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Prologue

September 4th 1939

Albert Levy opened up his wireless shop at the stroke of nine on Monday morning and went straight into the back room, which served as a workshop, to put the kettle on. It was a ritual he had carried out almost without thinking for the past six years and he had always been eager to get another day of trading under way. Today however a dark shadow lay over him; his mind was troubled and his insides were churning. Less than twenty-four hours ago he had sat on the sofa in his living room along with his wife Gerda while the Prime Minister spoke to the nation over the radio. He had taken the news calmly but Gerda had broken down and sobbed quietly into her handkerchief. ‘This will kill Abel. I know it will,’ she had gulped. ‘He’s talked of nothing else for weeks now.’

Albert had tried to reassure her but he too feared for his old friend. Abel had said it many times and he was utterly convinced of it: if war was declared the country would be overrun within weeks.

As he poured the boiling water into the chipped china teapot and covered it with a cosy, Albert glanced up at the clock on the wall. It was nearly ten minutes past the hour and Abel had still not made an appearance. Lately business had been brisk and there were at least half-a-dozen wirelesses awaiting repair and several accumulators to be put on charge, which Abel was well aware of. Normally he would have been standing outside the shop chafing at the bit but, as Albert hardly needed to remind himself, today was no ordinary workday.

At nine thirty Albert Levy put the closed sign on the door and walked out into the bustling Old Kent Road. His old friend and employee lived ten minutes away, in Carter Lane, a small, insignificant backstreet in the riverside borough of Bermondsey, and as he hurried along Albert could not suppress the tension inside him. It was in the air, everywhere, and it showed on people’s faces as they passed by.

The international events of the past few days had been shocking, but had succeeded in drawing together two countries as unlikely allies, and the shopkeeper took comfort in knowing that the country of his birth and England, his adopted country, had become united in their opposition to the Nazis. Albert Levy was Polish and had moved with his family to Germany at two years old when his father, a minor official in the Polish Diplomatic Corps, was posted to Frankfurt. He had been happy growing up in Germany and remained there with his mother in a small Jewish community in Wiesenbad after his father died in office. Proud of their roots the family decided to retain their Polish nationality, and Albert prospered in business, opening his first shop in Wiesenbad while still in his twenties.

As he made his way into Carter Lane to seek out his old friend and employee, the shopkeeper thought how different it would have been for him and Gerda now, had his mother decided to become a German citizen all those years ago.

Abel lodged with Daisy and Bill Harris at number 12. He was a frail, private man in his mid-fifties, in the habit of keeping a discreet distance from his neighbours, not out of cussedness, but rather from a natural shyness and an inability to comprehend the language properly. The locals knew him as Mr Abel the Jew and that was about it. His full name was Abel Finkelstein and he had a six-digit number tattooed on the inside of his right forearm. Once a skilled technician at a large radio firm in Wiesenbad, Germany, Abel had enjoyed a good life until the Brownshirts began their campaign of terror. Arrested and convicted on trumped-up charges by a vindictive Gauleiter during the early days of the persecution, he was convicted and sent to a concentration camp in eastern Germany.

Albert Levy had been Abel’s childhood friend and had left Germany for England with his wife Gerda at the first serious signs of German racial purification, before it became obvious that a mad canker was consuming a nation’s soul. He had built up his wireless business and had managed to save enough to secure the release of his old friend with a large bribe before the loophole was finally closed.

Abel Finkelstein arrived to begin a new life in England in ’37 as a refugee sponsored by Albert, but the scars of his internment remained with him, and when he listened to the Prime Minister’s broadcast on Sunday morning he knew without a doubt that the nightmare was about to start again. It was just a matter of time.

‘Good morning, Mrs Harris,’ Albert said, doffing his trilby. ‘I’m calling to see if Abel’s well. He hasn’t come in this morning.’

Daisy Harris knew Albert Levy from his weekly visits to Abel, when the two men enjoyed a game of chess and a few glasses of wine, but today she looked troubled. ‘I ’aven’t ’eard ’im about this mornin’ ter tell yer the trufe,’ she replied. ‘P’raps yer’d better go up. ’E was worried sick last night over the war startin’.’

