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Prologue

March 1993

It was the first time Nellie had been back to Bethnal Green, her childhood home, in almost fifty years. The first time since the end of the war. As she stepped off the tube train onto the platform and gazed around for signs to the exit, she was taken aback by how different it looked from the way she remembered it. The station had not been finished and the track not yet laid when the station was requisitioned as a public air raid shelter for the duration of the war. Now, people bustled past her as she stood clutching her suitcase, trying to imagine the thousands of triple bunk beds that had lined the tunnels when she was last here. How many endless, anxious nights had she and her family spent down here during the Blitz? Too many. And then again, later in the war, there’d been so many more nights they’d had to take shelter from the frequent bombing raids above.

The train she’d been on pulled away, its wheels clattering against the track as it picked up speed, leaving Nellie on the platform surrounded by her memories. 

They’d replaced the escalators, she noticed, as she stepped onto shiny steel instead of the wooden slatted treads of the old ones, dragging her wheeled suitcase onto the step behind her. A busker had set himself up at the bottom of the escalator, and was singing ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’, the music echoing up to her. As she rode the escalator, she sang along quietly, remembering how during the war she sometimes sang down here for her friends and family. She reached the ticket hall and thought of dear Billy, how his cheeks would dimple when he smiled at her. This was where she’d so often stopped for a quick word with him, promising her family she’d catch them up as they made their way to the bunks.

Once through the gates of the ticket barrier, she turned automatically to her left. Back then, there’d only been the one entrance and exit to the unfinished station. Now there was another to her right, but if she used that one, she worried she’d be disorientated when she reached street level. It was familiar yet different, advertising posters lined the walls and there was a vending machine instead of the shelter canteen. Her heart began to pound as she climbed the first seven steps to the half landing, then turned left and began making her way up the nineteen steps. Nineteen. They were much better lit these days, of course, with a central handrail that hadn’t been there before, but still they were the same nineteen steps. Memories of all those other hundreds of times she’d used these steps came flooding back as she climbed, making her eyes blur with tears and her stomach knot. 

She needed to get herself out of the station, find the way to Barbara’s house, greet her old friend and have a cup of tea. Babs had written to her a few months earlier, urging her to consider coming back for the fiftieth anniversary memorial service. It had seemed like a good idea, but now here she was, after all these years, with everything in front of her.

A crowd of young people, university students, she guessed, suddenly came charging down the steps towards her. She moved to her right, flattening herself against the wall. Her breath was coming in short, urgent gasps, her heart racing furiously, and she knew it wasn’t due to the exertion of climbing the stairs. It was because of what had happened here, fifty years ago. The night that changed her life forever. Clutching her suitcase with one hand and her chest with the other, she cowered against the wall, fighting to regain control, struggling to catch her breath. ‘Don’t fall, don’t fall,’ she whispered. 








Part One

Autumn–Winter 1942








Chapter 1

It was a bright Saturday in September that felt as though it was still summer. Nellie had had a busy week at work at the town hall, where she was assistant to the Mayor, and today she longed for a bit of normality, a little taste of how life used to be before the war. Before the air raids and the rationing and the endless sombre news reports on the wireless radio. She was taking her little sister, Flo, for a picnic in the park. It was hot – the kind of heat that makes you long for the weather to cool down and the leaves to fall, but then you berated yourself for wishing away the good weather.

The autumn chill would come soon enough, Nellie told herself. And with it the dark days of winter when she’d be returning home from work after dark, stumbling along in the blackout, every yard treacherous.

‘Come on, Flo. Let’s get a move on. More time for our picnic,’ she said, tugging her sister by the hand.

They walked through the familiar streets of Bethnal Green where she’d always lived, passing a row of shops with their meagre window displays. Second-hand clothes, rabbit and mutton in the butcher’s (it had been so long since she’d had beef!), a queue, still, at the greengrocer’s for apples from the orchards of Kent. On one corner stood the remains of a side wall of a bombed-out house, a curtain still flapping forlornly in its window. She averted her eyes from the bomb sites, the hollowed-out shells that had once been people’s homes, houses just like her own. She didn’t want to risk spoiling her happy mood thinking about them now.

