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To my grandparents and to all the bona
omis and palones I’ve known


Prologue

14 September 1940

Savoy Hotel, London

They’d been drinking Dry Martinis: half French vermouth, half dry gin, with a dash of orange bitters. The bar had been full of noisy hacks hell-bent on a night of Hitler-defying boozing. People just like Bernie Lynch and Heinrich Simpson.

An ancient news editor from the Daily Mail raised his glass and shouted, ‘If Fritz comes tonight, I’ll knock him dead with my breath!’ when the sirens began to wail. Heinrich drained his glass. Bernie was just about to follow suit when one of the exquisitely dressed barmen put a hand on her shoulder and said, ‘Please, miss, feel free to take your glass down to the shelter.’

‘Oh.’ She looked up at Heinrich, who shrugged. Although he had, over the years, patronised the Savoy’s famous American Bar many times, he’d never been there during a raid. In common with most of the other reporters at the bar, Heinrich had not long finished attending a press briefing with civil servants from the Ministry of Information.

With quiet but insistent efficiency, Savoy staff led their guests plus the patrons of the hotel’s bars and restaurants down what felt to Bernie like hundreds of stairs, and into the hotel’s basement. Dimly aware of some sort of commotion going on up above, it wasn’t until she had been sheltering for some minutes that she found out what it was about.

Men and women, poorly dressed and smelling of sour soap and coal-dust, burst into the basement. She recognised Phil Piratin’s face first. As red as his politics – he worked as an organiser for the Communist Party in Britain – he was shouting about how people in the East End were dying every night due to the lack of adequate bomb shelters for them. Then she saw, at his side, Solly Adler, and Bernie Lynch froze.


Chapter 1

It had been over two years since Bernadette Lynch had been back home to the East End of London. The last time, back in spring 1938, she’d been hailed as a local heroine for taking what had become one of the most well-known and chilling photographs of Hitler’s Berlin – the swastika-topped Christmas tree in Wertheim’s department store. She and reporter Heinrich Simpson, a Jew of German origin, had broken the story of how Hitler planned to replace Christmas with a Winter Festival, celebrating old Germanic gods and goddesses and, of course, the Führer himself. It had been a massive reporting coup and Bernie’s family, especially her mother Kitty, had almost burst with pride.

Then Bernie had been honest and told her mother another piece of news, which Kitty hadn’t liked one bit. Neither Bernie nor Heinrich had sought a relationship. But in the charged atmosphere of Nazi Berlin, they had been drawn to each other. That he was a married man of fifty and she a girl approaching eighteen hadn’t mattered and still didn’t. Except that it did – especially when Bernie came face to face with her past, as she was doing now.

When she’d been a kid, Bernie had been sweet on a young man called Solly Adler. Dark and good-looking, Solly had been one of the Communist Party members who’d gone to fight with the Republicans in Spain back in 1936. Just before he’d left, he’d kissed her. But when he came back, traumatised by what he’d witnessed and having had a leg amputated, he hadn’t wanted to see her – or anyone. Now here he was – shouting and protesting – and, to her horror, Bernie’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of him. Still handsome, still passionate, to her Solly remained the dashing firebrand she’d fallen for back in 1936. She felt physically sick at the realisation.

‘Do you know that people down the East End die every night because they ain’t got places to shelter?’ he yelled.

‘Kiddies included,’ Phil Piratin added.

A woman, who remained rather grand despite being dressed in a flannelette nightdress, said, ‘Well, then, you should evacuate your children, like decent people.’

Solly bore down on her. ‘Firstly, women nursing babies can’t send them away, and second, people out in the country don’t want us or our kids,’ he said. ‘You want our women on war work, you get our kids an’ all. Unless you wanna work in munitions youself, missus?’

At this point the hotel manager intervened.

‘Now there’s no need for any unpleasantness …’

‘I’m not being unpleasant, mate,’ Solly said. ‘If I was being unpleasant you’d know about it.’