Albert climbed the steep flight of stairs and knocked on Abel’s bedroom door. Getting no answer he went in and saw his old friend lying on his back in the bed with his hands clasped at his throat. His eyes were closed tight and a film of froth had dried around his blue lips. On the chair at his bedside was a tablet bottle with the lid lying beside it, next to a half-empty bottle of brandy. Albert turned to Daisy as she stood behind him speechless, and he shook his head sadly. ‘We’d better get the police,’ he said. ‘It looks like he’s left us.’

The declaration of war had had an immediate impact on two of Carter Lane’s residents. One was now past caring about anything this Monday morning, but the other was slowly and painfully coming to life in a police station cell. His head felt as if it would explode at any minute and he groaned in agony.

‘Yer better pull yerself tergevver, Joe,’ the duty policeman said grinning as he handed him a plate of streaky bacon, an over-fried egg and a slice of burnt toast on a tray. ‘The beak’ll chuck the book at yer if ’e sees yer like this.’

Joe Buckley eased his legs over the hard bed and sat forward, supporting his pulsating head in his huge hands. It was slowly coming back to him now and he winced. ‘Is the dingo pressing charges?’ he asked.

‘I dunno, I’ve only just come on duty,’ the officer told him.

Joe ate the food with some difficulty, but after using the toilet he began to feel a bit better. ‘I hope I didn’t give you any strife, mate,’ he said to the policeman who came to escort him.

‘Nah, yer came in like a good ’un,’ the officer said with a smile. ‘Mind you, yer language wasn’t all that clever, considerin’ we ’ad Farvver Feeney ’ere at the time.’

‘What’s he been up to?’ Joe asked.

‘’E was visitin’ a prisoner,’ the policeman replied.

Joe noticed from the wall clock that it was ten o’clock as he was escorted up from the cells and taken along to the court, where he sat pensively on a hard bench alongside the officer and waited to be called.

‘Joseph L. Buckley, you have been charged with drunk and disorderly conduct, assault, and damage to property at The Sun public house in Dockhead. How do you plead?’

Joe looked up at the elderly magistrate and gave him a sheepish grin. ‘Guilty, your worshipful. Guilty as hell.’

Mr Durrant looked over his spectacles at the huge character before him and smothered a smile. ‘Sir will do, and we can dispense with the expletives,’ he said in a reedy voice.

Joe nodded dutifully. ‘Guilty, sport. I mean guilty, sir.’

Durrant had the case file in front of him and he studied it for a few moments. ‘I see here that you are Australian.’

Joe nodded with a brief smile.

‘I understand that the aggrieved has decided not to press charges and the publican has waived the claim for damages,’ Durrant continued. ‘I would say that you are a very fortunate man. You could have been in much more trouble than you are, but nevertheless the charge of being drunk and disorderly still stands. Throwing someone over a pub counter because they disagree with your point of view is not a proper way to carry on, and taking up police time by refusing to move from the pavement is deplorable. Do you realise you had to be carried into the police van?’

‘I was dead beat, sport – sir,’ Joe said quickly. ‘I was stretched out ready to sleep when the blue boys came along.’

‘Do you consider that sufficient justification to have said, according to Constable Perkins’ report . . .’ The magistrate turned the papers in front of him and frowned. ‘“Chew on your boot, you Pommy shirtlifter. May your ears turn into arseholes and crap on your shoulders. Mate.”’ He looked up and fixed the accused with an intent stare. ‘Do you have anything to add to that before I pass sentence?’

Joe scowled inwardly. The bloody poofter didn’t have to write that down, he fumed. Next time I’ll just save my breath and conk him. ‘If you don’t mind, sir, there is something I’d like to say,’ he replied, standing up straight and throwing his shoulders back.

‘Go on, and be brief,’ Durrant said peremptorily.

‘I shouldn’t be here in the first place,’ he began, ‘but things got a bit smelly back home, so I decided to move on.’

‘So you chose England.’

‘No, I went up to Queensland where I earned some good money as a jackaroo on a sheep station. It was fair yakka really, but I got the ants in me shoes again an’ off I went.’

‘To England?’

‘No, Padang.’

‘Padang?’

‘Yeah. It’s in Sumatra.’

Mr Durrant sighed in exasperation. ‘I asked you to be brief, Mr Buckley,’ he said in a tired voice.

‘I will be, sir,’ Joe answered, ‘I just wanted to give you the drum, so to speak. You see I’m a marine engine mechanic by trade an’ I thought if I went to Sumatra I could make a fresh start. A good mate o’ mine was in the marine diesel business there, but when I arrived I found out that the bastard ’ad crocked it.’