‘When will they rebuild it? When can the people have their house back?’ Flo asked, looking up at it.

‘After the war’s over, I expect.’ Nellie sighed, adjusting the basket hanging from her arm. But the people who’d lived there were unlikely to ever come home, she thought. For all she knew they might have perished inside when their house took a direct hit.

‘What if the war goes on for ever and ever?’

Lately the headlines screamed about RAF bombing raids on Munich and Nellie felt her stomach lurch thinking about it. Whenever the British had successfully bombed a German city, you could be sure there’d be a retaliatory strike coming soon after. And that usually meant London would be hit. Which meant the East End of London would be once more in danger.

Her little sister, only seven years old, could barely remember a time before the war began, and it showed no signs of ending any time soon. As much as the war had marred Flo’s childhood, it had robbed Nellie of her teenage years when she should have been having fun without a care in the world. Although, it wasn’t as bad these days as it was in the beginning, when the docks and warehouses were targeted, and then during the Blitz when Hitler had sent his bombers over built-up areas, trying to break the British spirit. It hadn’t worked. They were still here, still fighting, and would never surrender, as the Prime Minister had said near the start of the war. Never surrender. Nellie jutted out her chin defiantly as she remembered Mr Churchill’s speech.

‘It won’t go on for ever, I promise. Look, we’re almost here!’ Nellie smiled, eager to cheer her sister up as she led them across the bridge over the Regent’s Canal and into Victoria Park, past the statues of two dogs which guarded the entrance. Flo, as always, gave each dog a pat as she passed.

These days, with Victoria Park mostly taken over by the military – anti-aircraft guns on part of it and a prisoner-of-war camp at the far end – there were fewer places where one could feel truly free. Still, there was the small section of Vicky Park that was open to the public, and numerous smaller parks and gardens tucked between the streets of Victorian terraced houses. Some had been dug up to grow vegetables but others were still free for children to play, and there was always a game of football going on somewhere or other, with boys using their jackets to mark the goals.

A little farther on they crossed the small bridge that led onto a tiny island in the middle of a pond. ‘I remember when children weren’t allowed on this island,’ Nellie told Flo. ‘It was for grown-ups only.’

‘Didn’t you ever go on the island till you was grown-up?’ Flo asked, wide-eyed.

Nellie smiled. ‘Actually, we did. Babs and Billy and me – one of us would distract the park-keeper and the others would race across the bridge onto the island. By the time the parkie spotted us, we’d have done a full tour of it and all he could do was chase us off, but we were faster runners than him and he had no hope of catching us.’

Flo laughed, and Nellie chuckled too. Those had been good times, before the war, when she’d still been a schoolgirl and Flo was only a baby. She, her best friend Barbara and Barbara’s brother, Billy, had been inseparable back then. The three of them were close in age, with Billy older than Nellie by one year and Babs younger by one year. They’d grown up together. She was eighteen now, an adult more or less, a working woman with an important job at the town hall, but sometimes she wished she was still a child, playing hide-and-seek in the park with Billy and Babs.

As if thinking about him had conjured him up, she spotted a familiar figure walking towards them, grinning broadly. ‘Thought it was you, Nellie Morris! Having a picnic?’ Billy called out, pointing to the basket hanging from the crook of her elbow.

‘Yes, we’ve decided to make the most of the good weather, and Flo does like a picnic.’

‘She likes a tickle too, I bet,’ Billy said, as he lunged for Flo. She ran off squealing and Nellie stood watching them, laughing. Billy was like an older brother to them both, and she was fond of him. At times like these you could almost forget there was a war on and these were the moments that kept her going.

After a lap of the island the two were back, Billy gasping for breath. ‘She’s too fast for me these days,’ he said, wheezing a little.

