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PART ONE

Making a New Life




Chapter One

Poland, 1937

Tamar clung on to Hannah.

Isaac, Hannah’s brother, stood looking on.

‘We will follow you, Tamar,’ Hannah said as she came out of the hug. ‘We will, won’t we, Isaac?’

Tamar glanced at Isaac. Doing so lifted her world: his tall, slim frame, his coal-black eyes set in his handsome face, and his jet-black hair with a yarmulke – the traditional Jewish cap – covering his crown.

Tamar’s heart – broken by the recent loss of her adored mama and the prospect of having to leave the only world she’d known – was soothed a little as a trickle of joy crept into her. Isaac opened his arms to her.

Going into them completed that joy as he held her to him, pulled back her headscarf and kissed her long fair hair.

In answer to his sister, who looked so like him but for her wire-rimmed round glasses, Isaac said, ‘We will, Hannah.’ Then his eyes lowered to look down at Tamar again. ‘Have faith, Tamar. Papa is looking into arrangements for Hannah and me to join you in England. Mama will not budge, so they are staying here, but she is urging Hannah and me to go.’

Hannah hung her head. ‘I wish Mama would change her mind. I don’t want to go without her and Papa. I am afraid for them. From what we’re hearing of the Nazis’ treatment of the Jews and Hitler’s plans for our country, our community is afraid. Another family left yesterday – the Goldbergs. So many are gone or preparing to go.’

Isaac extended his arm to Hannah and held them both close. ‘I too don’t want to leave them. It will break my heart, but Mama begged us to. She wants to think of us safe in London, but Babcia is not well enough to travel, and Mama, as any good daughter would, wants to care for her. She won’t leave her. When she passes, Mama and Papa will join us.’

‘I don’t want Babcia to pass.’

‘There are many things in life we don’t want, my dear sister, but we must have the courage to face them. Babcia is very weary, she is ready to go to Elohim. She knows He has a place in heaven for her by His side.’

Born and brought up in Mechelinki on the Baltic Sea coast of Poland, Tamar, Hannah and Isaac had always known love, freedom and happiness. Now, trepidation had trickled into the hearts of their fellow countrymen and in particular their Jewish community. Many were fleeing to go to America or Britain.

Turning them around to face the sea, Isaac told them, ‘Always remember this, our beautiful coast. Remember the times as children when we built things – castles, and towers – in the sand. And how our bodies tingled with the cold when we swam. Always we laughed. I can hear that sound now . . . Let’s do it one more time. Let’s swim together.’

‘But we don’t have our costumes, Isaac.’

‘And besides, it will be freezing!’

‘Ha! Who needs costumes, Hannah? It is getting dark, no one will come along this way now. And as for the cold, Tamar, my love, we have braved it many times . . . This may be the very last chance we have of ever doing so again.’

With this, Isaac let go of them and stripped off his clothing, leaving only his long underpants on.

Tamar felt her stomach muscles clench as she looked at his strong body. It seemed to spur her on. Dropping her bag, she kicked off her shoes and whipped off her cardigan. Then, without a qualm, she undid the button to her skirt and let it fall, before taking her short-sleeved jumper off over her head, exposing her liberty bodice.

‘No! Tamar!’

‘Come on, Hannah! It feels wonderful!’ With this, Tamar began to roll her stockings down her calves. Bending, she pulled them off before stepping out of the crumpled pile of her clothing.

Laughing, she lifted her head. Isaac was staring at her. There was something in his eyes she hadn’t seen before. It further enhanced the strange, tingling sensations gripping her.

‘I’m leaving you two to it. You’re mad! Don’t be late for tea, Isaac, you know how it upsets Mama.’

As Hannah disappeared out of sight, Isaac stepped nearer to her. ‘You’re beautiful, Tamar . . . I love you.’

This time, being in his arms was different as the most wonderful feeling she’d ever experienced with him crept over her and the tingling sensations deepened. Never before had the bare skin of her body touched his.

Isaac stepped back. ‘We mustn’t. But . . . Oh, Tamar.’

Taking charge, Tamar held his hand and pulled him towards the sea. ‘Come, let us swim, my darling. Make memories to look back on and to hold dear.’

It wasn’t what she wanted to do. She wanted to cling to him, to yield to the desire gripping her, but she had sinned enough by exposing her flesh to him. Though her liberty bodice and pants covered most of her, they didn’t cover all her bathing dress would have done.

The water stung as if icy-cold fingers had clutched her. Splashing Isaac, she giggled as he ducked, but then regretted her action as he dived underwater and grabbed her legs, pulling her under. Kicking out at him made him release her. Their laughter hung on the air as they surfaced.

For a moment their eyes held, giving them the promise of their future, and yet, would it happen? So many forces were against them. What if Isaac never made it to London? What if the Nazis did the unthinkable sooner than they thought? But then, maybe none of it would ever happen, and it would remain a rumour, and they could return and once more know that feeling of freedom.

Wanting that sensation now, Tamar crouched down and swam along the coastline, allowing the feel of the water, no longer icy, to take away all bad thoughts and give her peace. Isaac would come to her in London. They would one day marry and return. And they would bring up their children here and surround them with love and protection just as they had been themselves.

As they walked home hand in hand, that dream was shattered as Isaac told her, ‘I don’t think the Nazis will dare to try to take our country, Tamar. The world wouldn’t allow it. We will come back here, you’ll see . . . Only, it may be sooner for me. Already our armed forces are building in readiness. I – I’m sorry, my darling, but I am thinking of joining the Polish army if nothing changes. I would not be able to stay in London while my fellow countrymen fight.’

