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Dedication

To the feisty female crew of Stroud Maternity Unit – today’s warriors waging a different kind of war.
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Author’s note

Having travelled physically and metaphorically across Europe in previous books, I realised it was high time I ‘came home’ with a story of Britain’s struggles in the 1940s. Why so long? I ask myself. Is it because life on different shores always appears more exiting and exotic than our own back yard? The simple answer is that war is not exotic anywhere or anytime. It creates destruction, pain and carves holes in people’s fabric. And yet the lives and survival of others across the world remains intensely fascinating to lovers of history and fiction. 

It might also be that, for me, London of the Blitz feels like an intensely personal story, to be kept at arm’s length until the time was right. I was lucky enough not to lose loved ones in World War II, but my late father, Alan, relayed vivid memories of his war in North London. He was just five years old as it began; parenting being what it was in those days, he was one of those bombsite boys so beautifully portrayed by director John Boorman on screen in Hope and Glory, growing up in conflict, scrounging for shrapnel and swapping their spoils in the school playground. Being a child, his memories tended towards excitement rather than fear, although he distinctly recalled diving for cover under the kitchen table when a V2 bomb detonated only a street away. I stand as a testament to his survival technique and sturdy furniture.

My dad grew up in the Wood Green described here, as did I, and I’ve delighted in weaving his past and that of my mum, Stella, into The War Pianist. Their first home as a young married couple was a flat on River Park Road, with a memorable view of the bus depot. My aunt and uncle then moved into the same rooms a few years later. Even now, when my mum and I emerge from Wood Green Underground towards her home, we wait at the bus stop just yards away. I myself remember the Lyons teashop on Wood Green High Street with great clarity, from childhood visits every Saturday in the early 1970s: the buttery orb lighting, wall mirrors at adult height and the black-and-white chequered flooring. Even now, I can taste the currant bun and sugary orange squash I was bought as a treat. I’m certain it helped to fuel my life-long love of old, ornate coffee shops. 

Nostalgia aside, stories centred on London’s war can sometimes be viewed through rose-tinted images of the ‘Blitz spirit’, where we imagine people cheerfully sang their way through the bombings around a pub piano. Delving into real-time diaries and history, I discovered there were two sides. On the one hand, people throughout Britain did rally. They were more giving and kind to others. Equally though, crime continued, and people felt desperately afraid, for their families and their own futures – collated by Becky Brown in real-life recollections of the time, as ‘Blitz Spirit’, and detailed in Joshua Levine’s The Secret History of the Blitz. The reality was that they had little alternative but to soldier on, and I wanted to reflect the harsh truth: war robs everyone of options. The only choice is to survive. 

In the character of Marnie, I pictured her at the centre of another great British and global institution, and one that has influenced my childhood and life since – the BBC. In WWII especially, without social media or television, it really was the voice of a nation, represented by the grand old dame of its headquarters at Broadcasting House. Through the wonders of the internet, I discovered a blow-by-blow (quite literally) diary of a BBC worker; Marjorie Redman MBE was a sub-editor at The Spectator magazine, based in Broadcasting House during the Blitz. She wrote down everything – from global events to the mundane of the BBC canteen menu. Pure gold for a writer! By some incredible quirk of fate, her family lived in my adopted home of Stroud in Gloucestershire, and so I was treated to her memories of Stroud in wartime too, with Edward Stourton’s Auntie’s War adding another rich seam of research.

In balancing those experiences, however, it was important for me to contrast London’s siege with a different level of imprisonment across Europe, where Netherlanders were free of bombs but under a veil of occupation and oppression. The story here evolved as a meeting of minds across the war’s vital airwaves, with women as the conduit. Much like opposition in Norway – detailed in my last novel, The Resistance Girl – the Dutch fight against the Nazis was less celebrated than nearby France, and yet they worked under equally difficult circumstances. The stories of Amsterdam’s incredible Artis Zoo as a resistance refuge threw up facts that read exactly like fiction! Readers of my previous book will also recognise a key character woven into the narrative, where we get to discover a background to the formidable Nazi officer Lothar Selig before his Bergen days. 

In ‘coming home’ to war-torn London, the overriding theme – yet again – is one of tenacity. After six books on conflict, five on WWII itself, I am still in awe of those who simply get on with it, sidestepping rubble and swallowing heartache. Recently, the world’s resolve as a whole was tested and came through, and we can only surmise it’s down to the lasting humanity of those like Marnie, Willem, Corrie and Gus. Let’s hope so. 





PROLOGUE

Up and Away

July 1940, Amsterdam, the Netherlands

Corrie

Bang, bang, BANG!

The heavy thud of the door knocker streaks through five floors of the narrow brick house like lightning, crowding out the calm of the afternoon. Her ears prickle along with every hair on her body, mixing with perspiration from the day’s heat and the clamminess of the basement room. 

Rat, tat, tat. Less violent this time, but no less urgent. And not the rhythmic code they’ve come to expect of friends and allies. She doesn’t have time to calculate if it’s SS, Gestapo or Abwehr, only that it’s bad.

She’s up the stairs quickly and meets the wide, wary eyes of Kees, shining with fear in the gloom of the hallway. ‘You answer it,’ she says. ‘I’ll get him ready to move.’ 

Kees’ neat, cropped head of hair nods, dawdling purposely towards the solid wooden door until the stairs and hallway are clear. 

Damn this house! Corrie curses, her thighs aching as she climbs up and up. Damn every house in Amsterdam for being so tall and thin, and with countless stairs.

In his room, Hendrik has been alerted by the clamour, though from the look of confusion on his face her ageing uncle could well have been dozing. The air is moist in the afternoon sunshine, and he rubs at the rough, greying whiskers on his chin. 

‘Who is it?’ he asks. 

She’s surprised at how calm he seems. Resigned, almost. ‘I don’t know, but you have to leave.’ She grabs at a small bag made ready. ‘The way we’ve planned.’ 

They climb up another flight instead of down, their movements hastened by the rush of footsteps now snaking up through the house. Clattering towards them at speed. Her defined ear counts two sets of boots easily; the rest will be waiting below, no doubt. The only way for Hendrik is up. Out. Away. 