‘Be careful, Billy. Your asthma.’

He nodded and reached for the medicinal cigarettes he always carried. A few puffs of one delivered the medication it contained deep into his lungs, stopping the wheezing. ‘I know. I’ll be all right.’ He lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. ‘There. All good now. What’ve you got to eat in there?’ He nodded at the basket Nellie was carrying, the picnic her mother, Em, had put together for them.

‘Sandwiches, shortbread, lemon barley. Enough for three if you want to join us?’ There wasn’t, not really, but she felt she had to offer.

He shook his head. ‘Sounds good but I can’t. On shift later. Air raids don’t wait for picnics.’ He gave her a mock-salute, ruffled Flo’s hair and set off.

Nellie watched as he passed a pair of middle-aged women; one of them had a poodle on a lead. They stared after him and shook their heads disapprovingly, and the dog barked. They made no effort to quieten the animal. No doubt the women thought Billy was a conscientious objector, as he was not in uniform today. They didn’t know he was an air raid warden. They didn’t know how hard he worked, how many extra shifts he took on, how many nights he spent supervising people in the tube station shelter, despite the fact that being cooped up down there in that damp atmosphere was not good for his lungs.

They all did their bit for the war effort. Her father, Charlie, did a few shifts each week as a fire-watcher, as well as his regular job as a warehouse man down at the London docks. Babs worked in a factory making military uniforms.

‘Nellieeee! When are we going to eat our sandwiches? I’m going to save the crusts for the ducks. See them, over there? Ducklings too!’

‘Are there? Let’s go!’ Nellie let herself be pulled by Flo over to the shore of the island. Sure enough, nestled in amongst some reeds, was a family of ducks. The ducklings were tiny, fluffy things and it was all Nellie could do to keep Flo on dry land, watching but not trying to grab at the little creatures.

Across the park, in the closed-off area, the huge anti-aircraft, or ‘ack-ack’ guns as they were known, stood silent, pointing skyward, ready for action whenever the next air raid occurred. Yet here, at their feet, was a small reminder that life went on just as it always had.
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They were packing up when the shrill wail of the air raid siren sounded.

‘In daytime? Really?’ Nellie said in surprise as her heart began to pound. She stuffed things into the picnic basket and grabbed Flo’s hand. ‘Come on, we got to run!’

‘Nellieee! Where should we go? I don’t want to be bombed!’ Flo screamed in terror. They were nowhere near the underground station where the family usually went to shelter from air raids, and far too close to the ack-ack guns that could easily be a target for the German bombers. She imagined a direct hit on the guns, shrapnel flying across the park hitting them both. Little Flo falling, bleeding and lifeless … No, it couldn’t happen. She had to save her sister.

There was a public shelter near the entrance to the park, which they’d passed on the way in. It was just one of those corrugated iron ones dug into the ground but it would have to do. Anything was better than being caught in the open. As Nellie ran, gripping Flo’s hand tightly, a wave of German bombers passed overhead low enough for her to make out the Luftwaffe emblem on their wings. Their engines screamed and roared, the sound recognisably different to that of the RAF planes that frequently flew over in formation, off to bomb towns in Germany. Flo stopped and stared up at them. It was possibly the first time she’d seen the enemy, Nellie realised. The air raids were normally at night. She feared the planes overhead would open fire with their machine guns at any moment, never mind the bombs they carried.

‘We’ve got to run, Flo!’ she urged, praying she could protect her little sister. They reached the shelter and she pushed Flo ahead of her into it, panting loudly. Inside, she held Flo close to her, resting her cheek on Flo’s soft curly hair. Thank God they’d made it.

‘Whew, close one, miss,’ said a young boy in the shelter, clutching his little dog as he tried to catch his breath.

‘I know. Don’t understand why the warning was so late. We barely had time to get here.’

‘Daylight raid, innit. Our lads only watch for them at night, I reckon.’