Tamar clung tightly to his hand. There was nothing she could say.

Isaac stood still and took her into his arms. She felt his body heave. Clinging on to him, she wept with him. Their world had suddenly collapsed. Why were they hated as a people by the Nazis? What had they ever done to them, or to anyone? They were taught peace and love. Theirs was an ancient religion – the first to recognize one God. They did no harm. They worked hard and contributed to the wealth of any land they lived in – the only thing they didn’t have was a land of their own since being driven out of their homeland in biblical times. Always they were persecuted, vilified, and yet she had only known them to give out love.

Isaac lifted his head, took a deep breath and smiled down at her through his tear-soaked eyes. ‘Everything will be all right. Our children will know the joys of swimming in the Baltic and playing on the sands. I promise.’

Tamar smiled back and nodded, though she couldn’t feel the truth of this in her heart.

A few days later they stood on the port side of Gdynia, wanting to hold each other, but knowing that would be frowned upon by Tamar’s papa and the other passengers awaiting the arrival of the ferry to take her and Papa to Karlskrona, Sweden, the first port of call on their long journey.

To Tamar, it felt as though she was leaving her world behind – most of all, her mama. It was as if they were abandoning her to that small patch of cold earth that held her body, and yet she told herself, Mama is happy, she is with Elohim in heaven. He will take care of her, and I will be with her again one day.

Memories of her mama that were fading away day by day flickered through Tamar’s mind. She looked up at Isaac. Soon his face would fade as the ferry drew away from the portside leaving him there. He would go back to his job as a silversmith until the day he could come to join her. But what of her own life? Papa had told her that he had plans, and she guessed they would be something in the world of jewellery. Papa was an expert jewellery maker working in gold and silver. Always he had dreamed of having his own shop and workshop.

She’d spent many hours with him in his shed when home from school where he had taught her the skills of melting silver and fashioning it into beautiful, delicate chains. Often, she’d been confused over her future, loving making jewellery but also wanting to one day work as a teacher of the languages she loved – mainly English, but she spoke German too, though she now hated the people of the country. And French, a language she’d only recently studied but which she loved more than any as it was less harsh, almost poetic, with the way its everyday words sounded.

Having left college two months ago, a week after her nineteenth birthday, Tamar now felt lost as everything she thought might happen – including going on to be an apprentice teacher in her local school – had been taken away along with all her dreams.

‘Ah, the ferry is coming. Say your goodbyes, Tamar.’ Turning, Papa shook hands with Isaac. ‘Maybe by the time you arrive in London, my boy, I will have employment for you. My plans are to look for a shop and workshop of my own. I have contacts there and I have the money I have saved and from the sale of my house. Keep praying for us.’

‘I will, sir, I will.’

Papa hugged Hannah and then turned his back; Tamar knew he was giving her a moment to say her goodbyes.

Her heart broke as she did.

Taking no notice of convention, she clung to Isaac. ‘I love you. Make it soon that you come to me.’

‘I will, my love. Go now. Don’t linger, it is too painful.’

Hugging Hannah to her, Tamar didn’t look back at Isaac. She knew he had turned away. She’d seen the slump of his shoulders and felt the heaving of his body.

‘Go, Tamar. We will come soon.’

Hannah kissed her cheek, joining their wet faces for a second. With this, Tamar ran to her papa’s side and picked up her case. It wasn’t heavy, she’d only packed a few clothes and two of her favourite books – A Christmas Carol and Jane Eyre, both in German. She could buy English versions when she arrived, but these had been given to her by her mama and had been a huge part of her childhood. Tucked into the cover of Jane Eyre was a love note written by Isaac when he first realized his childhood love for her had become a true falling in love that would last them a lifetime.

For her, the feeling had come much earlier – she had always known he was her life, not just a playmate.

Loneliness engulfed her, and yet it was broken by a trickle of excitement. Always she’d wanted to see the world – especially the parts of it whose languages she spoke.

Shaking herself mentally, she told herself she would look on this as an adventure. A new phase of her life. Her first steps into adulthood.

Tamar didn’t look back from the deck they were seated on. To do so would have hurt. Isaac would have gone out of sight. And dear Hannah, who had always been like a sister to her, would have walked away with him.

But they would come. They would! She would be reunited with them and be held once more by her beloved Isaac. The dreams they had would come true, but in a safe land – a land where they had never heard of Jews being persecuted, where they were allowed to live in peace to carry out their daily lives.

Their choices had been London or the United States, as both were welcoming refugees from the Nazi regime – or people potentially in danger from it. Papa had chosen London as Ruben, a cousin of his, lived there and had long ago established a firm of silversmiths. This meant that Papa would have employment, and Ruben had communicated that he had found them accommodation. He’d said it was a small flat above a shop owned by a kind and jolly lady called Elma. Ruben had joked to Papa in his letter that she was the woman he wanted to marry – a bachelor, Ruben had said that Elma had never married either. But she isn’t Jewish and won’t hear of converting, and so she must remain a desire within me, he’d written.

Papa had chuckled when he’d read this out to Tamar. His head had shaken from side to side. ‘Ruben is incorrigible! A man for the ladies. But then, he was never blessed as I was with a good and beautiful woman like my Miriam.’

Tears had flooded his face, and he’d willingly let her hold him as she cried too. But he had soon composed himself and patted her back as he’d said, ‘But it is a new life we must look forward to, Tamar, my dearest. A new life.’

They had to follow the much longer sea route to avoid passing through Germany, and most of the rest of the journey would be by sea, but now, as she could see land approaching, Tamar thought, What will this new life have in store for me? How will I cope with it all?