‘Once you get through the attic window, remember the loose tiles to the left,’ she warns him.

He nods, but an innate fear is now written across his features as they reach the top, betraying his terror of heights. He’s tall and broad, but Hendrik is a man of thought, his best endeavours wrapped tightly in his brain. Racing over rooftops and broken slates is not his world, though right now it is most definitely the route to a longer life.

The footsteps quicken, climbing the stairs behind them, but Corrie daren’t look back as she almost pushes Hendrik towards the attic. 

‘Hey, stop!’ A voice behind rings out and Corrie’s heart contracts with panic. ‘It’s just me.’ With those three words, Corrie’s muscles untwist. Relief that it’s Willem on the top stair, his neck craned towards them and chest heaving with the climb, Kees’ face next to him, and Gus – Willem’s best friend – just behind. Panic over. 

Willem’s taut features say otherwise. The heavy knocking is not an invasion of unwelcome uniforms this time, but a dire warning all the same. 

‘We have to go,’ he asserts. ‘I got tipped off, but the troops aren’t far behind me. And they’re looking for three people.’

‘Three?’ she questions. With the treasure trove of chemical secrets locked in Hendrik’s head, he’s an obvious target for the Germans. ‘Who else?’ 

‘Gus and I are on their list,’ Willem says. 

‘No. No! How?’ She knows exactly why, but the idea is unthinkable, to lose all of them, so rapidly. It can’t be. 

‘It doesn’t matter how,’ he says sharply. ‘Come on, we’ve only minutes.’ 

She follows them to the attic, met by a fierce blanket of heat through the sun-baked windows. The catch is unhooked and Willem pulls her close, burying his face into her neck, like he used to as a small boy, when he really needed her. ‘I’ll get Hendrik to a safe house in the city, then Gus and I have to go,’ he murmurs. There’s promise and sadness in his voice.

‘Where?’ She’s fighting tears now. This is war and the gloves are off, but saying goodbye to any child is heartbreaking. Her only son, part of her fabric in so many ways. 

‘I don’t know,’ Willem whispers, his breath hot into her ear. ‘Out of Amsterdam, Holland perhaps. I’ll get word as soon as I can.’ He pulls away, turning before she can see the torque on his face. There’s time only for a tight hug with Hendrik, a ‘Take care,’ and all three are gone. Their long shadows last a second or so as they scramble across the rooftops, and then she and Kees are left squinting into the sun’s blinding glare, the air almost too dense to breathe. 

She pulls Kees in close, kisses the top of her daughter’s head for her own comfort. ‘If I know my brother, he’ll make it back,’ Kees tries to reassure.

But will he? So many of Corrie’s precious ones are scattered on the wind, across the city and beyond. Where, and for how long? 

Bang, bang, BANG! A ripple through the house again, though it’s a crass rhythm she does recognise, a real threat this time. Through the attic window, voices and the idle of military engines float up from the street below.

She swallows back every ounce of hurt, fear and fury, wipes the thin film of sweat from her brow, and instructs herself: ‘Corrie, stand firm. Do this.’

And then she descends, one determined step at a time. 





PART ONE





1

Following the Flow

24th September 1940, London

Marnie

She stares at the canteen lunch in front of her, as limp and flaccid as her life, a plainly overripe slice of tomato sagging over tinned sardines, three instead of last week’s four. That’s rationing for you, Marnie thinks, chewing lazily on fish that tastes like last week’s, too. There’s time for her to nip out to the sandwich shop close to Broadcasting House, but in all honesty she can’t be bothered. Instead, she wills away the lunch hour sitting alone, since most of her female colleagues have already fled London to BBC outposts in the Home Counties. It would risk the wrath of Miss Roach to eat lunch in their office upstairs, crumbs on the desks being frowned upon, even when the streets outside are layered in dust and debris, as if Hitler has shaken the contents of a giant vacuum cleaner bag across Britain’s capital. ‘Standards, Miss Fern,’ Miss Roach chirps regularly. ‘Blitz or no Blitz.’ 

The wall clock ticks slowly towards one p.m., when Marnie will thankfully be busy in studio four, with a decent script and a good cast, an afternoon where her brain is alive and occupied. Then that clock racing too fast towards five p.m., and the prospect of braving the Underground to her tiny flat in a North London suburb, four almost bare walls, one gas-ring on the stove and a distinctly empty larder, her only company for an equally sparse evening. The best novel amuses for only so long and – having worked in radio all day long – even the stirring words of Churchill’s BBC broadcasts fall a little flat. 

Halfway through the afternoon, inspired by a charming old gent that the BBC employs to be the voice of a charming old gent, Marnie resolves on not going back home so soon. Instead, she’ll walk in the late September sunshine towards Trafalgar Square, scavenge for whatever groceries are and spend a blissful evening with Grandad Gilbert at his tailor’s shop. It’s not one of her usual days to visit but he’ll no doubt be pleased to see her. They’ll transport his tiny paraffin stove down to the shop basement to pre-empt a raid, feast on baked beans and day-old bread, playing backgammon until one of them is forced to admit defeat. It’s not what some would call a life, but it’s hers. For better or worse, she sometimes jokes inwardly, though the irony is becoming less amusing as time goes on.

At just past five, however, Hitler has other plans for Marnie Fern: it’s raining fire on the Strand. The sky is spitting a fury of hot granite missiles onto the pavement under her feet, fallout from the incendiary shells laying a path of flames for the second wave of bombers to drop their heavier, destructive load. Marnie dodges the debris scattering around her shoes, not running but moving with true purpose. Almost skipping, like a childhood game of hopscotch. Except this is real fire, and no one is playing, least of all the Luftwaffe overhead. A second later, she’s forced to dart sideways with a small squeak of alarm, a flare of sparks ricocheting off a nearby wall, close enough for her to feel the warmth on her ankles and a pinprick burn on her stockings. She stops for a half second and watches the glow die and smoulder, the heat along with it. Off target. This time.