Nellie didn’t think that could be true and pulled Flo onto her lap, hoping her parents and their brother, George, would all have made it to safety. Like everyone else in the East End, they were old hands at dealing with air raids. But no matter how many times it happened, it still terrified her – the thought that this one might be the bomb with her name on it, that these might be her last moments on earth. She tried to take a deep breath to calm herself, determined not to cry and not to let Flo see how frightened she was.

The ack-ack guns started up, their sound so much louder than Nellie was used to as they were so close, but it was reassuring that the city was being defended. This small shelter could hold just a handful of people. It had only a wooden plank to sit on and an earthen floor, and was a far cry from the warren of the underground station they’d become accustomed to. Down there, they had bunk beds, toilets, a kitchen serving warm food and even a little theatre for entertainment.

‘Glad we don’t have to come here whenever there’s a raid, eh Flo?’ she said, tightening her arms around her sister. Flo nodded and snuggled closer to her. It was terrifying, being in that little shelter while you could hear the planes flying above, the boom of the ack-ack guns and occasional distant thuds of bombs. Down in the tube, the sounds of war were more muted and it was easier to bear. Plus, they’d be with Em and Charlie and George, and Nellie wouldn’t have sole responsibility for Flo. She blinked away a tear as she tried to look calm.

When at last the sounds of the planes and guns tapered off, the all-clear siren went off. Nellie led Flo out of the shelter, and they began their walk home, through the dusty air and newly created rubble. As they rounded the corner into Morpeth Street, its rows of red-brick Victorian terraced houses facing each other, George threw open the front door of their house, with their father close behind him.

‘I was out in the street,’ George said, breathlessly, ‘when them bombers came over. They was so low!’

‘We saw them too from our shelter,’ Nellie replied with a shudder as she recalled how they’d swooped down, so close to the ground.

‘I could see the whites of their eyes!’ George went on. ‘Lead fellow, he had blond hair, like Flo’s. I had to dive under a bush before he could shoot me down!’

Charlie glared at him. ‘What was you doing out in the street? Get to a shelter the minute you hear the air raid siren, ain’t I always told you that?’

‘I did, Dad, but …’ George began. 

‘You’re not to go too far from the tube, you hear me? So you can go straight there.’ Charlie wagged his finger at his son.

‘Nellie and Flo were miles from the tube, when they were in the park!’

‘Half a mile, idiot,’ Nellie said, giving her brother a scornful look.

‘At least they got to a shelter.’ Charlie ran his hands through his hair. The thought seemed to have struck him that his children had been in danger, in broad daylight on a bright September Saturday. It sent a shiver down Nellie’s spine too. If anything had happened to Flo while they were out, she’d never forgive herself.

Nellie hugged her father then kissed her mother, who ushered them into the house. ‘It’s all right. We’re all safe. It’s ramping up again though, isn’t it? At least not as bad as the Blitz.’ Back in 1940 and 1941 there’d been bombing raids almost every night, and they’d practically lived in the tube station shelter. Nellie couldn’t bear to think it might get that bad again.

‘Yes, it is,’ Charlie said. ‘This bleeding war, eh? Soon as you get used to it and think you’re coping all right, it throws something new at you, like this. On a sunny afternoon, and all. Just ain’t right.’

Nellie was about to reply when there was a knock at the door. ‘That’ll be Ruth and John,’ Em said, hurrying to answer it.

But on the doorstep was only John, with a black greyhound on a lead. ‘I’m sorry, Em, Charlie,’ he said. ‘Ruthie’s not well enough to come for tea today. That daytime air raid put the jitters in her.’

Her aunt and uncle had been coming for tea every Saturday afternoon for as long as Nellie could remember. It was a family tradition. Cakes, a card game or two and plenty of laughter – war or no war.