‘Watch your language, please, Mr Buckley.’

‘Sorry, your worship. “Died”, I meant to say.’

The magistrate pinched his temples and slowly drew in a deep breath. ‘Go on, Mr Buckley,’ he sighed.

‘I suddenly got this idea o’ seeing the old country,’ Joe continued. ‘I knew that things were starting to go down the pan over here, what with Adolf digging in dirtier than a shithouse rat, and I thought the Royal Navy could do with a good marine mechanic if the worst came to the worst, so I worked me passage on a ship bound for Southampton. I wanted to get in on this war but I wasn’t too keen on going back to Oz and waiting to be drafted into the infantry.’

‘So here you are,’ Durrant said summarily. ‘In the country five minutes and already you’ve caused criminal damage and assaulted a customer at a public house.’

‘I couldn’t stand by and listen to the crap this dill was coming out with,’ Joe replied with conviction. ‘He said we should’ve signed a pact with Hitler and let Poland get on with it. I told him he was talking cobblers and he chucked a punch at me. I just grabbed him, to restrain him, like.’

‘And somehow he ends up being “restrained” over the bar counter,’ Durrant said sarcastically.

‘I was spitting blood, your worship,’ Joe went on. ‘Our two countries are mates, after all. We fought together in one world war and it looks like we’re together in this one too, so I let him know the best way I could that you don’t kowtow to the likes of Adolf Hitler.’

‘Your sentiments are admirable,’ the magistrate said, moving his spectacles up onto the bridge of his nose, ‘but your methods leave a lot to be desired, and I have to treat your unruly behaviour with the due means at my disposal. Tell me, are you still intending to join the armed forces?’

‘Soon as ever I can, judge,’ Joe told him firmly, ‘I’ll be off like a bride’s nightie.’

Durrant cleared his throat and looked very serious. ‘Taking your patriotism into consideration, I fine you forty shillings or fourteen days,’ he declared.

‘That’s a pity,’ Joe said sighing. ‘I’m pretty well cleaned out at the moment. I’ll have to take the fourteen days.’

An hour later Aussie Joe Buckley was back at his lodgings in Carter Lane. His landlady Liz Kenny had been in court that morning and she had paid the fine. She also had a few words of advice for her erring lodger. ‘Yer’d better control that temper o’ yours in future, Joe,’ she said sternly. ‘You was lucky this time.’

The big Australian looked up at her as he sat at the parlour table, his wide blue eyes full of remorse. ‘Yeah, you’re right. I’ll pay you back soon as I can, Liz,’ he said. ‘I hope your Bert doesn’t lose ’is dummy over this.’

‘You let me worry about Bert,’ she told him. ‘Now get cleaned up an’ I’ll fix yer somefing to eat.’

‘You haven’t got a drop o’ the old grog handy by any chance, have you?’ he asked.

Liz held back a smile as she nodded towards the sideboard. ‘I dunno why I bovver,’ she sighed.

Joe poured himself a tot of whisky. ‘I hope Sadie Flynn doesn’t get to hear about me little barney,’ he said anxiously.

‘Don’t make me laugh,’ Liz chuckled, slipping her hands into the arms of her clean apron. ‘It’ll be all round the street in no time.’

‘Yeah, that’s what I thought,’ Joe replied with a pained look on his wide handsome face.


Chapter One

Carter Lane was a small backstreet of two-up, two-down houses that faced each other, with a corner shop and a public house called The Sun at the Old Kent Road end and a small factory at the other end. The turning linked Defoe Street with Munday Road, which ran alongside the railway. The factory was owned by the Solomon family and had been there as long as anyone could remember, producing leather goods and providing employment for some of the Carter Lane folk. The corner grocery shop was owned by Tom Jackman and his wife Sara, a genial couple in their late fifties.

At number 11 Carter Lane, Dolly Flynn was chopping vegetables into a large stew-pot on the scullery table. She was a buxom woman with grey hair which she had fixed hurriedly on the top of her head that morning. She was nearing her fiftieth birthday and was still attractive, with a wide, open face and piercing blue eyes which were watering as she sliced a large Spanish onion. Dolly felt like crying anyway, without the onion’s pungent fumes. Her boys had been full of the war last night and she knew it wouldn’t be long before they were in uniform. The eldest Frank had been going on about getting into the navy and Jim was set on the air force. Pat, the baby of the family, was an independent cuss and he had announced that if his brothers were for the air force and navy then he had no choice other than to go in the army.

