and smiled at them both.


‘So what did Ariel’s teacher want to see you about?’ she asked Adina.


‘Oh, I’ll tell you about it later,’ Adina said as she shrugged off her coat and went to fill the kettle at the sink.


Dovi hovered by the door. ‘I think I’ll pop into town and get some books from the library.’


His mother nodded approvingly. Dovi had always loved to read, everything and anything he could get his hands on, much like Adina. Back in Cologne their home had had a wonderful library, full of books from floor to ceiling, with everything from Aristotle and Plato to Shakespeare, Goethe and Chekhov. Now he had to rely on whatever the local library could provide.


Once he had gone, Adina told her mother about the proposition that Ariel’s teacher had put to her.


Freyde approved. ‘I can see that you could be a great help to the Jewish children who attend the school, and it will give you something to keep you occupied too,’ she said. ‘When will you start?’


‘On Monday.’ Glancing around the kitchen, Adina asked, ‘Where is Papa?’


‘Oh, he heard about these socks that are available without coupons and he has gone to try and purchase some for the shop. The nickname for them is “oily socks” – apparently they are very popular with the soldiers because the oil in the wool helps to prevent them from getting blisters. I’m not sure that they will attract any more customers though. We have everything in there from dustpans and brushes to sweets, but it doesn’t seem to do any good.’


‘Things will improve. I bet most people don’t even realise that the shop has re-opened yet,’ Adina said gently.


‘We shall see,’ her mother sighed, and as she bent her head back to the skirt she was sewing, Adina quietly slipped away.


The following Monday morning, Adina set off to school with Ariel. She was wearing a plain white blouse that she had teamed with her best black skirt, and she was looking forward to her new job enormously.


‘I don’t know why I can’t be in your class. I am Jewish,’ Ariel whined.


‘It’s because you can already speak good English,’ her sister said patiently. ‘What good would it do you to be with me? You are far better off learning arithmetic and writing in another class.’


Ariel looked glum but said nothing more on the subject, and soon they arrived at the school gates where Miss Millington was waiting for them.


‘Ah, Adina, I have the children ready for you in a separate classroom,’ she beamed. ‘I thought it would be easier for you if there were no interruptions from the other children. But come along to the staff room first and have a cup of tea before you start and meet the other teachers. Ariel, you run along to your class, there’s a good girl.’


Ariel glared at her before trudging off to do as she was told while Adina followed the teacher into the school.


‘This is Adina Schwartz who will working with the German children to improve their English,’ she told the other members of staff as Adina blushed hotly, and they all smiled at her.


Miss Millington poured her out a cup of tea and showed her where to hang her coat as the other teachers began to drift off to their classrooms. Very aware that the children were already waiting for her, Adina swallowed her drink as quickly as she could and followed the teacher to a small classroom overlooking the playground at the far end of the school.


Eleven children ranging from five to nine years of age stared solemnly at her as she entered the room.


‘Guten Morgen, Kinder,’ she addressed them once Miss Millington had left, and crossing to the blackboard she then wrote the greeting in English: Good morning, children.


They looked back at her blankly for a moment but then as they grasped what she was doing, they began to roll the words around their tongues.


‘Wie geht es euch heute?’ Adina asked them next, and then she again wrote the question in English, How are you today?


The children began to smile as they realised that she could understand them, and very soon their first lesson was well under way and Adina was thoroughly enjoying herself.




Chapter Four


On 10 May 1940, Winston Churchill was summoned to Buckingham Palace and appointed the new Prime Minister, becoming the head of a coalition government. He assured King George VI that he would build an all-party team to achieve victory against Hitler. Chamberlain, his predecessor, had sought peace but Churchill informed the King that he had no intentions of seeking peace now, only victory.


The week before, the Allied attempt to force the German invaders out of Norway had gone badly. The Allied Forces had been ill-equipped to fight in Arctic conditions and had found themselves up against highly trained mountain troops. as well as under constant attack from enemy dive bombers operating out of Norwegian airfields. But now that the pugnacious Winston Churchill had taken over from Chamberlain, the country was heartened.


Rationing was now firmly in place. In Nuneaton, a few more people were now venturing into the shop in Edmund Street to obtain their measly rations of bacon, butter and sugar, but Ezra knew that trade would have to improve substantially if he was to keep the wolf from the door.


Adina had been working at the school for one month now and was loving every minute she spent with her young pupils. Even Ariel seemed to be finally adapting to her new way of life. But sadly, the same could not be said for Dovi, who seemed to have lost some of his old sparkle.