Those around her are not panicked, only equally cautious, weaving their weary bodies around the blasted pieces of concrete and the assorted rubble that was once people or things and is no longer whole. The most pressing purpose of Londoners is to reach somewhere safe – and soon. To descend into the bowels of Britain’s capital city, but they do it with stealth instead of speed. Just as the posters and the radio broadcasts tell them to do. Keep calm, but do carry on. 

After months of expected attacks but largely quiet skies in the year since war broke out, the sky watchers and RAF are now on constant alert. Tonight, as with every other night for the past three weeks of the Blitz, their keen eyes will have triggered the now familiar wail of the siren – that undulating and ghostly ‘Moaning Minnie’ that snakes through the streets and saturates the air, designed to give the population five to ten minutes’ warning of a raid, enough for them to scurry like rats into their holes. But today it’s less than five, the Luftwaffe catching London on the hop. And Marnie Fern is right in the middle of it. 

Despite the onslaught, she’s desperate to swim against the tide of urgency, to ignore the demonic drone of the attackers overheard as they track the perfect runway of the wide, glinting Thames in picking out the night’s targets. Instead of aiming for the nearest burrow, Marnie determines to fight the shoal of people seeking shelter and keep moving towards Grandad’s tailoring business tucked behind Trafalgar Square. There, she’ll be as safe as anywhere, with his narrow shopfront propped up by monolithic centuries-old concrete and stone on either side. They’ll make tea and hug close to the radio in drowning out the debacle above, enduring this nightly dread with the shop mannequins that show neither emotion nor fear. Grandad will offer her a tot of whisky in her tea, and as it weaves around his body he’ll start to put voices to the tailor’s dummies, his two oldest christened ‘Frank’ and ‘Oscar’, and she’ll laugh like she did as a child, because it will be a godsend to forget where they really are, even for a moment. 

On the pavement, though, she’s caught between the spinning wheels of a pushchair, a frantic mother and a heavyset man who scoops with his big hand on her elbow and steers her back towards the Tube station, as if he’s a knight in shining armour instead of his tweed overcoat. ‘Here, this way,’ he pants with good intent. And that’s the end of her resolve to fight the tide. Because Marnie Fern doesn’t make a fuss, kick against this man’s gallantry or the dread of a lightning raid. 

She goes with the flow. As she always does. 

Descending into Aldwych Underground means entering a different hell. Each time she is forced to descend, she thinks it might actually be the stink that proves to be the undoing of the British nation, rather than the mighty Third Reich; a type of dense, foetid miasma that in mediaeval times was believed to have perpetuated the plague. Once on the platform, people throw off their shoes with a resulting pungency, combined with the breath of those who’ve been at work all day and the stale tobacco woven into their clothes. It’s a veritable soup of smells, and if Hitler ever managed to bottle the stench, it would be his best ammunition alongside the bombs that are still falling in waves overhead, a pattering of dull thuds echoing down the creaking wooden escalators and into the subterranean bunker of solace and relative safety. Almost a hundred feet above, on London’s central streets, chaos continues. Under it, there’s an element of calm – along with the aroma. 

A sudden, louder explosion causes heads to look upwards and a ripple of agitation spreads among the carpet of people, as Marnie picks her way among the bodies laid out like sardines. There’s a small moue of surprise from the platform campers, a generalised comment on what ‘poor bugger might be under that one’, until the night’s residents settle back in the status quo of low-level chatter in their small groups. To her left, a mother is cooing her baby into sleep, while opposite an old couple are bickering over their precious space, pulling the top off a tea flask and smoothing out the Daily Mirror crossword as they go through the motions of what has recently become their life. She gazes at them wistfully. Would she wish her parents here? No, not under this firestorm. And at age thirty-two, she shouldn’t need them as guardians either, but as company – some familiarity – it would be nice. Someone. 

After just three weeks, Londoners are old hands at this roving troglodyte existence, queueing for hours outside their chosen station before being allowed to buy a platform ticket and rushing down the escalators, marking out their plot for the night with blankets, deckchairs and the ubiquitous kettle and teapot. Today, Marnie has nothing but a solid handbag and regulation gas mask, its already worn cardboard casing bumping on her hip as she walks, the ever-present rhythm of wartime living.

‘Over here, dear.’ An older woman gestures to a narrow space next to her against the curved, tiled wall of the platform and shuffles sideways, laying out a thin piece of fabric that was probably a bedroom curtain once, but will inevitably save Marnie’s work suit from the dirt and cigarette ash of the platform.

‘Deena.’ The woman offers a hand. ‘And this is Captain Ahab.’ She swipes back the blanket covering her legs to reveal a white, long-haired cat, curled up in blissful slumber amid the surrounding bedlam. ‘Pets aren’t really allowed, but I couldn’t leave the captain,’ the woman whispers. ‘He won’t be a bother, sleeps all night.’ 

Wish I had his talent, Marnie thinks. As it is, she doesn’t sleep much, between the odour that hovers like a smog over the supine mass, the low hum of mutterings, snores and grunts, and the consistent keening of a nearby baby close into his mother’s breast. With her long, lean body curled around her handbag and wrapped in a short wool jacket that covers only her top half, Marnie drifts in and out, her consciousness skating over the fog, but unable to distinguish the dull thud of bombs from the clumsy efforts of someone relieving themselves in the bucket at one end of the platform. Surfacing at intervals, she thinks of Grandad and wonders if he’s sleeping, or been kept awake and is taking comfort – as he so often does – in his battered old copy of The Great Gatsby, transported to a time and world away from all this. 




2

The Glittering City

25th September 1940, London

Marnie

The all-clear bleats at 6.30 a.m.: a less-threatening siren distinguished by its quicker waves of sound and a lengthy monotone. To Marnie, the resonant whine is a reflection of the collective fatigue, as weary campers pick themselves up by degrees. Aldwych station has the benefit of being no longer in use, and so they won’t have to deal with an influx of slightly irate morning travellers jostling for platform space, though the blast of air from an incoming train would be a blessing now in sweeping away the night.