‘Surely they won’t take all three of yer,’ Dolly had said. ‘They didn’t in the last war.’

‘Oh yes they did,’ Mick had told her. ‘The Sullivans ’ad four in uniform at one time.’

Dolly recalled how she had rounded on her husband and sons. ‘You treat it like a Sunday-school outin’, an’ you should know better, Mick. You saw enough fightin’ in the last one. This’ll be a bloody sight worse, you mark my words.’

Mick had realised how upset she was and tried to make light of it, but even he could not hide the concern and worry in his grey eyes. The girls had had their pieces to say too, just for good measure. Sadie reckoned that all single women would be called up for war-work, and young Jennie had said she was going to see about joining the ARP.

A knock on the front door jerked Dolly back to the present and she smiled when she saw Liz Kenny standing on her doorstep. They were old friends and Liz could always be relied upon to cheer her up when she was feeling down. ‘Come in, luv,’ she urged her, ‘I was just doin’ the veg fer ternight.’

‘Don’t let me stop yer,’ Liz replied. ‘Carry on what yer doin’ an’ I’ll make the tea.’

‘Nah, you sit yerself down,’ Dolly told her. ‘I’ve almost finished anyway.’

Liz Kenny walked into the parlour and sat down in the armchair with a deep sigh. Slightly built with dark hair and brown eyes, she presented a distinct contrast to her old friend, but they shared much, not least a lively sense of humour. Today though there was little gaiety in either woman’s voice. ‘Gawd knows what’s gonna ’appen to us all now,’ Dolly sighed when she came into the room. ‘I still can’t get it inter me ’ead that we’ve gone ter war.’

‘Nor can I,’ Liz said heavily. ‘An’ ter crown it all I bin up the court this mornin’.’ She saw the enquiring look in her friend’s eyes and smiled wryly. ‘Big Joe got in some trouble last night at The Sun.’

‘Yeah, Mick told me about it,’ Dolly replied. ‘From what ’e said, Cafferty got what ’e deserved. ’E’s a loudmouth git at the best o’ times. Mick can’t stand ’im.’

‘’E seems to ’ave done a runner anyway,’ Liz went on. ‘’E didn’t press charges an’ Charlie Anson didn’t ask fer damages. But it still don’t alter the fact that Joe was out of order doin’ what ’e did.’

‘Ter be fair, Liz, Big Joe ain’t one ter take liberties,’ Dolly remarked. ‘Mick told me Cafferty punched ’im first, an’ ’e ain’t no light-weight.’

Liz shrugged her shoulders. ‘Anyway, Joe got fined forty shillin’s. ’E didn’t ’ave a pot ter piss in an’ they was gonna give ’im fourteen days, till I told ’em I’d pay the fine. Mind you ’e’ll pay me back soon as ’e can. ’E was upset about it but I fink ’e was more concerned about your Sadie findin’ out. Joe finks the world of ’er.’

‘It’s a pity she don’t feel the same way about ’im,’ Dolly replied. ‘She could do a lot worse. I just can’t understand ’er at times.’

‘Is she still seein’ that feller?’ Liz asked.

‘Yeah, but it’s an on-an’-off fing,’ Dolly told her. ‘If you ask me the bloke’s tryin’ ter patch it up wiv ’is wife, from listenin’ ter Sadie. Why she ever got in tow wiv ’im I’ll never know. Gawd almighty, there’s enough single fellers about. A gel don’t need ter get ’iked up wiv a married man.’

Liz rubbed her aching calf muscle and settled back in the armchair while Dolly went out to see to the tea. ‘What about young Jennie? Is she still keen on that feller at work?’ she called out.

Dolly grinned despite herself. ‘Nah, it’s all off,’ she answered.

A few minutes later she came back into the room with two mugs of tea. ‘I don’t fink I’ll ever live ter see all my crowd married off,’ she sighed. ‘The boys are the same. They spend most o’ their time up The Sun. Young Pat’ll be the first one ter get spliced. ’Im an’ that Ross gel seem ter be ’ittin’ it off, so I s’pose I gotta be fankful fer small mercies.’

A knock at the door interrupted their conversation, and when Dolly finally came back into the parlour she looked shocked. ‘That was Mrs Bromilow. Did you ’ear what she was sayin’?’

Liz shook her head. ‘No, I never.’