This morning as she looked across to where he was hunched in the chair at the side of the fire, Freyde asked, ‘And what do you plan to do with yourself today, son?’


‘The same as I do every day,’ he replied sulkily. ‘Get the coal in, run errands for you. What else is there for me to do?’


‘But you help out in the shop too,’ Freyde said, as she lifted some of the washing down from the drying rack that was suspended from the ceiling, ready to iron it.


‘Huh! Papa hardly needs me to do that. There are barely enough customers to keep one person busy, let alone two.’


‘But they will come in time. We just have to be patient,’ Freyde told him gently, keeping an eye on the door that led into the shop. Ezra was out and as yet she had not had a single customer since opening the shop that morning.


Rising from the chair, Dovi suddenly snatched his coat from the hook on the back of the door. ‘I am going for a walk,’ he snapped, and with that he marched from the room, slamming the door behind him so hard that it danced on its hinges.


Freyde frowned as she listened to his footsteps in the entry. It wasn’t like Dovi to be churlish. He had always been the joker of the family. But then they had all had a lot of adjusting to do, and she knew he was bored.


Spitting on the bottom of the iron to check that it was hot enough, she then attacked the pile of ironing as she sought in her mind for a way to make him feel worthwhile again.


Ezra arrived home at eleven thirty, delighted with the purchases he had managed to acquire for the shop at a very fair price.


After placing three enormous glass jars full of sweets on the edge of the table he glanced about and asked, ‘Where is Dovi?’


‘I think he’s gone off to the library again.’ Freyde added two starched sheets to the pile of ironing. ‘I am very concerned about him. I think he’s feeling at a loose end.’


Ezra nodded. ‘It isn’t so bad for the girls; they have things to keep them occupied. Ariel is at school and now Adina is helping out there, she seems to be blossoming. But Dovi … well, there is so little for him to do. I was hoping that he would become more involved in the shop. But first, of course, we need trade to pick up before that can happen.’


‘All in God’s good time,’ his wife told him, and sighing, Ezra went through to the shop, leaving her to put the neat pile of ironing away.


When Dovi arrived home later that afternoon he was still somewhat subdued and remained that way throughout the evening meal. When it was over, Freyde and Adina cleared the table and washed up, then they all settled down whilst Ezra read them passages from the Torah, as was usual.


It wasn’t until everyone else had retired to bed and they were finally alone that Adina asked her brother, ‘Is everything all right, Dovi? You seemed very preoccupied tonight.’


Glancing towards the stairs door to make sure that they were truly alone, Dovi edged closer to her before whispering, ‘I have something to tell you, but first you must swear that you will not tell Mama or Papa.’


Adina frowned, filled with a sense of foreboding, Even so, she nodded. Dovi was her big brother and she had always looked up to him.


He took her hand and smiled at her tenderly. ‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘I have signed up.’


Adina’s eyes almost popped out of her head. ‘B … but why? And how?’ she stuttered. ‘You are not quite eighteen yet. Surely you need Mama and Papa’s permission?’


‘I lied about my age,’ he admitted sheepishly, and then seeing the tears welling in her eyes he hurried on, ‘You must see it my way, Dina. So many of the young men from the town have already gone and I couldn’t bear to be looked upon as a coward. The chances are I would have been called up in a few months anyway. I need to feel that I am doing something towards this war, and this was the only way I could think of. You know as well as I do that Mama and Papa would have refused to give their permission had I asked them.’


Dina blinked as she tried to take in what he had just told her. ‘So when will you be going?’ she asked, still shocked.


‘First light tomorrow morning. I shall already be gone by the time you get up, and I shall leave a letter for our parents explaining everything. Please try to understand. You are doing your bit helping at the school, but I feel so useless. You must be strong for me, to comfort Mama and Papa when I am gone.’


‘I will,’ she promised, although she felt as if her heart was breaking. It was hard to imagine life without Dovi around – and what about the dangers he might face? ‘Where will you go?’


He shrugged. ‘All I know is I am to report to the Town Hall and from there I shall be transported to a training camp on Lake Windermere before being shipped abroad.’


‘But you could be killed,’ she objected.


‘And so could the thousands of other young men who are already out there fighting.’


They fell silent for a while until she asked, ‘Would you like me to help you pack?’


He grinned ruefully. ‘There will be no need to take more than one change of clothes. Once I arrive at the training camp I shall be issued with a uniform, and who knows how long it will be before I get to wear civilian clothes again. Please, tell me you will stay strong and not think badly of me. I could not bear that.’