Deena is already gone, along with Captain Ahab, and the space beside Marnie feels somehow mournful, as if she’s lost a friend. Before the war, the rush of fresh particles as she ascended the escalators from the smoke-filled Underground always felt like a welcome balm, pushing away the grubby film of travel. Today, it merely swaps one dense atmosphere for another. At just approaching seven, a weak autumn light is losing out to the chaos of a heavy attack, the smoke from multiple fires eating the oxygen not already consumed by flames, office papers catching on thermals of heat and floating down like large confetti. ARP wardens, exhausted and smut-stained, are pulling at piles of rubble in the hope of finding life underneath, and London’s famed streets lie somewhere beneath the carpet of rubble and grit, glittering with glass instead of fabled gold. As Marnie pushes her way through the turmoil, words of the past come rushing back: articles in the News Chronicle after Germany’s infamous Kristallnacht, almost two years before. In a detailed report, their correspondent wrote of broken glass being swept like ‘shale in the surf’ in Berlin’s clear-up, the readers learning of the horror and sorrow at what Jews were forced to endure. Now that soundtrack has become London’s reality too, the rough shards herded across the ground, causing Marnie to wince. Whether or not his armies are here in person, Hitler has crossed the surrounding moat of sea and impinged on British lives with the same cruel purpose as for peoples across Europe – to wipe them out. London will survive, she has no doubt of that; it’s already come through much worse. But at what cost, to the buildings and the people? To its soul?

She pushes aside the noise, the acrid smell of cordite and a new, sickening odour that can only be burning flesh, and wades through the sea of distress. Belatedly, she has only one destination and one purpose. One place to go. 

Despite her resolve, it takes Marnie nearly half an hour to walk over the fire hoses snaking across the filthy tarmac and cobbled roads, ambulances scooping up the dead and injured, speedily for the living, less so for those with no hope. London resets itself for another day of war. 

By the time she glimpses the open plain of Trafalgar Square, noting that Nelson himself is still miraculously intact up on high, there’s already a sense of foreboding. The cloak of Luftwaffe has receded but the world is still closing in. Small smog patches above the rooftops are bleached by a sun that’s just peering over the sway of barrage balloons, but at ground level the sight looks and feels increasingly grey. Her steps get quicker as she nears the place. Only now does the panic of the raid grind in her stomach. Please no, an inner voice chimes in line with her short, rapid breaths. Please let him be all right. Don’t let it be there. Not him. 

Just behind the National Gallery, the entrance to Orange Street is blocked by an avalanche of red bricks. A rising dread fuels Marnie to clamber over the jagged spars of wood pulling at her stockings like giant splinters, stooping to prevent herself falling between the spiky remnants of someone’s past, toppled like a house of cards into a heap.

‘Hey, miss!’ A man’s short, sharp bark causes Marnie to pause, but only for a second. ‘You can’t go in there!’ he tries again, and begins scrabbling over the brickwork towards her, his tin helmet slipping over his eyes. ‘It’s dangerous. Stop!’ 

But Marnie can’t, won’t, because of what she sees. Or what’s now absent. The space under the sign of ‘Cooper’s Bespoke Tailoring’ is a grey, smoky, messy void, the letters hanging limply from one end of the lintel above the shop, severed like a hot knife through butter. The door is no more, not even fragments, and there are tiny fires burning at the entrance, like beacons neatly lighting the way to a banquet at some grandiose house. But the age-old building has just gone, disappeared into the mulch of London’s ashes lying inert across the pavements. The two heavy stone buildings on either side are scarred and singed but not destroyed, like bookends with space for a missing edition. 

Marnie sidesteps the flames and heaves herself forward into the dense lingering cloud, choking as she screams his name. ‘Grandad! Grandad! Gilbert! Where are you?’ Each word sucks volume and voice from her lungs, causing her to choke and falter, and it’s then she realises her sobs are punctuating the pleading. Feeling a hand on her shoulder, she startles and sees the tin-hat man in his ARP siren suit, caked in grit and dust, a red stain on his shoulder that must be blood. But his face isn’t angry, and that worries her more. He’s not carping at her to get out or pulling her away roughly. Instead, he looks directly at her and there’s pity etched into his blackened features. The edges of his mouth sweep down with regret. 

‘He’s over here, miss,’ Tin Hat says gently. With what he must have seen over the course of the night, she’s grateful he can muster any sympathy at all. He steers her to the edge of the shopfront, to where a length of material is spread across a piece of pavement cleared of rubble, a pattern she recognises as expensive tweed, part of Grandad’s good stock. 

Thank goodness he has the best. 

It’s his outline under the delicate grey fleck: slim and tall, his proud chest like a gentle mound, with the tips of his eternally polished black brogues just visible under the fabric. They are caked in dust and it’s this insult upon him that fells her, causing Marnie to double and clutch at her stomach, a stockinged knee hitting a shard of concrete as she crumples, much as the building had done just hours before. His shop, his business, his life. All gone.

‘No! No, no, no …’ she weeps, her fingers brushing furiously at his toe-caps, and then grasping at the shape of his pocket watch, ever present on his crisp, inch-perfect suit. Tin Hat stands behind while the industry of removal and repair goes on all around, as if he’s somehow shielding her from more hurt. If only. 

Marnie knows she shouldn’t, and will probably regret her action, but she can’t help drawing back the cloth to look at his face, bracing herself for the revulsion and the maiming under Hitler’s tirade. Thankfully, there’s none. He simply looks serene – only his clipped grey beard lighter with a sprinkle of fine white powder. But no blood, or scars, or gouging. Even his cheeks look pink. How can a bomb have ripped through, leaving nothing but a black hole, and yet her grandfather is untouched? 

Quickly, Marnie raises the fabric further, stares for seconds at his chest and swears that it rises a fraction. It does, doesn’t it? Just a millimetre maybe, but it’s something. It’s hope. Instantly, she twists to stare wide-eyed at Tin Hat. ‘He’s alive!’ she cries. ‘I can see it. He’s breathing. Do something!’ 

That look of pity again. Regret. The ARP man – seasoned after only three weeks of Hitler’s blitzkrieg – has done this before. This is his job now, until such time as the Luftwaffe decides to wreak chaos on another city across Britain or the globe. Or until the Germans come marching onto the streets, as per the anxious murmurings on the top deck of many a London bus these days. 