‘Apparently they took a body away from number 12 this mornin’. Mrs Bromilow finks it’s their lodger.’

‘Mr Abel?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Good Gawd. I didn’t know ’e was ill,’ Liz said quickly. ‘Then again, p’raps ’e wasn’t. It could ’ave bin an ’eart attack or a stroke.’
 
‘’E always looked a sick man ter me,’ Dolly remarked. ‘A very nice man though. ’E always nodded an’ gave me a smile.’ She sipped her tea. ‘Did you know ’e was in prison in Germany?’

Liz shook her head. ‘No, I never did.’

‘Mrs ’Arris told me,’ Dolly went on. ‘Apparently ’e ’ad a number tattooed on ’is arm. Abel’s guv’nor paid ter get ’im out an’ bring ’im over ’ere by all accounts. Cost ’im quite a bit too.’

‘’E must be a good guv’nor,’ Liz chuckled.

‘It’s that feller who owns the wireless shop in the Old Kent Road,’ Dolly explained. ‘That one next ter the greengrocer’s by The Dun Cow.’

‘Yeah, I know it,’ Liz replied, ‘though I’ve never bin in the shop.’

The two women sipped their tea in silence and then Dolly put her mug down on the table. ‘Will your Bert ’ave ter go on war-work?’ she asked.

‘I shouldn’t fink so,’ Liz told her. ‘’E’s gonna be needed ’ere if the air raids start. Bert knows the buildin’ game inside out. ’E can do plasterin’ an’ joinery an’ everyfing else. Besides, ’e’s talkin’ about goin’ in the rescue squad. They’re callin’ fer volunteers ter do trainin’.’

‘It’s the same wiv Mick, ’im workin’ fer the Council on the roads,’ Dolly said. ‘’E’s gonna be needed too.’

Liz put her cup down next to Dolly’s. ‘Well, I’d better be off. I gotta sort me washin’ out.’

Dolly saw her to the door and then went back into the quiet room. Normally she enjoyed the lull in her busy day, but this morning it was different. The quietness set her thinking too much and she slipped on her coat to go out for some air.

Big Joe Buckley had recovered sufficiently from his drunken exploits at The Sun to visit the recruiting office in the Old Kent Road. When he arrived he found a crowd milling around the entrance and there seemed to be some heated discussions going on.

‘It’s a bloody disgrace,’ one slim young man was saying. ‘There’s a bloody war started an’ you can’t sort fings out.’

‘We can and will, if you’ll just be patient,’ the recruiting sergeant replied with a sigh. ‘They’re sending me some help and in the meantime I’ll take your particulars, if you’ll just form an orderly line.’

As Joe reached the unruly mob a man who looked to be in his fifties turned to him. ‘Short staffed, would you believe?’ he growled. ‘In the last war they come round the street wiv the brass band an’ we all marched off be’ind ’em. I was in France before I ’ad time ter spit. Four years I did. Saw it all frew. Lucky Bob they called me. I got trench foot an’ dysentery though. Bloody painful that trench foot.’

‘I should fink you’ve done your bit already, mate,’ the slim man remarked to him.

‘Yeah, an’ I’m ready fer anuvver basinful,’ the older man replied enthusiastically.

Joe smiled. ‘I’m after goin’ in the navy.’

‘You sound like an Aussie,’ the older man remarked.

‘’S right. Joe Buckley’s the name. Anything’s me game.’

‘Yer’ll ’ave ter go ter the navy office in East Street then.’

‘East Street? Where’s that, digger?’

‘See that pie shop over there across the road?’ the man said pointing.

‘Yeah, I got it.’

‘Well it’s down the side o’ there.’

Joe thanked him and set off, only to discover when he arrived that things were no more organised over there. The place was full of volunteers and a long disorderly queue curved round the room.

‘Over an hour I’ve bin standin’ ’ere an’ the bloody queue ain’t moved,’ the man in front of him complained.

Joe stood patiently for a while and then decided to come back the next day. By then things might be more organised, he thought. He walked off, his mouth grown dry and his head still aching from the hectic night before. His pockets were empty and he desperately felt the need for a drink. He couldn’t ask Liz Kenny for a sub. She had already paid his fine and it wouldn’t be right. Maybe he should go into The Sun and apologise for the upset he’d caused last night. Charlie Anson might feel disposed to give him a drink on the house. Then again he might show him the door and tell him he wasn’t welcome any more.