‘I could never think badly of you and I believe you are very brave,’ his sister told him solemnly. ‘Just promise me that you will take no unnecessary risks. I don’t know how I would cope if anything happened to you.’


‘I promise.’ He put his arm about her shoulders and they sat content in each other’s company, Dina knowing that this might well be the very last time she ever saw him. There was nothing to be heard but the roar of the flames up the chimney and the room was cosy and warm, and as they sat there she locked every second of the time away in her memory.


When they finally rose to go to bed, she asked, ‘Will you write?’


‘Whenever I can,’ he said, planting a gentle kiss on her nose. She then went upstairs, leaving him to write the letter that their parents would find when they rose the next morning.


Once upstairs, Dina crept into the bedroom she shared with Ariel, undressed silently then slid into bed, listening to her little sister’s snores echoing around the room. Sleep refused to come as she imagined how her parents would react when they found Dovi’s message in the morning. She had no doubt in her mind that they would be as devastated as she felt right now. And yet she could understand why her brother had chosen to do this. Dovi was a proud young man and he needed to feel useful. Adina began to send up prayers that God would keep him safe and end the war quickly, and finally as the first colours of dawn streaked the sky she fell into a restless doze.


A sound akin to a wounded animal brought her wide awake, early the next morning.


‘NO … nooo … nooo!’


Recognising her mother’s voice, Dina sprang from the bed, shuddering as her feet came into contact with the cold wooden floorboards. Shoving her arms into her dressing-gown, she sprinted towards the door and raced downstairs to the kitchen, where she found Freyde clutching the letter that Dovi had left, tears spurting from her eyes.


‘He’s gone,’ she gasped as she waved the letter in Adina’s face. ‘Dovi has signed up.’


Above, Dina could hear her father running along the landing and seconds later he burst into the room.


‘Whatever is wrong?’ he asked his wife, staring at her aghast.


She thrust the letter into his hand and as his eyes scanned the page, she watched him expectantly as if he could somehow stop what Dovi was doing.


Dina saw the colour drain from her father’s face.


‘We must stop him!’ Freyde cried, but he merely shook his head.


‘It is too late.’ His voice was, heavy with pain. ‘He will already have left for Lake Windermere. I am afraid we shall have to stand by his decision.’


‘No!’ Freyde thumped the table so hard that the sugar bowl standing in the centre of it danced at least six inches across the chenille tablecloth. ‘He is only a child. He should never have done such a thing without our permission.’


‘Ah, but that is exactly why he has done it as he has. He knew that we would never have allowed him to go.’


Freyde began to sob now, and Dina bowed her head in shame. Perhaps she should have told them of his intentions, after all? But then she would have been betraying her brother. She had been caught between them, although her father seemed to be taking it far better than she had anticipated. He was upset, admittedly, but she thought she also detected a look of pride in his eyes.


‘God will keep him safe,’ he said stoically. ‘And in the meantime we shall hold our heads high and be proud of the brave thing he has done. Come. Let us pray for his safe return.’ And bowing their heads, that is exactly what they did.


Three weeks later, they received their first letter from Dovid. In it, he wrote that he was well and now in France, although they had no idea which part. He apologised for leaving the way he had, and said he hoped they had forgiven him.


Freyde sobbed with relief to discover that he was well, and even Ezra’s eyes filled with tears as his wife read the letter aloud to them.


Since Dovid’s departure the shop had started to do much better, as news spread of the Schwartzes’ underaged son enlisting. Many of the townspeople’s husbands, sons and brothers were also away at war, and now they slowly began to accept the family. Each day the little bell above the shop-door would tinkle within minutes of Ezra turning the sign to Open, and now it barely stopped until late at night, when he finally turned off the lights and locked the door.


‘Well, we really have something, in common now,’ Mrs Haynes declared when she heard what Dovid had done. ‘Let’s just ’ope as ’im an’ our Anthony stay safe.’


Her own son, who was a year older than Dovid, had enlisted shortly before him – and although she fretted constantly about him, the woman was very proud that he had gone off to fight for his country.


Adina continued to teach each morning at the school Ariel attended and loved every minute of it. The children she taught had now got a rudimentary grasp of the English language and Miss Millington was full of praise for her.


‘She has all the makings of a wonderful teacher,’ she would tell Freyde each time she saw her, and Freyde’s chest would puff with pride. Even Ariel seemed a little more settled now, although she still tended to keep herself to herself at school. So, all in all, Freyde felt that things were looking up, until one morning in June, she noted her husband’s expression as he sat reading the paper after breakfast.


The moment the girls had set off for school and the first rush in the shop was over, she asked him, ‘What is it? I can see by your face that something is wrong.’