Sighing, she tucked her arm into her papa’s. She would do her best to settle and make life happy for him. He had done so much for her. Even now, it was her safety he was thinking of in uprooting. As painful as it was for her, it was doubly so for him as he left his precious Miriam behind.

Papa turned then and looked at her, and as if he was trying to convince himself, he patted her arm. ‘Everything will be all right. I will make it so.’

Tamar nodded. But in her heart there lay a feeling that not even her beloved papa, who’d always made her world right, could ease the pain of. Nothing but being with Isaac again could do that.




Chapter Two

London

The sensation of standing on land that didn’t rock beneath her feet made Tamar’s legs wobble. She clutched her papa’s sleeve to steady herself. He laughed down at her – a sound drowned out by the hustle and bustle of the dockside of Harwich in England. They’d arrived!

Tired to her bones after sea and train journeys with little sleep, the prospect of yet another three hours to London daunted Tamar.

Papa putting his arm around her gave some comfort, as did looking up at an almost cloudless sky.

‘Almost there, Tamar. Already, I feel we are safe. No Nazi will ever penetrate these shores. Britain is a great country. We will settle and be happy, I’m sure.’

It was a bleary-eyed Tamar who finally arrived at Euston station. She’d slept all the way on this last leg of their journey, and now had a feeling of being disorientated. How was it that she was here, and not in their home in Poland?

As realization of their situation came back to her, Tamar’s eyes stung with unshed tears. With a heavy heart she lugged her case along the platform. Papa had consulted his instructions from Ruben and guided them towards a sign saying ‘Underground’ with an arrow pointing downwards.

‘This way, Tamar. We will soon be in Spitalfields. Ruben will meet us at a station called Liverpool Street, and take us to Brick Lane where he lives and where we will live too.’

Descending the steps made Tamar feel she was going deep into the bowels of the earth. Both fear and excitement gripped her. People jostled them as they deftly negotiated the steps at a much quicker pace and overtook them, one almost toppling Tamar as he banged into her case, leaving her unbalanced.

But the anxiety of this was quickly taken over by the sound of what she knew was called a tube train – and that’s what it looked like. A long snake-like tube with what seemed like hundreds of people trying to get off and to board at the same time. Fear took over at the sight and Tamar hung back.

‘Come . . . come, we need to get on, my dear.’

Obeying her papa, Tamar took a deep breath and almost plunged into the gaping hole of the train, then did as others did and grasped a leather strap hanging from the roof.

Papa, looking older than she’d ever seen him, sat heavily on his sturdy case.

Never had Tamar felt so glad as to see the sign announcing their station, though getting off was just as much of a fight as getting on had been as new passengers pushed their way onto the train, barring her way. ‘Please, this is my station! Let me pass!’

Without speaking the other passengers moved to give her room to get through. Frantic as to whether Papa had made it, Tamar’s head bobbed on her shoulders as she looked this way and that.

At last, as the crowd thinned, she saw him. As he spotted her, he laughed. ‘Well, I think we have just been initiated into London life, Tamar – our new home.’

She didn’t want it to be. She wanted her own home. Her peaceful, beautiful haven. At this thought, a tear did spill over, but she wiped it away with the back of her hand and made the excuse that the smoky atmosphere was affecting her.

Coming out of the station and seeing London for the first time, Tamar was struck by the hustle and bustle of it, and the sight of flags everywhere – strung between buildings, and hanging out of windows.

Papa commented on it as he came out of Ruben’s bear hug. A man of Ruben’s size could give no less and Tamar thought her ribs would crack under the pressure of the hug he gave her. He smelled of freshly smoked tobacco, and his moustache tickled her cheek. Handsome despite his fifty-four years, he had a twinkle in his eye. Tamar liked him on sight. His whole countenance gave out a feel of everything being fine and jolly.

‘Welcome, my dear, dear cousins,’ he said in Yiddish.

‘I speak English, Cousin Ruben.’

‘You do, Tamar?’ Ruben looked towards Papa and, once more in Yiddish, he said, ‘You never said in your letters to me that Tamar was such a beautiful and clever girl!’

‘I don’t like sharing her. Already I have to with the young man she loves.’

‘And he is coming over too, I understand. Well, you, my dear, will be an asset to your father, and to our community. Many struggle with the language. But come, I have my car parked outside. I will drive you to your new home.’

As Ruben hadn’t answered Papa when he’d mentioned the flags, Tamar asked, ‘Why is everywhere decked in flags, cousin?’

‘Ah, tomorrow the new king is crowned, and there will be celebrations in every street. He is the brother of the real king, but that man didn’t play by the rules – can you believe that he actually went with women? Ha!’ Ruben’s head went back, and his laughter bellowed out, attracting disapproving looks from passers-by. Ruben nodded towards them. ‘You will find the British are a pompous lot. All such sins of the flesh must be done in the utmost secrecy, and if you are royal, done, dusted and never spoken of. King Edward paraded his woman for all to know about. And to top it all, in his case, the latest lady is a divorcee! Oh, the scandal! It has been funny to watch. But all is settled, Edward has abdicated, and the new King George is a pillar of society and, they say, ruled by his wife who looks like a gentle soul but harbours a rod of iron.’

Tamar couldn’t help but laugh. She felt an excitement too at having landed in London for such an occasion.

‘Right, let’s get you to Elma’s. Salt of the earth, Elma. She helps many Jews, and you will find many need it. It is difficult to get work and when they do the pay is poor.’