As he was about to turn into the backstreets Joe got an idea.

One of the very few possessions he had of any value was the fob-watch nestling in the breast pocket of his shirt. There was no chain with it but the watch itself had cost him quite a bit back in Sydney when he had money to spare. He might be able to get a few pounds on it and he could redeem it when things looked brighter.

The pawnbroker screwed his eye up round the lens and grunted. ‘Yes, it’s a nice piece but it’s only gold-plated. I couldn’t let you have more than two pounds, what with the war and all.’

‘Can’t you make it fifty shillings, mate?’ Joe asked.

The pawnbroker took the glass from his eye and looked at the fresh-faced young man across the counter. ‘All right. I’ll give you a ticket.’

Joe walked out of the shop feeling as though he’d parted with an old friend. The watch had gone everywhere with him and now he had two pounds ten shillings in his pocket that would soon evaporate.

He made his way back to Carter Lane and gingerly pushed open the door of the public bar.

‘Cor blimey! Look who’s shown up,’ Danny Crossley said grinning.

Joe smiled sheepishly at Charlie Anson as he walked to the counter. ‘Wotcher, sport. Am I still welcome?’

Charlie looked at him severely. ‘You cost me a nice few bob last night,’ he growled. ‘It’s a good job the mirror wasn’t smashed. It’s a figured antique.’

‘I’m very sorry, Chas, but you saw what happened,’ Joe said holding out his hands. ‘That one-pot screamer was out of his stroller, going on like that.’

The landlord looked a little confused. ‘Well, that’s as it may be, but yer can’t go chuckin’ customers over me counter every time yer fall out wiv ’em,’ he said firmly. ‘’Ow’d yer get on in court?’

‘Forty shillings,’ Joe told him with a shudder.

‘You should fink yerself lucky,’ Charlie replied. ‘They could ’ave sent yer down.’

‘It won’t happen again, mate,’ Joe assured him. ‘Now let me shout you a drink.’

The elderly Danny Crossley ambled over and gave the Australian a toothless grin. ‘I gotta tell yer,’ he said with a wink, ‘me an’ the regulars were pleased yer sorted that Cafferty geezer out. ’E caused trouble ’ere the ovver night wiv ’is poxy rebel songs. Shorty Beaumont was gonna give ’im what for an’ I ’ad ter stop ’im. Yer know what Shorty’s like when ’is dander’s up.’

Joe smiled as he laid a ten-shilling note down on the counter. Danny Crossley’s friend was seventy if he was a day and he coughed noisily every time he lit up his Nosegay-packed clay pipe. ‘Yeah, I know,’ he said, and turned to Charlie Anson. ‘Give Danny a drink too, Chas.’

The Sun at lunchtime was usually busy, but today it seemed as though very few people were in the mood for drinking and Danny remarked on how quiet it was. ‘The bloody place feels like a morgue. I should fink they’ve all gone ter join up. I only wish I was a few years younger. I’d be there.’

‘I’ve just tried to sign up,’ Joe told him. ‘I’ve gotta go back tomorrow.’

‘What yer put down for, son?’ Danny asked.

‘The Royal Navy.’

‘Good fer you. Yer’ll look the part in that uniform,’ the old man chuckled. ‘Yer’ll ’ave all the young women after yer. I just wish I was young enough ter go.’

The door opened and Shorty Beaumont walked purposefully in. ‘Bloody ’ell!’ he said, holding on to the bar as he fought to get his breath back. ‘I was sayin’ ter me ole dutch last night, you reminded me o’ the Iron Duke the way yer bounced that no-good git over the counter.’

‘The Iron Duke?’ Joe queried.

‘Yeah, the wrestler. The Iron Duke’s the British ’eavy-weight champion,’ Shorty informed him. ‘’E chucks ’em out the ring every time.’

The landlord leaned on the counter. ‘I understand there’s a few schools round ’ere sendin’ the kids away ter the country,’ he said, apropos of nothing. ‘Just as well too. They should evacuate all the kids before it gets really nasty – an’ it will, mark my words. We’ll be in fer a right ole pastin’ before long. Yer’ve only gotta look at what’s ’appened in Spain wiv the German airforce. Besides, they’ll be after sortin’ out the docks an’ wharves, an’ the factories round ’ere’ll be on their list too, yer can bet yer life.’