Ruth was Charlie’s sister, and Nellie had had a close relationship with them all her life. Nellie and Babs used to run away to their house whenever they were in trouble with their parents. Ruth would feed them biscuits and say they could live at her house and never go home. Although by teatime the girls would be homesick and wanting their mums. All along though, Em and Mrs Waters had known exactly where they were because Ruth would have sent a neighbour’s boy with a message.

‘Send her my love,’ Charlie said. Nellie knew he was concerned about his sister’s health. And for a man who was used to being able to fix things, to make things better, it was agony for him that there was nothing he could do about the tuberculosis she suffered from, which had been made worse by the many nights she’d spent in the damp of the air raid shelter.

Since the war had started, families had become more tightknit, depending on one another for support, and she couldn’t bear the thought of Ruthie not being there.

Nellie glanced down at the dog, who was sniffing her hand. ‘New greyhound? Where’s Oscar?’

John laughed. ‘This is Oscar. Don’t you recognise him?’

Nellie frowned. Her uncle’s dog Oscar was a brindle greyhound. This dog was black, but he was licking her hand as though he knew her.

‘You trying that trick again?’ Charlie said with a chuckle.

‘Yeah. Worked before, should work again.’

‘What trick, Uncle John?’ Nellie asked.

He leaned close to her. ‘Oscar is known as a winner. Paint him black, enter him in a different race with a different name, as an unknown. Bet on him with long odds. He wins, we cash in, job done.’ John winked at Nellie. ‘Don’t matter if there’s a war on, we’ve got to make the most of any chances to make a bit of cash.’

‘Where you racing him, and what name?’ Charlie asked. ‘I’ll have a flutter. Might win a few bob.’

‘Walthamstow, eight o’clock this evening. Get down the bookies now, Charlie. His new name is Lord of the Darkness.’

Nellie laughed. ‘Very dramatic! Well good luck to Oscar and love to Auntie Ruth. So sorry we’re not seeing her.’

Em returned with the shortbread wrapped in paper. ‘Here. For Ruth’s tea, and keep that dog away from them.’

‘Thanks, Em. She’ll appreciate those biscuits. Oh, she said to give you these. We don’t need them, we got enough.’ He handed over a few ration coupons to Nellie.

‘Thank you, Uncle John,’ she said with a smile.

‘We got to share what we have, eh? Come on, boy.’ John led the dog away as Charlie and Nellie waved goodbye.

It was always like this – family and friends sharing what they had, making the best of things, appreciating little kindnesses from each other. One day things would change, and they’d be back to how things were before the war, when they didn’t have much, but there was always enough of everything to go around.






Chapter 2

‘Can I borrow your umbrella, Mum?’ Nellie asked as she was getting ready to leave for work on a cold and rainy Monday morning.

‘Sorry, love, I need it. Got to go to the market today, or I won’t have anything to make for tea. All very well your dad winning money on that greyhound race but I’ve still got to go out and queue if I’m to spend any of it on food. Here, stick that on your head.’ Em tossed Nellie a floppy rain hat that had seen better days.

‘It’ll squash my curls,’ Nellie moaned, but put it on anyway. It was either that or get soaking wet on the ten-minute walk to work.

‘Don’t be late. Oh, and do me a favour? Pick up your auntie’s laundry this evening, will you, from Mrs Denning, and drop it off with her? It’s on your way home, and Ruth will be glad to see you.’

‘I will.’ Nellie kissed Em goodbye and set off.

As she hurried along Morpeth Street she heard a familiar voice call her from behind. ‘Nellie Morris! Don’t you look a picture in that hat!’ She turned to see Billy grinning. 

‘It’s bleeding awful!’ The rain was coming down too heavy to stop to chat, so she hurried on, giving him a wave as she went.

‘I’ll marry you one day, and you’ll have to wear a hat as fetching as that on our wedding day, Nellie Morris!’ he called after her.