Ruben said this in a matter-of-fact way, when it was a revelation to Tamar. Always her fellow Jews in her community had wealth.

‘Yes, you may well look shocked, but, sadly, it is so. The streets of London are not paved with gold. Many of our community frequent the soup kitchen in Brune Street.’

Ruben helped her into his car, a red Austin 7. He proudly patted the roof as if it was a treasured possession as he told them, ‘Elma donates vegetables to the kitchen after they are no longer saleable – but not rotten, you understand, so they make a good basis for a hearty soup. She was brought up by a Jewish family after she escaped an orphanage and so cooks kosher foods. One day, I am hoping—’

‘Ruben, it is hard for someone to convert to Judaism,’ Papa told him.

‘For most, yes, but Elma has been instilled with our values, our traditions and our food, as was her sister, Irene. The Jewish couple who adopted Elma collected Irene from the orphanage after hearing about the plight of the children there. They were childless and gave a happy upbringing to the girls. Sadly, they have passed away. Irene married a Jew and is fully converted. Elma . . . I just don’t know. Something ties her to someone she calls “Our lady”, the mama of Jesus – the so-called divine prophet. The orphanage was run by Catholic nuns, and they filled the children with all this nonsense. It made a big impact on Elma, but not so Irene.’

Tamar felt uncomfortable at hearing this. She had long questioned the role of Jesus and wasn’t as sure as her fellow Jews that He wasn’t the prophet, and often felt ashamed of the part the Jews played in persecuting Him. But she didn’t say so. To do so would be a dire breach of her faith which she loved dearly and respected.

‘Here we are. Brick Lane. Elma’s shop is that grocery shop on the corner, and your flat is above it. You will look out on Quaker Street from one window and Brick Lane from the other. A busy, commercial area, but a street of opportunities too.’

Ruben tapped his nose and gave a look of conspiracy towards Papa.

Papa grinned. ‘Opportunity is all I need, Ruben.’

‘Don’t worry, I have contacts who own property around here. Leave it with me . . . You do have start-up capital?’

‘I have, though I need to know what it will take. There’s equipment to buy.’

‘We’ll talk. I have much that I can loan you from my own workshop and employment for you to begin with while you sort everything out. But we’re here now. Come and meet the lovely Elma.’

The shop doorbell clanged as Ruben opened it.

Tamar found herself looking at a beautiful young woman of around her own age. Her eyes were black and sparkled against the whites. Her ebony skin covered chiselled, high cheekbones. Her teeth were like pearls as she flashed a lovely smile. Her hair bubbled around her face.

She came forward and clasped Tamar’s hand. ‘So, you’re Tamar – an unusual but lovely name. I’m pleased to meet you. I’m Florence, and I work part-time for Elma. You’re all welcome.’

The greeting held such warmth that Tamar felt at home for the first time. ‘Pleased to meet you, Florence, and thank you. My name’s in the Bible – daughter of David. She had a tragic life. Mama chose it, as I am daughter of a David too. Do you live around here?’

‘Oh dear, well, I’m sure that won’t happen to you, Tamar. And yes, I’m from the next street – you’ll be able to wave to me from your window. I’ll show you your flat after you’ve met Elma . . . Ah, here she is.’

From a back room came a middle-aged lady who seemed to be all bosom under her flowered overall. Her hair was a mousy colour, mostly caught into a hair net, but with some curls escaping to flop onto her face. Her cheeks, plump and rosy, swelled as she smiled a huge smile, and her blue eyes shone a welcome. ‘You’re ’ere! ’Ow lovely. I’m Elma, and I want yer to know I’ve been looking forward to yer coming. Yer flat’s ready for yer.’

‘Elma’s hoping you’ll keep me in check, but no one can do that when I am around the love of my life.’

‘Go away with yer, Ruben. Let our guests settle in before yer fill them with your nonsense.’ Elma laughed. A lovely sound that filled Tamar with joy. She just knew she was going to love her.

‘Shall I show them up now, Elma?’

‘Yes, luv. And make them a cuppa . . . That’s if yer drink tea, me lovelies . . . Or even if yer can understand a word I’m saying to yer?’

‘We do, thank you, Elma. I speak fluent English and Papa has many words he understands too. He’s working hard to master conversation, but I will interpret for him until then.’

‘My, yer going to be a godsend to yer fellow Jews, luv. A lot of them ’ave to mime what they want, poor things.’

‘It depends where they come from, Elma. I speak Polish of course, German and Yiddish, but also have a good knowledge of French.’

‘Blimey, girl! You’re a marvel. Most Jewish refugees are from Germany, I think. Isn’t that so, Ruben?’

‘It is . . . Maybe you could give English lessons, Tamar? Though not many would be able to pay you. There are a few who could, and handsomely. You could charge them double the rate, making them pay for those who are poor.’

‘Give her a chance, Ruben, luv. She’s only this minute come through the door and you ’ave an enterprise lined up for ’er. Besides, yer’ve never offered yer services and yet you speak Yiddish.’

‘I’ve enough on my plate, Elma. I’ve my business and spend a lot of time chasing you.’

‘Ha, you’re bleeding daft!’

The laughter following this broke the last of the tension that meeting new people can bring. Tamar knew she was going to be very happy here and hoped with all her heart that it wouldn’t be long before Isaac and Hannah arrived. She wanted them safe, but above all wanted Isaac by her side as he had always been.

The flat was lovely. It was strange as they’d always had a garden, but here there was no outside space. And the view wasn’t of the sea and endless sand, but of other buildings that Tamar felt she could touch if she leaned out of the window, but knew were across the busy street below. Then there was the noise that seemed deafening when Florence opened the window to point out her own flat across the road.