‘He’s gone, miss,’ Tin Hat says. ‘We’ve checked. The ambulance people came, and there’s no doubt.’ 

She looks back to the chest. Static under his pristine waistcoat. Winter and summer, war or peace, Blitz or not, he always wore a three-piece, tie and pin. ‘A tailor has to inspire confidence,’ he’d always told Marnie. ‘Wear your skill on your sleeve.’

‘But how? Why doesn’t he look …’ Her mind is fuzzy with the surrounding confusion, unable to focus on a single element that makes any sense.

‘Probably the blast,’ Tin Hat explains, and clearly wants to leave it at that, but she won’t let him, cocking her head to one side. Tell me. ‘It will have pushed out his lungs.’ It’s obvious Tin Hat is choosing the words carefully, despite his own exhaustion – there’s no mention of ‘blast’, or ‘burst’, but that’s surely what he means. His eyes dip down, signalling the end of his explanation. 

What’s the point in knowing more, Marnie thinks. He’s dead. The man closest to her in London, perhaps in her life, is gone. Murdered by a man with a ridiculous moustache and the firepower to muster Armageddon.

Tin Hat guides her to a clearing surrounded by vehicles and a tiny caravan kitchen that has miraculously negotiated its way through the rubble. Someone in a Women’s Voluntary Service uniform thrusts a mug of tea in her hand, and she sips without tasting or swallowing consciously, but it’s true, she thinks. It does help. Gradually, she’s back to a reality that’s her own personal nightmare.

Someone else approaches, talks to her, though she doesn’t absorb any words. A piece of paper is pushed into her hand, and although the scribble makes little sense, it’s clearly details of where Mr Gilbert Cooper (‘deceased’) will be taken, which morgue he will now shelter within, to be collated officially as one of many. Hitler’s tally of domination. Marnie rarely swears, but the word ‘bastard’ comes to mind, echoes and stumbles around her tired, aching head. 

‘Are you all right, miss?’ It’s Tin Hat again. 

‘Yes, thank you,’ she manages. It’s what the British say, isn’t it? The posters plastered across London tell them that – they can endure. They will. Winston insists on it. Only inside are you allowed to die and scream and pummel your heart back into life and weep into your WVS tea, which swills alongside the swallowed-back tears.

Where should she go now? It’s almost nine and Marnie was due in the office at 8.30, though latecomers are tolerated a little more simply because of the buses these days, often waylaid by enormous craters in their path, the Underground equally slow to wake up from its night duties. Home to North London? No, she can’t sit in her tiny flat and think about Grandad’s last moments. He was a proud, upright man all of his life, but in those seconds, listening to the whine of bombs overhead, he might have been terrified. As anyone would. Marnie looks down at herself. She’s filthy, unwashed, her stockings are pocked and her eyes red and puffy, but she needs to be around people. For Miss Roach to make her a cup of tea ‘so strong you can stand your spoon in it’, according to Raymond, and for Raymond – her kindly, sometimes fatherly boss – to offer condolences. Tea and sympathy: there really is something to be said for it. 

Her gait is painfully slow as Marnie walks west to Piccadilly Circus and up Regent Street towards Broadcasting House. Most of the shopfront picture windows have been blown in, and her sorrow is mixed with true distress at noting the beautiful buildings felled, either by high-explosive bombs or the small incendiaries that rain nightly over the rooftops. Those have a habit of wheedling their way through windows and igniting catastrophic fires, flames that have proved the capital’s age-old enemy since the Great Fire of 1666. How did the city cope back then, without Tin Hat and the irrepressible WVS offering up a sea of tea? 

Marnie knows – especially now – that buildings are not people, and can be resurrected, unlike the dead. Still, they are precious to Londoners like her. It’s a wound, and it hurts. Hitler, cruel but clever, clearly knows this. 

As Portland Place finally comes into view, Marnie is relieved to see the gleaming white stone of Broadcasting House untouched, the larger-than-life statue of Shakespeare’s Prospero and Ariel on constant guard above the entrance. The nine floors of the BBC’s flagship loom over her like the prow of an enormous ocean liner, its curved walls endlessly sweeping through London’s present mire, and she’s certain it’s the right place to be, the ship that she needs to steady her now. In the offices of ‘Production (General)’ on the sixth floor, Raymond Blandon looks up as she enters and instantly gauges the distress. He sits Marnie down and calls for the very strong tea. And he waits. For her to speak or cry, or simply be. This intuition is why he’s considered among the best producers at Broadcasting House, why he’s able to swoop into any studio, sometimes at a moment’s notice, and inject calm and magic into an ailing or dull script. Why he’s the best boss she could hope for.

Patiently, Raymond holds her teacup steady when Marnie’s hands begin to tremble violently. ‘Delayed shock,’ he says in his deep, solid BBC voice. ‘Nothing to worry about.’ It’s then that it hits Marnie; that Gilbert Cooper might not have dodged Hitler’s missiles last night, but she did. It might have easily been her under that wreckage and, in a way, she almost wishes it had been – her sometimes pedestrian, lacklustre existence swapped for his lively hunger for life. And yet the reality of her narrow escape sparks a fresh round of shakes and a second cup of tea.

When she’s cried, and Raymond has hugged in his fatherly way, with his big arms around her leaner frame and the sweet odour of pipe tobacco and hair oil a true comfort, he retreats to his inner office and leaves her to sit, because that’s what is needed. He has no expectation of any work today, despite a frantic phone call from studio three for a production assistant – ‘No, Miss Fern is indisposed,’ she hears him say firmly into the receiver. The pile of scripts on her desk which need marking up will simply grow taller today. Today, Marnie Fern needs to attend only to her grief. 
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Into the Void

25th September 1940, Amsterdam

Corrie

He’s not there. Gatsby. She pushes the tiny headset into her left ear, leaning into the radio set – as if it will make any difference – but it distils her concentration. Still silence. Some days the signal is weak and she has to almost pluck the dots and dashes from the void with her trained ear, like watching a faint, winking signal from a distant lighthouse and trying to fathom if it’s real. 