‘German forces have invaded France,’ he said heavily.


Freyde’s heart leaped into her mouth. ‘But Dovi is in France,’ she whispered.


‘So are thousands of other young men,’ her husband replied, and they both then fell silent. Each day, word reached some poor family in the town, that their loved one was dead or missing, and now all the Schwartzes could do was pray that their son would not be amongst them.


When Adina entered the staff room that morning, the teachers were all talking about the dramatic turn of events. Like her parents, she was terrified that Dovi would be amongst the dead or injured, but there was nothing that she or anyone else could do but go about their daily business as best they could.


As well as teaching at the school, word had spread about how skilled she was at sewing, and each afternoon Adina spent working on the Singer sewing machine that her father had put in the corner of her bedroom for her. At present she was making a wedding dress for a young girl from Stockingford. Fabric, like so many other things since rationing had been enforced, was hard to come by now and so Adina had taken apart the bride’s mother’s wedding dress and painstakingly remade it in a more modern style. The girl was coming for her final fitting that very afternoon and Adina could only hope that she would approve of what she had done to it. All that remained to be done now was the hem, but that couldn’t be finished until the bride had tried it on.


The young woman arrived at three o’clock in the afternoon with her mother, all starry-eyed and excited about seeing her gown, and Freyde politely showed them upstairs.


‘I believe it is almost finished now,’ she assured them with a smile as she tapped on Adina’s bedroom door. The gown was on a mannequin that Ezra had managed to find on one of his frequent visits to the secondhand shop, and when the girl stepped into Adina’s room she gasped with delight.


‘Oh, it’s absolutely beautiful,’ she breathed. ‘It looks brand new.’


‘I washed and pressed the material once I had taken the original gown to pieces before I started to remake it,’ Adina explained, blushing with pleasure. In actual fact she herself was more than pleased with how the gown had turned out. The weight of the heavy satin ensured that it hung beautifully and the girl could hardly wait to try it on.


Once she was in it, she twirled this way and that as her mother looked on with a proud smile on her face. There was no doubt about it, she was going to make a beautiful bride.


‘If you could just climb up onto this chair I’ll pin the hem up and then I can have it ready for tomorrow for you,’ Adina told her through a mouthful of pins.


When the bride and her mother had departed, she set to and within an hour the dress was finished.


‘Why, you’ve excelled yourself,’ Freyde told her when she came back to check on how Adina was progressing. ‘The Queen herself could wear such a dress. What with your sewing and teaching, I think I’ve ended up with a very talented daughter. No wonder you are in such demand.’ It was she who had taught Adina to sew almost from as soon as she could hold a needle, but Freyde was happy to admit that her daughter was a much better seamstress than herself now.


‘Then I hope I shall never be out of work,’ the girl retorted teasingly, and when her mother grinned she stood back to admire her work with a satisfied smile on her face. It was nice to be able to make people happy.




Chapter Five


14 November 1940


Come along, you must drink it,’ Freyde urged as she pushed a cup of chicken soup towards her daughter. Ariel had developed a bad case of whooping cough, which had already caused her to lose three weeks off school, although thankfully she did seem to be on the mend now.


Ariel grudgingly did as she was told as Ezra threw some more coal onto the fire and shuddered. He had just been out to the coal-house to fill the scuttle and it was bitterly cold.


‘I’m glad we don’t have to venture out tonight,’ he commented as he prepared to settle down in the chair at the side of the fire. The words had barely left his lips when the air-raid siren wailed.


‘Oh no.’ Freyde always panicked whenever this happened, but tonight she was even more frightened than usual. Normally they would all huddle together in Mrs Haynes’s Anderson shelter, but tonight she knew that Ariel was not well enough to go out into the cold air.


As if reading her mind, Ezra ushered her and Ariel towards the heavy oak table at the side of the room, and as Adina spilled out of the stairs doorway white-faced, he told her, ‘Run upstairs and bring as many pillows and blankets as you can carry. We shall all have to shelter beneath the table tonight.’


‘But you and Adina could go out into the shelter,’ Freyde argued, terrified of putting them at risk.


‘We are a family and we shall stay together,’ Ezra told her grimly as he dragged the settee in front of the table. ‘It won’t be very comfortable under here, but at least we shall be in the warm.’