‘See, I can wave to you . . . Oh, Tamar, you look afraid. Don’t be. It’s a strange feeling leaving all you know, but London will soon swallow you up in its excitement and pace.’

Not able to understand how Florence spoke English without an accent, Tamar asked, ‘Where are you from, Florence?’

‘I’m from here. I’m born and bred an English girl. My ancestors were brought over as slaves from Guinea but that was over a century ago and it is now French Guinea. My family live in the Midlands. I’m in London training to be a nurse but earn extra working a few hours for Elma. My dad’s a doctor. He works in a hospital in Leicester. Have you heard of Leicester?’

‘Yes. I know it’s in the middle of England and has a thriving textile and shoe-making industry. I’ve studied a lot about this country. But that’s wonderful, it must be so rewarding being able to help people get better. I work with my papa – well, I did.’ After explaining her work making jewellery, Tamar said, ‘But I’m really hoping to train as a teacher one day.’

‘Nursing is rewarding and my passion, but it isn’t always easy, Tamar. You’ll find prejudices here – not condoned, or anything like that, but among the people. I have, and I’m British! But best to deal with it with humour and move on. We can’t change the world.’

The more she chatted with Florence, the more Tamar liked her. It was as if she’d known her for ever and was glad when she seemed to feel the same as she said, ‘I’ll tell you what. Give yourself a couple of days and then I’ll take you sightseeing. But before that, there’s the coronation tomorrow and I’m planning on going to The Mall – that’s the name of the road leading to the palace. I want to see everything I can. Would you like to come too, Tamar?’

‘I’d love that, Florence, thanks.’

In Yiddish, Papa said, ‘Are we having that cup of tea, Tamar?’

Tamar turned to see how tired her papa looked and felt ashamed that she’d not paid him any attention. He must feel lost with how she’d chatted away and he could only understand the odd word.

‘Yes, Papa. I’ll get Florence to show me where everything is. You sit down and rest a moment.’

Papa chose the armchair next to the fireplace. In a beige colour that matched the small sofa, it looked very comfortable and fitted well into the bright sunny room that had been decorated with flowered wallpaper in browns and golds and a plain brown rug that covered the square of floor between the sofa and the chair. The rest of the floor was covered in beige linoleum. The curtains were a light cream.

‘I see you’ve had a proper look around the room, Tamar. What do you think?’ asked Florence.

‘I love it. And can’t wait to see the rest of the flat, but Papa is asking for his cup of tea, so maybe the kitchen first?’

The kitchen was even brighter than the living room. Its plastered walls were painted with a light blue gloss paint. There were yellow curtains with a pattern of blue cornflowers, and though not big, it had been carefully fitted out with a cooker, a cupboard with a wooden top that stood at the same height as the cooker, and a small wooden table with two chairs. At the end of the room a door led to a pantry with a cold slab. Inside were tinned food, bread and a slab of butter, jams, milk, eggs and a cooked joint of lamb, besides a basket of potatoes and vegetables.

‘Oh, that’s so thoughtful of Elma!’

‘She’s a lovely lady . . . I wish she would take Ruben up on his offer. He loves her and she is lonely. Oh, she won’t admit it, but I know she is.’

‘I understand that she has never been married?’

‘That’s right. Her young man was killed in the Great War. And as not many men came back, she never had the chance again . . . That is, until Ruben landed here fifteen years ago. I know she likes him, but I’m not sure she loves him. And in any case, there’s the religious barrier. Neither will give way and follow the other’s beliefs.’

‘That’s a shame. Are you a Christian, Florence?’

‘Yes, but I make it a rule not to speak of religion, especially as this is a community with many Jewish people. I don’t want to offend anyone. Generally, we all live in harmony. We Christians go to our church and have our ceremonies, and your people go to their synagogue.’

‘That’s how it was in Poland, we all lived and let live.’

Florence sighed. The sound spoke volumes and gave Tamar the understanding that prejudice was everywhere, not just among the Germans.

As she filled the kettle at the pot sink, Florence said, ‘Not everyone thinks that way. You will come up against those who have hatred in their heart for anyone who is different to them.’

This was a concept that Tamar couldn’t take in or understand. She wondered how she would deal with it. But she thought that if it happened, it couldn’t be as bad as she had heard it was in Germany, where all human rights were being taken away from Jewish people and they were not allowed to walk on the same side of the road as non-Jews.

‘Anyway, I don’t want to be worrying you, it may never happen to you. You have no outward appearance of being different. Follow me and I’ll show you the rest of the flat while the kettle boils.’

This annoyed Tamar. How ‘different’ should she look? Yes, she had blue eyes and fairish hair, which wasn’t how most of her friends were, but that didn’t mean she was out of the ordinary. She just took after her mama, who had been born in Germany.

The flat, laid out on one floor, had a homely feel in every room. There were two bedrooms, each furnished with a bed and a mahogany wardrobe and dressing table that shone in the light of the sun coming through the windows. One had plain yellow curtains and a yellow bedspread, and the other blue curtains with daisies printed on them and a matching bedspread. The one with blue curtains faced the same way as the lounge and was nearer to the view of Florence’s flat.

‘I’ll have this room. It’s lovely and I can wave to you from my window.’

‘Yes, and we could have a pad and write messages to one another and hold them up!’

Tamar laughed out loud at this and Florence joined her. It was as if they were children who’d discovered a secret way of communicating.

‘Come on, let me show you the bathroom.’

‘There’s a bathroom?’