Coldly aware that Heinrich was watching her watch Solly, Bernie made herself look away. The floor shook as bombs dropped on the streets of London above them and everyone automatically glanced up. No one spoke for several seconds.

Phil Piratin eventually broke the silence. Though a man of action and a passionate Communist, he was nevertheless a pragmatist and so he said, ‘I think what we all need now is a nice cuppa.’

The manager, visibly shaken, said, ‘Oh, er, yes, yes …’

‘We’ll pay our way,’ Solly put in. ‘We may be poor but we ain’t spongers.’

The manager gave a weak smile. ‘No, indeed. But that won’t be necessary, sir, not during an air raid.’

Heinrich whispered to Bernie, ‘Do you know these men?’

They squashed in around Rose, as if protecting her from every side: Mr G at her back, Tilly to the left, Rupert to the right, while the Duchess of Greek Street lay in her lap.

‘Gawd blimey,’ Mr G said during a lull in the bombing up above, ‘don’t they ever bleedin’ give up?’

Tilly lit a cigar and said, ‘They’re the bloody Luftwaffe, Stan, not a load of old dears making too much noise down the pub!’

The cellars of the Windmill Theatre in Soho attracted an eclectic group of shelterers. There was Mr Talent, the One-Man Band, Tilly, Mary and a group of their fellow drag queens, little Harry the South African kid from the salt-beef bar, various duchesses, baronesses and ladies – all euphemisms for those living life on their backs – plus, of course, the staff and the showgirls from the Windmill Theatre. And prominent amongst these, sitting on the floor surrounded by Soho’s finest, was one of the Windmill’s most popular artistes, Rosie Red. Though little and slightly plump, she stood naked on stage every night as part of impresario Vivian Van Damm’s famous tableau-vivant show at the Windmill. Unknown to Mr Van Damm, she wasn’t yet twenty.

Born Rose Larkin in the East End of London, Rosie Red had left her mother Nelly and her home in Spitalfields two years earlier under a big black cloud. Admittedly for a good reason, which had been to stop her alcoholic mother from being evicted from her flat for non-payment of rent, Rosie had stolen fifty pounds from a local Jewish matchmaker for whom she’d worked as a servant. On the run from the law, she’d found herself homeless, sleeping in St James’s Park and eating the bread people threw for the ducks, until she’d been taken in by Tilly – or rather Herbert Lewis, office clerk by day, glamorous Gloria Swanson lookalike by night. Once she’d realised that Tilly didn’t want to sleep with her, Rose had come to trust and even love her. Tilly had helped her get her job. And before this terrible war began, life with Tilly, her drag-queen friends and the Windmill girls had been nothing but fun. The only people Rosie really missed from back home were her mum and her two best friends, Bernie Lynch and Becky Shapiro.

The earth trembled and a deep thrumming sound told the shelterers that a bomb had dropped somewhere nearby. A trickle of rubble and dust pitter-pattered down from the ceiling.

Vivian Van Damm muttered, ‘If they’ve damaged my theatre …’

‘Oh, do pipe down, Viv darling,’ one of the girls said.

A vast rumble like an earthquake silenced everyone.

Rose whispered into Tilly’s ear, ‘Do you think we’re going to die?’

Tilly smiled. ‘Not today, love.’

‘Where do you know the dark one from?’ Heinrich asked her.

Bernie felt her face colour. ‘Oh, he’s a local Commie,’ she said. ‘Everyone down Spitalfields knows Solly Adler.’

Although she wasn’t looking at him, Bernie knew that Heinrich was frowning. Now they were living together she had come to realise that her lover was not as easy-going as he had first appeared. He may not be married to her, but Heinrich Simpson was her husband in all but name. And sometimes a jealous one at that.

‘He’s a handsome fellow,’ Heinrich observed thoughtfully.