‘Only if I’ll have you!’ she teased back. He’d been saying it to her for years. Since she was fifteen and he was sixteen, and they’d spent so much time together and had begun flirting a little, so that their parents had said they’d end up marrying. She adored him but she didn’t think they actually would marry – it was all just a friendly joke. Sometimes it was fun to imagine them ending up together; he’d make a fine husband for her, she knew. But she wanted more from life than to marry the boy next door, the boy who’d said he’d never leave the East End. She wanted to travel, to see the world. When the war was over, she intended to do just that.
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Billy watched her hurrying away. Nellie didn’t know how he truly felt about her. How could she? He’d never told her. He worried if he got it wrong and she rejected him, he’d lose her friendship as well. He knew he wouldn’t be able to cope with that, and so he’d kept his feelings hidden from her but it was getting harder to keep it a secret. He knew she saw him only as ‘the boy next door’, an older brother, a friend. Someone to banter with, not someone to love. Somehow he needed to change that, he wasn’t sure how but he wanted to prove to her that he’d be right for her, that they could have a wonderful life together. There’d been times, just before the war broke out, when they’d sit in the park together – not chasing each other as they’d done as children but sitting on a bench, his arm around her shoulder, her head resting against him as she talked of her dreams for the future, and he’d dreamed of a future with her.

Billy had lived his whole life right here on Morpeth Street, as had Nellie. For him, the street contained everything he’d ever wanted in life, including her. But he knew that she wanted more. If it hadn’t been for the war, she’d probably have moved out of Bethnal Green already. Excitement, adventure, travel – she’d so often spoken of such things with a longing that he couldn’t understand. He couldn’t offer her those things. He could only offer her his undying love, companionship and security, and he hoped that would one day be enough for a girl as special as Nellie Morris. The girl who’d once saved her pocket money for weeks to buy him a cigarette case for his medicinal cigarettes. He had it still and thought of her whenever he took it out. The girl who’d run after him along the street one day when he’d forgotten his sandwiches, and had given them to him with a smile, patting his cheek. ‘Where would you be without me, Billy Waters?’ she’d said. Where indeed. One day, soon, he’d ask Nellie out on a date. One day, when he’d plucked up the courage. 
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Nellie loved her job as assistant to the Mayor of Bethnal Green, Mrs Margaret Bolton. It was varied and interesting, and she got on well with the Mayor. Mr Percy Bolton, the Mayor’s husband, had been Nellie’s schoolteacher, and it was he who’d recommended her to his wife. He was retired from teaching but now served as senior air raid warden and was Billy’s boss. The other girls she knew worked in the clothing factories like Babs did, or in munitions. Her friend had started off making luxury underwear that was sold in top West End department stores, but these days the factory made only uniforms and utility clothing.

Working in the town hall made Nellie feel as though she was right at the heart of Bethnal Green. She was often the first to know what was going on in the borough, and she relished that feeling of importance.

‘You’re too ambitious, that’s your problem,’ Em sometimes said to her, but with pride in her voice.

‘Too clever for Bethnal Green. My girl’s going places, you wait and see,’ Charlie would reply, beaming.

She hoped they were right. She treasured Bethnal Green but was itching to see more of the world than this little corner of London. She wanted adventure. She wanted to be someone who would make a difference to the world. When the war was over.

‘Morning, Gladys,’ Nellie called out to one of the girls in the typing pool she often spent her lunch break with as she entered the first-floor office. 

‘Morning, Nellie. Fine weather for ducks, ain’t it?’

‘It is that,’ Nellie said with a laugh, hurrying past to take off her wet coat and try to dry her feet at the nearest radiator. That was another good thing about working in the town hall – it had an effective central heating system and she could only hope the heating would be on today to warm up.

‘Morning, Nellie,’ Mrs Bolton said, as Nellie entered the office and hung her coat on the stand. ‘I need you to take minutes in a meeting at ten o’clock but if you could finish typing those letters from yesterday before then, I’d be grateful.’

‘Of course.’ Nellie had learnt typing and shorthand at school. Her speed and efficiency were what had led to her promotion from the typing pool. She fed a piece of paper into her typewriter, opened her notebook and began working.