‘Yes, aren’t you used to having one?’

‘No. We had a bath we hung outside and brought in and filled on bath night, and the toilet was outside – it was awful in the winter as it froze and became stinky!’

‘Ha, all modern conveniences here, love!’

They giggled again, and Tamar felt as if she had known Florence all her life.

The kettle whistling took them back to the kitchen.

Florence poured the water onto the tea leaves.

‘It’s so kind of Elma to make sure we had what we need in the cupboards to give us time to stock up.’

‘Elma’s wonderful . . . She has taken jibes about employing me, but only from strangers. Those who live close enough to say hello to me are all right . . . Anyway, let’s get this tea through to the living room and then I’ll leave you in peace. I’ll call for you early tomorrow, though, as we have to get to The Mall before the masses do. I’ll be knocking on your door at about six a.m. Elma is up then and will let me in.’

As she saw Florence to the door, Tamar had a moment of wanting to hug her. In Florence she saw a friend. Someone she could confide in and become close to. Someone who would make this move to a strange country bearable.

It seemed Florence felt the same as she turned back when she went through the door and put her arms out. Tamar went into them. ‘You’ll be fine, Tamar. We’ll look out for one another, eh?’

Tamar, near to tears, could only nod as she came out of the hug.

Suddenly what lay ahead seemed less daunting. Everything about her arrival here had been alien to her, but she would do her best to fit in and to help Papa to settle. And, she thought, all would come right once Isaac arrived.




Chapter Three

Tamar, though feeling damp through to her skin, couldn’t take her eyes off the spectacle of the magnificent golden coach that drove the King of England, George VI, towards the beautiful Buckingham Palace.

‘Oh, the Queen is so lovely. She waved at us!’

Tamar looked at Florence as she said this and saw the joy lighting up her eyes.

‘If only this drizzle would stop, it would be the perfect day. But oh, Tamar, as my mum would say, “Them folk are beautiful.”’

Tamar laughed with her. ‘I never thought to see such a sight in all my life!’

‘Oh, look, there are the princesses, Elizabeth and Margaret. Isn’t Margaret lovely to look at?’

Tamar looked at the two young girls and thought how privileged they were. At that moment the smaller of them, who Florence had said was Princess Margaret, looked in her direction and smiled. Tamar’s heart warmed. She lifted her hand and waved. Princess Margaret waved back. Not what Florence had called the royal wave, but a proper shaking of her hand and with a big smile on her face.

It was a moment Tamar would cherish for ever.

As the carriages went by, people around them began to jostle.

‘Come on, Tamar, we need to get near to Queen Victoria’s statue to see the family come out onto the balcony.’

But as Florence grabbed her hand, Tamar’s thoughts of what a wonderful day this was turned into horror as Florence’s body shot forward and a big man behind her said, ‘Move out the way, scum, yer’ve no right being ’ere!’

Tamar screamed at him, ‘Leave her alone! Stop it!’

His tone changed as he asked, ‘Where are yer from, anyway? Yer’ve got an accent I ain’t ’eard before.’

Without thinking, Tamar answered, ‘Poland.’

‘Well, yer ain’t welcome ’ere. And Mosley will see yer all off.’

Tamar heard him hawk, then spittle hit her face, bringing bile to her throat. Florence grabbed her arm and ran with her as best they could in the opposite direction to the crowd. Some stepped aside for them, but others hurled insults.

By the time they came to a clearing and were able to leave the hordes of people, Tamar’s sobs wracked her body. Florence held her to her. She didn’t speak, but gently rubbed her back.

‘I can’t bear it, Florence. How do you stand having such horrible things said to you and being shoved like you were?’

‘I don’t. Every time it happens it cuts me in two. And it makes me feel so small. But then, I know I’m not. I’m one of God’s children and loved by Him. A man like the one who just shoved me and assaulted you with his vile words belongs to the devil.’

‘Doesn’t it make you afraid to go out?’

‘No. I am as British as they are. I have a right to walk the streets. I just do what I did then and run away from the wickedness of them.’

‘Who’s Mosley?’

‘He’s the leader of the fascists. They are Nazis at heart.’

Tamar’s blood ran cold. ‘I . . . Are there many of them in Britain?’

‘Quite a lot. There was a right carry-on in Cable Street last year when the fascists held a march down there and all the members of the Jewish community came out and blocked their way. Others joined them too. Which was good to see. But riots broke out, people were hurt, and hundreds arrested.’

‘Jews?’

‘Yes. You see, they were stopping a lawful march, but I didn’t blame them. They did the right thing in my eyes.’

Fear trickled through Tamar. ‘I thought we had escaped to freedom, but it seems there’s hatred for us here too.’

‘No, love. The fascists are in the minority . . . Look, you’ve only been here for a day, don’t judge it by that rotten bloke. Most are welcoming and don’t give us trouble, you’ll see.’

Tamar didn’t feel reassured, but there was no turning back for her and her papa. Making her mind up not to judge and to hope nothing like the incident just now ever happened again, she took the hand that Florence held out to her.

‘It’ll be all right, I promise. Folk around where we live are lovely. Good old honest Cockneys.’

‘What’s a Cockney?’

‘Ha, you’ve a lot to learn. It’s what the folk of the East End of London are called. And most Cockneys are jolly and kind and look after one another. You’ve landed in the best area. There isn’t much goes on of what you saw just now. Most get along just fine.’

This brought a small amount of relief to Tamar. But still parts of her heart were trapped in the fear she’d experienced and the awful feeling of not being worthy – of being a second-class citizen.