A sea of nothing. He’s never not been there at the appointed time, as regular as clockwork. Though the news is scant from outside Holland, Corrie knows London has suffered over recent weeks with nightly onslaughts, and yet Gatsby rarely mentions such misery in their exchanges. Diligently, they focus on the task, respective fingers working at speed to avoid the Nazis pinpointing their location, nimble on the transmitter with the lightest of touch. Dot, dot, dash. Quick, sharp and purposed. 

She squints under the single, dim light in the windowless basement, surrounded by the stock that she will take in stages up to her beloved bookshop above, and some that she dare not display on the shelves. Her own secret library, words that would easily get her thrown into jail in times like these: Ernest Hemingway, Oscar Wilde, Thomas Mann and even Fitzgerald, all wordsmiths banned by the Nazis because they speak of freedom, of other lives that are worlds away from the Third Reich. She looks at her well-thumbed English copy of The Great Gatsby and wonders how such a love story can possibly threaten soldiers who have guns but little conscience. And what it all means to her now in times like these. 

Times like these. That’s an understatement. It’s theft, plain and simple. The Nazis battered their way in – first the bombing of Amsterdam, when she heard the insidious drone of planes overhead, and subsequent explosions on nearby Herengracht, causing her solid house to shake. That was a mere taster. Days later, Hitler unleashed a lightning annihilation of Rotterdam before the troops marched in, spreading across Holland with a very real threat of equal destruction in Amsterdam and The Hague if the Dutch didn’t welcome in their ‘brother’ nation. So, for months now, German soldiers have been loitering around the city’s bridges and taking canal trips as if on a happy holiday. Street signs are written in the stark Teutonic script and there’s even a new currency for German military to use. Holland has been appropriated – by force. 

Yet, slowly but surely, it’s trying to fight back. That’s what she’s here for, in this musty space that she strives to keep dry for the sake of the precious books that are her living and her tool for staying strong. But before she and her fellow resisters can build a force to retaliate, they need information from outside. And it’s sorely lacking. So when she tap, tap, taps into the sacred air above the North Sea, it’s precious intelligence that she is seeking, to allow her like-minded dissidents to begin organising, in the nooks and dark corners of the cafés frequented by proud Dutch determined to haul back their own country. 

And Gatsby is her reliable channel to London and the Dutch government forced into exile there, striving to build a resistance from afar. Now, it’s her valued, tenuous link to Willem as well. 

But Gatsby is not there. Where is her codename opposite? Why isn’t he answering? 

With a mixture of angst and hope, Corrie turns her dial to ‘transmit’ and places a well-tuned finger on the button. 

‘Call sign: Daisy …’ 
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Hidden Treasure

25th September 1940, London

Marnie

By midday, Marnie is flagging. Raymond has been called to a meeting and the strength of Miss Roach’s tea is starting to make her shake rather than infuse calm. Sleep for her is essential, especially if the Luftwaffe comes calling again tonight, though she plans on camping in Broadcasting House when darkness descends, making use of her employee ticket for the makeshift shelter in the BBC concert hall. There’ll be no Deena or Captain Ahab this time, but the chance of a bunk, a blanket and a bathroom instead – the three Bs of sanity and survival. For now, home beckons.

Emerging on the northern end of the Piccadilly Line, Marnie sees immediately that Wood Green High Street struck lucky last night; the only evidence of the raid is a few small mounds of rubble swept to the edge of the roadside. The early afternoon bustle of suburban London settles her a little, people walking at a relaxed pace, a postman whistling as he strides past. She has no real love for her small one-bedroomed flat in a terrace near to the Tube station, but it is a relief to see it unscathed. The red-brick family house where Marnie grew up is three doors away and so far remains intact, although her parents left London at the first inkling of war, decamping as far as they could without crossing an ocean, to Scotland. Securing her own flat just a few doors away seemed convenient at the time, though it’s never had the feel of a real home. 

Until this morning, it was the tailor’s shop that acted as her respite; busy or not, Grandad always welcomed her. She would sit and watch him test the quality of tweed between his seasoned, sensitive fingers, meticulously planning so as not to waste an inch, well before war and austerity descended. Then, he would chalk up the measurements – no pattern needed – and slice with his ancient, heavy scissors that were always out of bounds to Marnie as a child, and which secretly both scared and enchanted her. Her young, fertile imagination saw the razor-sharp blades infused with magic, cutting into her soul if she ever dared touch them. 

‘Right, Oscar, time for you to earn your money,’ Grandad would say eventually to the worn but solid mannequin, and it was always Marnie’s favourite part, to watch Oscar ‘get dressed’, the meticulous, angular suit begin to take shape under Grandad’s fingers, a wizard of the cloth at work.

‘Shall I bring the pins?’ she always asked, both as a child and even as recently as the last week. 

‘Can’t do without them, my lovely. Or you.’

It’s this private script of theirs that Marnie replays as she fidgets in her cramped bedroom, on a mattress that is lumpy and rigid, but more yielding than a concrete platform. If only she could sink into unconsciousness.

Part of her wants to push away those memories, to sleep and forget. And yet they make her smile into the low ceiling, at the crack that seems suddenly to have appeared alongside the single light fitting. She plays back what Tin Hat told her – ‘It would have been instant. He wouldn’t have suffered’ – and she works to believe it, that it might have been Grandad’s lungs to bear the assault, or his heart, but he wouldn’t have been lying there in agony, bleeding or broken. It wouldn’t have been the scenario she witnessed only last week on her way to work; men and women from the rescue squads crowding around the pulverised remains of a home, one warden kneeling with his face into a pile of bricks. 

‘Keep talking to me, love,’ he’d shouted, projecting his voice and optimism into a hole, presumably to a life still breathing beneath the debris. ‘How many kids do you have? Three, you say? Tell me their names.’ 

Around him, the others in the group flashed looks of gravity and one – some kind of medic maybe – pulled open his bag and produced a syringe. 

‘How much should I give, if I can reach her?’ one man in a siren suit uttered as Marnie walked close. 

‘All of it,’ the medic said. ‘It’s the best thing.’ 

So yes, in some strange way Marnie feels thankful; the dust on Grandad’s shoes had creased her, but any thought of his suffering would break her for eternity. 