By the time ten o’clock came around she’d completed the letters and warmed her feet. She pushed her toes into her still-damp shoes with a grimace, and followed Mrs Bolton into a small meeting room, where a large man in a tweed jacket was sitting waiting for them. He stood up as they entered and held out a hand for Mrs Bolton to shake.

‘Mrs Mayor. Pleased to see you again.’

‘Mr Smith, good morning. And this is Miss Morris joining us to take notes. Nellie, Mr Smith is an engineer I employed to inspect the Bethnal Green air raid shelter and make any necessary safety recommendations. I’ve asked Civil Defence before now for funds to improve the entrance but my requests have been turned down. Mr Smith, I’m hoping you’ll provide me with the evidence to help make my case more strongly.’ She turned to the engineer. ‘I understand you’ve completed your inspection and are ready to report back?’

He nodded. ‘Now then, this community is lucky that the station was in the state it was, at the outbreak of war. As you know, it’s part of the Central line extension, designed to link the East End with Central London, but it’s not yet complete. The tracks weren’t laid so it wasn’t in use for trains.’

Nellie nodded. They were excited for the tube station opening, when the war was over. The people of Bethnal Green would be able to go up west to the shops or for days out so much more easily by tube than by bus. Nellie wanted badly to feel like a part of the big city, to go shopping with Babs for a new dress and browse the beauty counters in the department stores, or even go to see a show.

‘Being deep underground,’ Mr Smith continued, ‘it makes a perfect large-capacity air raid shelter. Anyone down there in the event of an air raid will be one hundred per cent safe. However …’

‘However?’ prompted Mrs Bolton.

The engineer cleared his throat. ‘I have concerns about the entrance, in particular the steps down from pavement level to the ticket hall. They were never finished off properly, and the hoarding at the top was only ever intended as a temporary measure. I’ve inspected it in detail, both in daylight and at night-time.’

Nellie flipped over to a new page of her notebook and waited for the engineer to continue.

‘While the entrance is adequate for normal usage, I think it’s very likely unsafe if there are crowds of people all trying to enter at once. There is only one low-wattage light bulb, and even that has been shielded so that the light doesn’t shine out onto the pavement – to comply with blackout regulations, you understand. There’s no central handrail or indeed any handrails. The gates at the top open inward and therefore could not be closed against a surge of people if the station became too crowded.’ He cleared his throat. ‘And the steps themselves with those unfinished rough edges can be slippery when wet.’

‘I see.’ The Mayor’s expression was grave. ‘But it’s been in use since the start of the war. What do you worry might happen if nothing is done?’

‘A potential disaster could occur. We’ve been lucky, I think, that no such calamity has happened yet. But should a large crowd arrive at once, perhaps in a panic and rushing down to the safety of the shelter, there is a danger that the wooden hoarding surrounding the steps at the top might give way, and people would be precipitated down the stairs. Indeed, it would be all too easy for someone to trip, perhaps slipping on wet steps, losing their footing in the poor light, and a fall down those steps could cause serious injury or even prove fatal.’ The engineer leaned back in his chair, his arms folded, apparently satisfied he’d done his job and delivered his verdict.

‘And what can be done to prevent such accidents?’ Mrs Bolton looked at Nellie to check she was capturing all this in her notebook, and Nellie nodded reassuringly. But her mind was on that tube station entrance. She’d always thought that was the safest place to be, sheltering from the dangers of the air raids above. She bit her lip worrying how many times they’d all hurried down there when the siren sounded and wondered if it was in fact as dangerous as Mr Smith seemed to suggest.

‘Well, if the wooden hoarding were to be replaced with brick,’ the engineer was saying, ‘properly supported by concrete piers, and a strong gate installed across the entrance that opened outward or better still, slid across, then that would mitigate the danger of a surge of people collapsing the existing structure. The gate could be closed in the event of too many people trying to access the entrance at once. In addition, extending the roofing over the steps would allow installation of better lighting. The steps themselves should have hard-wearing metal edging added to their treads, and a central handrail should be installed. The work need only take three or four days, and the shelter could remain open for use overnight if there was an air raid.’