‘’Ere, that reminds me,’ Shorty piped in. ‘I just come past that shelter in Munday Road an’ I saw a couple o’ geezers stickin’ up a wooden stand outside. I stood there watchin’ ’em fer a while an’ then I ’ad to ask ’em what they was doin’. Apparently they was puttin’ up a poison gas warnin’. There’s a flat board wiv paint on it an’ when it comes inter contact wiv gas it changes colour. So that’s ’ow yer know.’

‘That’s bloody stupid,’ Danny Crossley remarked scornfully. ‘I was in the trenches in the last lot when they dropped gas shells on us. I can just picture our ole sergeant major sniffin’ the air an’ sayin’, “It smells like gas. ’Ang on lads, I’ll just take a look at the board ter check.”’

Their merriment died abruptly when another elderly customer walked in and announced that the German navy had sunk a freighter in the North Atlantic. ‘It come over the wireless just as I was comin’ out,’ he said wide-eyed.

Joe finished his drink and refused the landlord’s offer of one on the house. Somehow he felt that he couldn’t stomach it and he made his excuses to leave. The two pounds nestling in his pocket would repay Liz Kenny and then it was the navy or bust.

On the first full day of the war the Flynn family gathered round the table for their evening meal of beef stew laced with dumplings. Dolly sat at one end and glanced lovingly from one to another as they chatted together. Mick her husband sat at the head of the table facing her, his shirtsleeves folded back over his brawny arms and his thick dark hair combed back from his forehead. To his left Frank sat mopping up gravy with a thick hunk of dry bread. At twenty-six he was the eldest of the brood, dark, stocky and broad-shouldered like his father, with brown eyes and a physique kept well toned by his job as a drayman at the local brewery. To Frank’s left was Sadie who was a year younger. She had fair hair that was cut short and set in soft waves around her ears, and her pale blue eyes seemed preoccupied as she cut into a dumpling. Jennie, who sat the other side of Frank, was a pretty redhead with large hazel eyes, a small nose and expressive lips. Facing her was Jim who was eating like a starving man, and Dolly had to smile to herself. Food was a passion with him and her beef stew was his favourite. Jim was dark like Mick and Frank, though he had deep blue eyes which sometimes looked almost violet. He too worked at the brewery as a drayman, and was as muscular and broad-shouldered as his brother. Patrick, coming up to nineteen and the youngest of the clan, sat at the corner of the table wedged between Dolly and Jennie. He was sandy-haired with grey eyes like his mother, of a slighter build than his two older brothers, and he was a carpenter by trade.

‘There’s some more stew left if anyone wants any,’ Dolly told them.

Everyone shook their head contentedly, with the exception of Jim, who gave his mother a crafty smile. ‘I fink I could just about manage some more,’ he said, looking round for a reaction.

‘I dunno where ’e puts it,’ Mick remarked shaking his head.

Jim smiled. ‘I’m tryin’ ter put a bit o’ weight on,’ he replied.

Dolly ladled the steaming stew onto Jim’s plate and added a dumpling. ‘I fink I’ll let you do the washin’ up,’ she joked.

‘Yeah, I’ll do it,’ the young man answered, reaching out for another slice of bread. ‘I ain’t above ’ouse’old chores like those two,’ he said grinning at his brothers.

Dolly sat down again and tried to appear relaxed, but it was not easy. Here before her was her family, the ones she loved more than life itself, and hanging over their heads was the war. Soon there would be spaces at the table with the boys away, fighting for their country. They seemed eager to go and Dolly had to concede that their sentiments were noble, if foolhardy. But she knew that sooner or later they would all be called up anyway and there was nothing she could do about it.

‘That was a bit special,’ Jim said, sighing as he rubbed his midriff.

Sadie pushed her chair back. ‘You put yer feet up, Mum. Me an’ Jennie’ll wash up.’

Mick stood up and belched loudly. ‘I’ll put the news on,’ he said.

Dolly watched while her two daughters cleared the table, then ignoring their suggestion that she relax she went out into the backyard. The sky above was clear and tinged with orange as the sun sank slowly into the west. This night, with the whole family sitting round the table together, was something she wanted desperately to imprint on her mind. A moment in time she would be able to call up in the uncertain days ahead. What the future held for them all was something Dolly tried not to think about, but the thoughts came regardless, and her heart was breaking.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9780755391400_AsTimeGoesBy.jpeg
HARRY
BOWLING

As tlme goes b.Y






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
headline