She wakes mid-afternoon and palms at her face; soot, grime and tears caked to form a decided crust, thicker than any Max Factor she’s ever worn. In the dim light of the bathroom, she looks awful. Marnie works constantly to brighten her face, with the features inherited from her mother that have a tendency to sink downwards quite independently, as if they’re predicting some dreadful atrocity. At times, when she’s focused at work and her mask slips, someone will often say: ‘Are you perfectly all right, Miss Fern?’ and she has to hoist up her smile and reassure them, that yes, she is fine. It’s just my face that won’t co-operate. 

She scrubs away at the grime in her old bathroom mirror, a thin layer of sorrow stripped clear as the water colours to grey and then swills down the plughole. If she sinks into a bath of hot, soapy water, the tears might never stop, and there’s a sick feeling in her stomach, a likely mix of grief and hunger. So far, she’s consumed nothing but Miss Roach’s tea, which has undoubtedly pitched battle with the WVS variety inside her. 

Marnie condemns last night’s skirt and blouse to the wash pile and climbs into a similar outfit, brushes out the Blitz from hair that her mother describes as the ‘colour of almonds’ but is really just mousey, certainly in the weak, yellowy glow. For work purposes, she tends to keep her hair short and tamed, just enough length to pin into the nape of her neck.

She practises a smile; it’s satisfactory, at least not the look of the doomed or the downright miserable. Londoners are no longer allowed that luxury, not according to Mr Churchill, anyway. When they behave, her lips are her most defining feature: full, with a natural bow shape, so that on the few occasions she wears lipstick, they stand out. Fashionable red is out of the question, since the boldness lends her the look of a circus clown. She thinks of Grandad and his enduring style, his maxim that ‘a well-dressed man can never be downtrodden, no matter the knocks he’s had’, and she applies a layer of pale cherry colouring, smudges it with a handkerchief and then goes in for a second layer. He would approve. Along with the indefatigable Winston. 

Hunger gets the better of her, and before descending into the Underground again Marnie walks down Wood Green High Street, comforted by its normality and the queue outside Williamson’s the bakers, the aroma of a freshly baked loaf in her nostrils as she goes past. It’s the Lyons Corner House she heads to though – always guaranteed to be buzzing, and with a good line in fruited buns, a necessary stodge to line her empty stomach. As she enters, the buttery, rounded orbs of Lyons’ lighting act like sunshine, bathing Marnie in memories – good ones – along with the chink of cups and saucers, the hiss of the enormous urn-like coffee steamer instantly making her heart settle. It’s where Mum took her every week as a child, Dad, too, on the half days when his hardware shop was closed. A long time ago now, but still fresh in her memory. 

She opts for milky coffee and a fruit bun, working to force in the first mouthfuls, but then ravenous for the rest. Just sitting there, listening to the gossip of the Lyons’ ‘Nippy’ waitresses, calms her. She feels numb, but equally as if any touch to her skin by another human will burn holes in her like acid. Be normal, she urges herself. Feel normal for him, because that’s what he would have wanted. 

She and Grandad had talked about death in the long wait of the phoney war, those months after September ’39 when the bombs fell far away in Europe and the Germans swarmed over Denmark and Norway, Holland and then France. They could only read of the first British submarines lost in faraway seas, or the news that the Germans had occupied the Channel Islands, creeping closer to British shores. For months, Hitler kept them on tenterhooks, waging war above England’s south coast with fighter pilots jabbing at each into the airspace, like enemy gulls wheeling overhead and pecking viciously at each other’s wings with bullets. 

Even now, Marnie has never admitted to anyone – not even Grandad – that in those early days she felt a frisson of excitement, thriving on the war’s emergence. Not the promise of disaster, but the mood of anticipation that war brought, a certain pledge that things would have to change. In the corridors of Broadcasting House, there was a steady bustle as the Ministry of Information paired with the BBC to uphold the truth across nations (or the government’s version of the truth). The increased workload pushed Marnie’s own dreary routine onto the back burner, the BBC assuming a new, pivotal role as the voice of the nation. Memos flew around at a pace, and she and Raymond were needed, with their combined talents for adopting any kind of genre – news, drama and public information. She helped produce it all. She was skilled and in demand. And it felt good, with after-work drinks at the Langham Hotel opposite, courted by other producers to join ‘their firm’. She felt wanted and needed, feelings that – after this morning – are drowned in guilt and grief. 

Inevitably, Hitler determined on bursting London’s particular bubble, prompting nervous talk in shops and pubs about just when the city would be a target. So when the bombs fell in August, in dribs and drabs at first, then with a vengeance, at 3.44 p.m. on September 7th 1940, it came as an odd kind of relief. Less so when that first night cleared and the casualties were counted, the capital’s East End docks left as a flaming moonscape. There’s no relief now. Only rubble and glass and heartache. 

Throughout it all, Grandad was endlessly philosophical, bent over his huge industrial sewing machine, having lost two of his experienced staff to London’s mass exodus into the countryside. Perhaps never happier, though, when forced to go back to what he loved in stitching cloth. 

‘If Hitler gets me, I’m coming back as Oscar,’ he said during one particularly fierce raid. ‘At least he gets to wear a good suit.’ 

‘Grandad! Don’t talk like that!’ Marnie had said, though not with confidence, given the drubbing overhead that night. Mercifully, they’d survived that attack, only for …

She wonders what happens now, emotions and practicalities that will run parallel with war. Who to invite to the funeral … Oh Lord! Her parents! It’s not that she’s forgotten them, but what with the shock … The fact they’re so far away and the unlikely prospect of travel seems as if Scotland is a foreign land, instead of across the border. Their lives really are light years away.

Marnie sinks the dregs of her coffee and finds a nearby phone box, clutching at her coins and dialling the number of her parents’ ironmongery shop. Breath held, she imagines the trill echoing around the nails and screws and tins of paint as the two tend customers and shelves. ‘Fern Hardware,’ her mother answers, all business and innocence. 

Marnie relays the sadness across the miles to her mother about Grandad, hears her sobs through the receiver, then her father coming to the phone. ‘Marnie, are you all right?’ His voice is a tremor. ‘We both wish you would consider moving up here. Out of the way.’