The hotel staff were serving tea and cake to both the East Enders and their own guests. Solly, she noticed, was slurping down his tea as if his life depended on it. She saw him looking at her and so she turned away.

A huge thud somewhere nearby momentarily dimmed the lights in the basement and Bernie moved closer to Heinrich. If the lights went out she was sure the hotel staff would ‘fix’ that problem. They probably all walked about carrying pocketsful of candles. But she feared being in the pitch blackness; she always had done. Things happened in the dark, things unsought … She glanced quickly at Solly, who was now staring openly at her.

Technically they were in the basement, but Nurse Rebecca Shapiro and her patient were stuck in one of the corridors there and the noise from above was deafening.

Old Mrs Palmer, her patient, was dying. She had what was known locally as the ‘Barking cough’, which meant her lungs were riddled with cancer. It was called the Barking cough because so many people in the area suffered from it. Nobody really knew why although there were rumours about the Cape Asbestos factory, which was where Gladys Palmer had worked for the past ten years. The old girl breathed shallowly. Becky, holding one of the candles that were the only sources of light down deep underneath the London Hospital, looked at the young man who had followed her. A posh boy from Surrey, Dominic Winter was a dedicated junior doctor if, sometimes, a little forgetful.

Becky said, ‘You did bring Mrs Palmer’s medication, didn’t you, doctor?’

He said yes, but he checked his pockets too. Nurse Shapiro, though not much more than a girl, was a little bit frightening to Dr Winter.

Becky turned back to her patient who, to her horror, opened her eyes. Becky stroked her forehead. ‘It’s all right, Mrs Palmer, just another raid. We’ve brought you down to the basement, like we did last night.’

How long would it go on for this time? It had gone on all of the previous night. Ernie Jones, a docker from Canning Town, had died in the middle of the raid and, apart from the half-hour Becky had snatched just before coming on shift, she hadn’t slept since.

The old woman mouthed something at Becky, who bent down so she could hear. ‘We are going to win this war, ain’t we?’ said her patient.

Becky squeezed her hand. ‘Of course we are.’

Two explosions rocked the building then and Becky hung onto Mrs Palmer’s trolley as the blast punched its way through the hospital and down into the shelter below. Dr Winter lost his footing and ended up on his back, while Becky just about managed to stay upright. Everyone’s candles blew straight out. In the thick, almost tangible darkness, Becky heard people swear as they fiddled to light matches and find cigarette lighters. Eventually, to his credit, it was Dominic Winter who saved the day for them.

‘Had my lighter in my pocket,’ he said as he stood up and let Becky light her candle from his. ‘Good, eh?’

‘Yes, Dr Winter.’

She passed her candle to the nurse in front of her and then took it back. Mrs Palmer’s face had paled still further since the blast. Becky leaned down to listen to her breathing. But there was none. Becky closed the old woman’s eyes. The only consolation was that the last thing she’d said to old Gladys had been hopeful.

Not that Becky felt any hope at all. She was beyond that.

Rose didn’t know how she’d managed to sleep. And with the Duchess of Greek Street sprawled on her lap too! Not that the Duchess, or Dolores to use her proper name, was heavy. But she did snore.

Once awake, Rose strained her ears for the sound of explosions. She wasn’t alone. After who knew how many hours down in that damp-scented, blast-absorbing, uncomfortably full basement, everyone now seemed to be perfectly silent. She looked over at Tilly, who put her finger to her lips. Glancing around, Rose saw that everyone else was looking up at the ceiling as if expecting something to emerge from it. In reality they were waiting for the All Clear which, when it came, finally loosened tongues and made strained faces relax.

Vivian Van Damm brushed dust from his suit trousers and stood up. ‘Well, thank Christ that’s over,’ he said.

‘I always give thanks to the spirit of Madam Rinaldi myself,’ Tilly said as she got arthritically to her feet.

‘Who’s she?’ Rose asked.