It wasn’t a comfortable feeling and it had taken the joy out of the day and the wondrous spectacle they’d witnessed. Will I ever belong here? Poland is my home; I just want to go back!

The recognizable smell of something delicious cooking met them when they arrived back home. Tamar gave an exaggerated sniff. ‘Mmm, cholent!’

‘Ha, that’s what Elma calls it, but to me it’s just a delicious beef stew.’

‘It is, but it’s special too. Traditionally, it’s cooked ready for the Sabbath when no work, not even cooking, can take place. It’s made ready and kept warm in the coal oven. But it’s only Wednesday! And it’s making me hungry.’

‘Elma cooks it any time. She always cooks in the Jewish way. It’s how she was brought up.’

‘Well, I won’t be saying no if she offers me some.’

Just as she said this, Elma came through from her kitchen into her shop. ‘Ah, there yer are. I’ve been worried about yer going up west. There’s a snobbery up there over anyone being a bit different – posh lot, they are, and think themselves somebody.’

Florence surprised Tamar by saying, ‘Oh, there was none of that, Elma. Everyone was in a lovely happy mood for the King. It was wonderful.’

Tamar didn’t deny this, picking up that Florence preferred to ignore it. But anger boiled inside her still as she thought of the frightening incident. Never had she been faced with anyone seeing her as a lesser person because of being different. She’d only been faced with the fear of it happening from warnings about the Nazis’ intentions.

Still she had a sick feeling in her stomach over the incident. It had made her fears a reality. How could it be allowed? Why should her people have to flee their homes and the businesses they had built up? Why should they be subject to what the man had put her and Florence through?

‘You’re quiet, luv. Did you enjoy seeing the parades, eh?’

‘I did, Elma, thank you. I’ve never seen anything like it.’

‘That’s good. Now, I’d like to bet you’re both hungry? Well, you’re welcome to a bowl of me cholent, and so is your dad. I’ll put some by for him as he went out about two hours ago.’

In unison, they answered, ‘Yes, please!’ then giggled as they looked at each other.

‘Well, yer’ve found a good friendship together by the looks of things. I’m glad for yer both . . . Right, I shut up shop for an hour in five minutes, so make sure you’re down for then and it’ll be on me table ready for yer.’

When Tamar went upstairs an hour later, she thought of how much easier Florence and Elma had made settling in for her. Already this felt like home, although she’d hardly been here a day and nothing was familiar to her – no ticking grandfather clock, no ornaments she recognized, or furniture she’d lived with all her life. Nothing of her and her father’s except clothes. And it was as if Mama hadn’t existed as there wasn’t a trace of her in this place.

With this last thought, Tamar hurried to her bedroom and pulled out the small case she hadn’t yet unpacked. In it were three photos of Mama. All had beautiful silver frames that Papa had made. One was of Mama’s and Papa’s wedding. Then there was one with the three of them standing against the garden gate with a full view of their lovely house behind them. And a third one with Mama on her own, smiling – a rare thing to see on a photo, as mostly smiling for the camera wasn’t encouraged. But they’d been on a picnic on the beach and Papa had been taking photos. He’d said something that made Mama laugh and had clicked his camera, capturing her beauty, and her joy, for ever.

A lump came into Tamar’s throat. She swallowed hard. A tear plopped onto her cheek, followed by another, and then a torrent. Her sobs shook her body as she cried for her mama, for the injustices of the world that had taken her from her beloved home and her adored Isaac and Hannah, and of how they thought they had escaped what might be, only to find there was hatred here too – a fascist party who hated anyone with dark skin and her people, the lovely, kind, hardworking Jewish people. Why? Why are we persecuted and hated so much?

Getting off her knees, Tamar lay across her bed, clutching her laughing mama who was no more, and let her body weep.

An hour later a sudden noise woke her. A knock on her bedroom door and Papa’s voice coming to her brought her hazy mind back to where she was and why.

‘Tamar, dear, I’m home and have exciting news . . . Are you all right?’

Him speaking in Yiddish further confused her brain for a moment. It was as if both her worlds were colliding, and she belonged in neither of them.

‘Tamar?’

‘Sorry, Papa, I was asleep. Come in.’

The door creaked as he opened it, as did his tread on the floorboards before he reached the rug next to her bed.

‘Tamar, my dear! You’ve been crying . . . Oh . . . I see, it’s Mama.’ His body dropped heavily as he sat on the end of the bed, just missing her feet.

‘It’s everything, Papa. I – I just felt I couldn’t cope . . .’

She told him of the incident in The Mall.

‘Tamar, those kinds of people are everywhere in the world – bigots and bullies. But weigh the few of them up with the millions of good people and they pale into insignificance.’

‘But they are ruining our lives, Papa. Because of them, we have had to move from our home.’

‘Yes. They are rising up, and have gained power in Germany, but they will be beaten. The rest of the world will stop them.’

His voice grew in strength, giving Tamar comfort as she hung on to his every word.

‘No one can influence what is happening inside Germany, but the Nazis will be stopped . . . Only, try to remember that they are just a body of people in a country. They are not the German people as a whole. Many don’t agree with the ideals of the Nazis, but if they are vocal about not doing so, they are in danger.’

‘But why are they against our people?’

‘Ruben and I have been discussing this today. Ruben is very knowledgeable on the history of our people and the persecutions we have suffered.’

Tamar sat up, eager to learn the reasons for all that was happening. ‘Did we do something bad?’