Out of the way of what, though? Bombs, or life? The last three weeks have taught Marnie that danger is sometimes better than dreary. Until today. Yet, oddly, even now, she’s not frightened, only more wary. 

‘I’ll come and visit soon,’ she promises. 

The much-needed shroud of night has fallen on the streets around Trafalgar Square, but the Luftwaffe are late tonight, so no sirens yet. Common sense and exhaustion says she should be in a bed or bunker somewhere, but Marnie’s heart dictates otherwise; a more urgent desire is calling her towards Orange Street. She prays fatigue hasn’t fuddled her memory of the pocks, pitfalls and pavements’ edges towards Trafalgar Square; the blackout is already responsible for scores of deaths, people plunging into craters or hit by vehicles with only slits for headlights. One loose footfall and she might as well be under one of the Führer’s bombs. Approaching Grandad’s shop, she’s relieved to see the rescue crews have gone, leaving a large sign placed against the hole that was once her universe: ‘Keep Out! DANGER. Unsafe structure.’ Undoubtedly it’s perilous to enter, but Marnie knows a second aim is to prevent looting, a crime that’s punishable by death yet remains rife across the city. 

She follows a makeshift path made through the rubble to the entrance, her short, noisy breaths overshadowing the crunch of grit underfoot. There’s an urgency to her yearning, to glimpse his world for the last time and recover something tangible in recalling the endless hours spent in his magical palace. Equally, she’s terrified of the ugly desolation she might find. 

Beyond the warning notice, everything of the shop roof and upper storeys has been destroyed, and it’s a relief that the offices above Grandad’s tiny first-floor flat had been empty for months. Even exposed to the sky, there’s a charred stench of bonfires and damp wool, the entire building doused by fire crews in controlling the blaze. Little is left of the front shop where customers were greeted, while the newer front-of-house mannequins bought to replace Oscar and Frank are almost reduced to ashes; one stiff and sooty hand pushes out from the mulchy mess, as if proffering a greeting or asking to be pulled from quicksand.

Out back (though there’s no wall to separate it now, let alone a curtain), Grandad’s main workshop has been decimated. Tears brim in Marnie’s eyes when she spies the only remnant of his trusty old workhorse of a sewing machine, industrial in size and strength, now reduced to a molten block. Defunct.

‘Stop it,’ she mutters sharply to herself, rubbing at her lower lids to ward off the sorrow. She has things to find and there’s only a thin slice of moonlight to help. Sensing that the thick wooden planks of the ground floor are largely undamaged, Marnie picks her way down the slippery stairwell as if with her eyes closed, having descended into the basement many a time during a raid. Certain that the Luftwaffe or a keen-eyed ARP warden won’t spot the glow, she lights a match. And gasps. 

Like her grandfather, it’s virtually untouched. She flicks up at the dense ceiling and a fresh layer of guilt bears down. If she’d been with him – if she had fought against that tide of people on the Strand – they would have been together. They might have survived. Both of them. As it is, perhaps Grandad was caught in his flat above the shop, or left the safe confines to check on something? Actions that Marnie always warned him against, chiding him to sit tight in the basement and put the kettle on again. He’d have grumbled but done it anyway.

Maybe. The worst is, she’ll never know. 

The match threatens to burn her fingers, and by touch and memory, Marnie feels her way to a small oil lamp always kept in the corner. From the resulting glow, she eyes the contents: Frank and Oscar are side by side, like always, the best of buddies. Frank looks slightly worse for wear, a shower of wreckage on his shoulders, his body knocked into a corner, causing his hairless head to crack, like a boiled egg that’s been tapped. Oscar is upright, as always, and his expression serene. Unspoiled. Plenty of tailor’s dummies don’t have heads – just a torso and removable arms – but Grandad liked these two the moment he spotted them in a second-hand sale. No hair, smooth and bland features, but ‘something of a personality all the same in those heads’, he always said. Many times, Marnie caught him talking to ‘the chaps’ as he worked. ‘This is a good fit, Frank, if I say so myself.’ ‘Oscar, you’re a real man about town now.’ She’s winded again by her own vivid recall.

Marnie would like to scoop it all up, every scrap of memory, every fibre of cloth in reach, but it’s not possible. Oscar alone would be enough of a handful, and she wonders if, come the morning, she can engage some of the bombsite schoolboys to help her for a small fee. They seem to have hijacked every cart or wheelbarrow in the vicinity, while discarded prams are now rich currency for removals. In the meantime, Marnie searches out the magical scissors she so covets, Grandad’s precious blades.

She scans the old cutting table that he’d reincarnated during the bombardments, but there’s only scraps of cloth and a few stray pins, one side of a lapel he was in the process of stitching. Set into an alcove at the far end of the basement are several wall-to-ceiling cupboards, with tall, thin doors. They contained his supplies of thread and chalk and were out of bounds to Marnie as a child. In adulthood, she’d never had need to look inside, since Grandad always had the pins ready and waiting. She hesitates with her fingers on the handle, feeling like a tomb raider from Ancient Egypt, robbing from the deceased. And yet her longing for those scissors is overwhelming, a palpable element of her grandfather to bring him back in a lonesome moment.

Tentatively, she opens one door, surprised to see a curtain in front of the shelves, and the outline of something hard and square-ish at mid-height. A decommissioned sewing machine perhaps, one he was keeping for spare parts? Curious, Marnie pulls back the cloth, and stumbles backwards at the sight. Why? How? What the …?

Not a sewing machine, or anything else you might expect in a dark, slightly dank basement. Something, however, that she does recognise, by virtue of being surrounded by similar hardware in every working day. A radio. And not a cosy, wood-grained domestic wireless that families gather around in their armchairs, clutching cups of cocoa and hanging onto Winston’s every word. This is a transmitter: rectangular and upright, with sharp metal corners. Nobody has one of these casually hanging around. Unless, of course …

Ice snakes its way through Marnie’s arteries. Her ears fill with the nervous talk about pro-Nazi fifth columnists, spies mingling in the pubs and shops of the capital, like the group of German informants caught in Gloucester recently, all
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