‘My mum’s old spirit medium,’ Tilly said. ‘Mad as a wagonload of monkeys, now dead as a doornail. Poor old fraud. Came from Colchester, but she had a heart of gold.’ He looked up at the ceiling. ‘Thanks, Rene.’

‘Rene?’

‘That was her name,’ Tilly said. ‘Rene Smith from Colchester.’

‘Oh.’ Rose got to her feet.

Mr Talent, a bugle in one hand and a drum in the other, said, ‘I s’pose we ought to go and see what’s left?’

‘As long as I can buy a packet of fags, I don’t care,’ the Duchess said.

Rose hoped her flat had survived. It was only a room in reality and she had to share that with a girl called Sarah, but it was the only home she had. Except, of course, for the one she’d left over in Spitalfields. If indeed her mum still lived in that dark, cold basement on Fournier Street.

Her mum, Nell, had always called their road ‘Ten Bells Street’ after the pub on the corner with Commercial Street. Unlike Rose, who was only partially illiterate, Nell couldn’t even write her own name, much less decipher street signs. But she did know pubs, which had been one of the reasons why she’d never been able to get a proper job.

Rose stepped over the empty cups and bulging ashtrays they’d used the night before and shook her head when she saw a ladder in one of her nylons. The show had only just finished when the sirens had sounded and so she’d got dressed too quickly and put her finger through her stocking. Luckily she had another pair but she’d have to sew these up when she got home.

As she walked out into the grey morning light, Rose wondered how her mum and her friends were faring out in the East End. Then she dismissed that thought. She could never go back there and see them so what was the point in wondering?

The morning air was thick with brick dust and smoke. As Bernie stepped out of the Savoy and onto the Strand she saw that the pavement was shining with broken glass from all the windows that had blown out during last night’s raid. As she walked it crunched under her feet. She lit a cigarette and waited for Heinrich to join her. He’d spent much of the night in conversation with other journalists down in the basement and he was still at it now. Because so many warehouses and refrigeration plants had been bombed, mainly in the East End docklands, food stocks were low. Would that mean even stricter rationing? And, more to the point, what did such devastation say about the condition of the people in the East End now?

Phil, Solly and the rest of the Commies had come to the Savoy to protest about the lack of shelters in their area. It was terrible. While the rich could hunker down underneath posh hotels and nightclubs, the poor died in stupid above-ground shelters or in their own jerry-built homes. Bernie watched the protesters leave: a ragged troupe of thin men and women ground down just by trying to live with the twin evils of poverty and war. What had happened to their dreams of a society where everyone could be safe, free and have enough? It wasn’t just Hitler who was to blame. Things had been rotten even without him. While people were homeless and starved on the streets, things always would be rotten for the poor and unfortunate.

Heinrich was still talking to an old man in a Homburg, writing down what he said on the back of his fag packet. Bernie suddenly wanted to go home like never before. Not to the flat she shared with Heinrich in Pimlico but home – to Spitalfields, to her mum and dad’s old flat in what little Rosie’s mum had always called Ten Bells Street, though properly speaking it was Fournier Street. In spite of everything, Bernie smiled. Oh, for a moment, just a moment, with Rosie and Becky and Mum and Dad and all her brothers and sisters …

But that wasn’t possible. Rosie had stolen money and gone on the run back in 1937 and God knew where she was now. Becky was a nurse with no time for anything beyond her patients, and Bernie’s family … well, they had disowned her. Sleeping with a married man wasn’t what a nice Catholic girl did.

The only exception to this was her brother Dermot. Never one to judge others, he’d kept in touch by letter and had even been to visit the flat once. He’d shaken Heinrich’s hand too. But just because Dermot didn’t hate her, didn’t mean the others had forgiven her. How could Bernie go home to them while she was seen as not just a bad Catholic girl, but also a home-wrecker? Heinrich had two children, both older than Bernie, and a wife to whom he was, and probably always would be, married. What was she doing with her life?

She stubbed out her cigarette with her foot and smiled as Heinrich approached.