Knowing that it would be useless to argue with him, she ushered Ariel beneath the table, and when Adina appeared with her arms full of pillows and blankets she began to make them as comfortable as she could. In the meantime, Ezra collected their gas masks and checked that the blackout curtains were in place before scrambling down to join them. Within seconds the drone of enemy planes sounded overhead and they all looked at each other fearfully. Minutes later, they heard the first distant explosions, and inching out from beneath the table with firm instructions to his family to stay where they were, Ezra crossed to the window and carefully tweaked the curtain aside. Parachute flares hung in the sky like great white iridescent chandeliers to mark the targets for the ordinary bombers that were soon to follow, and in the distance multi-coloured incendiary bombs were dropping from the sky like fairy lights. Searchlights were sweeping the sky and the sound of heavier bombs falling was deafening. The ack-ack guns and Bofors burst into life, but the sky was dark with enemy planes and Ezra feared that they were wasting their time.


‘It sounds as if they are targeting Coventry, may God help them,’ he told his family, and then they all fell silent as the terrible attack continued.


The raid went on and on, but thankfully none of the bombs seemed to be falling near them. Adina and Ariel eventually fell asleep, but Freyde and Ezra sat on listening to the deafening crashes and praying for the people who were being attacked. It was 6.15 the following morning before the all-clear finally sounded, and by then Ezra and Freyde were dropping with exhaustion. Even so, Ezra ventured out into the street to speak to people who were finally emerging from the shelters.


‘They say Coventry city centre is flattened, Saint Michael’s Cathedral along wi’ it,’ one man told him. ‘My brother is in the Home Guard an’ he were there till a couple of hours gone. He said the place is like an inferno, whole streets o’ houses flattened just like that and God knows how many dead. The Army were already there diggin’ the bodies out o’ the rubble when he left, the poor sods. They reckon there were over five hundred German bombers in all. They were after the factories, but there have been a lot o’ civilians killed too, by all accounts. Nearly six hundred, if what they’re sayin’ is true.’ The man wiped his face in a gesture of despair. ‘They knocked out the water mains, the electric and the gas in most areas, an’ the roads are so bad that the fire engines couldn’t even get through to some areas.’


As Ezra shuffled back inside, all he could do was thank God that his own family was safe and pray that his son was too, wherever he might be.


The newspapers were full of the story. It was reported that the Luftwaffe had christened the raid ‘Moonlight Sonata’, which Ezra considered was too beautiful a name for such a murderous attack.


The people of Coventry were heartbroken at the fall of their once fine city, but on Saturday 16 November, King George visited them – and the sight of him walking amongst the ruins of the Cathedral with tears on his cheeks gave them the courage to go on.


On 20 November, the first mass burial of the people who had been killed took place at the London Road Cemetery, but as workers continued to dig amongst the rubble, yet more bodies were found, and the following week a second mass burial took place. It seemed that there would be no end to the tragedy.


The following week Mrs Haynes was outside scrubbing her front step and chatting to Freyde who was cleaning the front window of the shop when they both suddenly heard the sound that every mother and wife had come to dread. Mrs Haynes straightened as the telegram boy came hurtling down the street towards them on his bicycle. Hitching her ample bosom beneath her wraparound pinny, she prayed for him to ride past. But just as both women had feared, he slowed down as he approached them, peering at the numbers on the doors.


‘Mrs Haynes?’ he asked, and Freyde’s hand flew to her mouth.


‘Y-yes … that’s me.’


He handed her an official-looking envelope before cycling away, and for a moment the woman stood there staring at it as if she couldn’t believe it was real.


‘Why don’t you come in and open it while I make you a hot drink?’ Freyde suggested quickly. She knew that Bert, Mrs Haynes’s husband, was at work and didn’t want her to be alone if it contained bad news.


‘I er … reckon I might take yer up on that offer, luv,’ the woman replied as Freyde gently took her elbow and guided her into the shop. Ezra looked up as they entered and frowned when he saw their neighbour’s face. She was holding an envelope at arm’s length as if she was afraid it might bite her.


‘Mrs Haynes has received a telegram and I thought she might like to open it in here, seeing as her husband isn’t at home,’ Freyde said quietly.


‘Oh yes – yes of course. Let me close the shop for a moment and I’ll come through to the back with you,’ Ezra offered.


On entering the kitchen, Freyde looked at Ariel, who was curled up in the chair at the side of the fire reading a comic, and said firmly, ‘Go upstairs and read that, would you, there’s a good girl.’


Ariel, who was normally wilful, took one look at Mrs Haynes’s stricken face and rushed away like a frightened rabbit to do as she was told for once.


Seconds later, Mrs Haynes was seated at the kitchen table whilst Freyde quickly filled the kettle and placed it on the stove to boil, but still she did not attempt to open the envelope.
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