‘In Hitler’s eyes, yes. He was a soldier in the German army during the last war. It seems that he and others never got over the defeat of the German Empire. They believed, and spread the word, that the army hadn’t lost the war on the battlefield, but they’d been stabbed in the back by the Jews and the communists who’d given their vote to a left-wing government – a government that threw in the towel.’

‘So now he wants his revenge?’

‘Yes. How far he will go, I don’t know, but he wants a supreme German race. The Jewish people are treated like scum. But it isn’t just his hatred of us and other races, he also has an ambition to win back the lands that were taken from Germany after the last war.’

Tamar shivered as a sudden premonition fleetingly visited her thoughts – Hitler would try to exterminate the Jewish people from the world!

‘We are safe here, my dear, try not to worry. Yes, there are odd pockets of fascist Jew-haters, but the British as a people do not hate us. Remember that. It is only the few. You had the misfortune of meeting one of them today – after only being here for such a short time – but you may never meet another one.’

‘But Florence is hated too, for the colour of her skin, and yet she and many of her ancestors were born here!’

‘Where you are born doesn’t define you, Tamar. You were born in Poland, but you are Jewish first and Polish second. In a way, Florence is lucky. There is a country that she belongs to. Her ancestors were stolen as slaves from Guinea. That is her true nation. We Jewish do not have that.’

With these words, Tamar had the sinking feeling of being an alien wherever she went. Her eyes sought desperately for her father to give her comfort.

‘Tamar, it’s all right. You are all right. We will make Britain our home and will be safe. We’ll work hard and make a new life.’

She didn’t want a new life; she wanted her own! And she would fight for that. One day she would return to Poland. She would marry Isaac, and they would raise a family and that wouldn’t be in a foreign country, but back in beautiful Mechelinki. Their children would know the freedom that they had known until now. They would play on the sands and laugh with the same childhood joy she and Hannah and Isaac had known.

She would hold on to that dream. She would not just hope it came true but make it do so.

‘Come into the sitting room, my dear, I have so much to tell you. And I have a treat. Ruben has given me some mint tea, your favourite.’

Latching on to the optimism Papa was trying to show, Tamar jumped up. ‘Mint tea! Oh, my favourite, Papa. Only I will infuse it. You are too impatient and don’t allow time for its best flavour to emerge.’

Papa laughed out loud. ‘You sound just like Mama . . . Bring the photo of her laughing. We will hang it in the sitting room. She will always be alive to us. We will consult her on our problems and share our new life with her. The one of our wedding . . .’ Papa hesitated and swallowed hard. When he spoke again his voice croaked with emotion. ‘Let us hang that in the hall between your and my bedrooms, but close to mine. We can say good morning to her and goodnight. And then you can have the last one in here, so she looks after you while you sleep.’

He turned abruptly and went out of the door.

Tamar held the photo up with the three of them and their house in the background – the place that would always be her home in her heart.

Gazing at it, her earlier resolve to make her dream come true strengthened. She’d make this photo the focus of that determination to do whatever it took to one day return to where she truly belonged.
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Whatever life throws at them, they will face it together

Life for Elsie is difficult as she struggles to cope with her alcoholic mother. Caring for her siblings and working long hours at Swift’s Jam Factory in London’s Bermondsey is exhausting. Thankfully her lifelong friendship with Dot helps to smooth over life’s rough edges.

When Elsie and Dot meet Millie Hawkesfield, the boss’s daughter, they are nervous to be in her presence. Over time, they are surprised to feel so drawn to her, but should two cockney girls be socializing in such circles?

When disaster strikes, it binds the women in ways they could never have imagined. And long-held secrets are revealed that will change all their lives . . .

The Jam Factory Girls series continues with Secrets of the Jam Factory Girls and The Jam Factory Girls Fight Back, all available to read now.
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Book one in

The Girls Who Went to War series

From a tender age, Flora felt unloved and unwanted by her parents, but she finds safety in the arms of caring Nanny Pru. But when Pru is cast out of the family home, under a shadow of secrets and with a baby boy of her own on the way, it shatters little Flora.

Over the years, however, Flora and Pru meet in secret – unbeknown to Flora’s parents. Pru becomes the mother she never had, and Flora grows into a fine young woman. When she signs up as a volunteer with St John Ambulance, she begins to shape her life. But the drum of war beats loudly and her world is turned upside down when she receives a letter asking her to join the Red Cross in Belgium.

With the fate of the country in the balance, it is a time for bravery. Flora’s determined to be the strong woman she was destined to be. But with horror, loss and heartache on her horizon, there’s a lot for young Flora to learn . . .

The Girls Who Went to War series continues with The Abandoned Daughter, The Wronged Daughter and The Brave Daughters, all available to read now.
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Children deserve a family to call their own

Ruth dares to dream of another life – far away from the horrors within the walls of Bethnal Green’s infamous orphanage. Luckily she has her friends, Amy and Ellen, but she can’t keep them safe, and the suffering is only getting worse. Surely there must be a way out?

But when Ruth breaks free from the shackles of confinement and sets out into East London, hoping to make a new life for herself, she finds that, for a girl with nowhere to turn, life can be just as tough on the outside.

Bett keeps order in this unruly part of the East End and she takes Ruth under her wing alongside fellow orphanage escapee Robbie. But it is Rebekah, a kindly woman, who offers Ruth and Robbie a home – something neither has ever known. Yet even these two stalwart women cannot protect them when the police learn of an orphan on the run. It is then that Ruth must do everything in her power to hide. Her life – and those of the friends she left behind at the orphanage – depend on it.

The Orphanage Girls series continues with The Orphanage Girls Reunited and The Orphanage Girls Come Home, all available to read now.
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