‘Sorry, darling,’ he said. He kissed her. ‘Old Wal Watters has been around Fleet Street since before the Flood. He knows everyone and everything.’

They began to walk towards Aldwych.

‘What did he say?’

Heinrich shook his head. ‘If the raids keep up at this level for much longer we could have serious food shortages.’

‘And fuel?’

‘That too.’ Heinrich averted his eyes as he always did when he was about to mention his family. ‘I’d better make sure that Adrienne and the kids have enough …’

‘Of course.’ Bernie squeezed his hand. Then she said, ‘And I’d like to give Mammy …’

‘Send your mother some money, yes.’

‘No, Heine, I should go and see them.’

She watched his face turn pale. The East End was dangerous in all sorts of ways now. Not just because it was being carpet bombed, but also because of the risks it posed: of disease from its ruptured sewers, injury from falling masonry, and, as she knew Heinrich felt, danger from Solly Adler too. Even though she’d never told him about Solly, she knew her lover had seen the look that had passed between them last night.

And if Bernie was honest with herself, she too knew that seeing Solly in his own environment was dangerous to her.

Well, at least the old man was still alive: walking slowly but as upright as ever. Moritz Shapiro didn’t have to meet his daughter at the end of her shift, but ever since the Blitz had started he always had. In one way, she wished that he wouldn’t, but in another Nurse Becky was so pleased to see him.

‘Papa!’

She ran into his arms and hugged him. He smelled of damp and brick-dust. She hoped he wouldn’t smell the taint of death that she knew hung about her slim shoulders like a shroud. After Mrs Palmer, other old people had dropped like flies. Five deaths on her ward alone in the space of eight hours. It was as if they’d just given up. Maybe the noise and the dust and all the horror of the raids had finally been too much for them. She could understand it. Even going home provided no comfort for her these days. Although still intact, the Shapiros’ house had been damaged. The kitchen window had blown out and the cellar had been flooded for two days.

‘Rebekah.’

Her father hugged her to him. Time was when he would never have done such a thing out in the street. That wasn’t how Orthodox Jewish men behaved. But when people knew they could die at any minute, a lot of the rigid codes they’d once upheld were abandoned. He pressed her to his chest. ‘Are you all right?’

Becky gently freed herself. ‘Yes, Papa,’ she said.

‘Your eyes … they’re full of tears.’

She knew that. All night she’d held them in but now they overflowed.

Moritz pulled her in close again and stroked her dark red hair. He’d never wanted this for his daughter. There had been a good reason why he’d wanted her safely married off to a man of means. It had been to protect her against the horrors he knew life could throw at an unprotected person. He barely remembered the attacks on their old village back in Lithuania but his parents had told him about them. How the Cossacks, sent by the Tsar of Russia to kill the Jews, had done so with smiles on their faces. How the children had been trampled under their horses’ hooves, how they had shot the men and raped the women. Such had been the way of being a Jew in the old Russian Empire. And now this …

‘Six died last night, Papa,’ Rebekah said. ‘That was just on my ward.’

He said nothing. What could he say? They both knew it could have been so much worse. The entire hospital could have been reduced to a smoking ruin.

‘Come on, let’s go home,’ he said.

She put her arm through his and stepped carefully over a pile of wood that had once been a market trader’s stall. The stalls outside Whitechapel Tube Station, on what had once been a patch of rough, unused ground, were still collectively known as ‘the Waste’. And ‘waste’ was what both Becky and her father thought about as they began to walk back to Spitalfields. The waste caused by war in terms of businesses lost, homes destroyed, lives ended prematurely.

Becky got on well with her fellow nurses at the London Hospital. She had a lot of friends amongst the porters, the doctors and the laboratory staff too. But feeling as low as she did now, she knew that only close friends could really make her feel better. Little Rosie and brave, clever Bernie. Becky wondered where they were and what they were doing. She hoped they were both still alive.
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