Nellie scribbled in shorthand as fast as she could to capture all that the engineer had said.

‘Thank you, Mr Smith. You’ve been very helpful and your suggestions to improve the safety of the station will be invaluable.’ Mrs Bolton stood up and shook the engineer’s hand.

Nellie followed Mrs Bolton back to the mayor’s office. ‘Type those notes up for me, Nellie. I’ll need them to dictate a letter. We need to apply again to London Civil Defence for authorisation and money to improve the entrance, but I should think after they read Mr Smith’s findings and recommendations that shouldn’t be too much bother. It doesn’t sound as though it should be too expensive or a very long job. With any luck we’ll have that station entrance sorted out by the end of next month, if not earlier.’

Nellie sat down to type up her notes. This was just like the Mayor – she always had the community’s best interests at the forefront of her mind. Nellie was proud to work for her.
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By the end of the day the report was complete and the letter dictated and typed. ‘Pop it into the outgoing post tray on your way out please, Nellie. The sooner that letter is sent the sooner we’ll have the funding and the work can begin. I think tomorrow we should start lining up men who can do the work for us, to Mr Smith’s specifications.’

‘Ahead of getting the funding?’

‘On the assumption the money will be forthcoming, yes. This is people’s safety we’re talking about. This time, with the weight of Mr Smith’s report behind us, I’m sure they won’t turn us down again.’

Nellie hoped her boss was right. They owed it to the community to ensure the shelter was as safe a place as possible.






Chapter 3

‘Good to see you, Nellie, and thanks for doing this,’ said John as he took the bag of laundry from her. ‘Your sister’s here too. Third time she’s come this month to cheer up Ruthie, bless her.’

Nellie went through to the cosy sitting room where Ruth had a bed made up on the sofa. Flo was kneeling on the floor next to her, prattling on about the games she played at school with her friends.

‘Nellie! Hi, love. You brought my nighties? Thank you, dear—’ Ruth broke off with a bout of coughing, covering her mouth with a handkerchief that was always firmly in her grip.

‘Good to see you, Auntie Ruth. Are you keeping all right? Hello, Flo.’ Nellie kissed her sister’s cheek.

‘Ah, yes, love, I’ve been better, but I shouldn’t complain. I was sorry not to have felt well enough to come for tea on Saturday.’

John shook his head sadly. ‘She should be in a sanatorium somewhere in the country, where the air’s fresh. Not here in London, where we have the dust and fumes and whatnot in the air. It’s going down the tube that’s done for her. All them nights during the Blitz down in them damp tunnels. If I’d known what it would do to her, I’d have said let’s stay up here, take our chances in the old Morrison shelter in the kitchen.’

‘You could go to Mrs Thompson’s, where I was ’vacuated to,’ Flo put in. ‘I bet she’d let you stay.’

During the Blitz there’d been a raid almost every night, and Bethnal Green like the rest of the East End had suffered tremendous damage. Some streets had lost half a dozen houses or more, flattened into rubble by the bombs. Three houses in Morpeth Street where Nellie lived were no longer there. One morning, they’d emerged from the air raid shelter to find their own windows blown in. Charlie had put tape in a criss-cross pattern over the remaining windows after that, to stop shards of glass flying in and damaging furnishings if it happened again.

Back then there were only the three of them to have to run to the shelter. George and Flo had been evacuated to the country, spending a year living in a village far away in rural Dorset. Her brother and sister had come back when the worst of it was over, and since then the family had stuck together, sheltering in the tube during the sporadic air raids they’d experienced since.

‘Bless you, pet, but they only evacuate kids, not the sick.’ John smiled at Flo.

Nellie mulled over what she’d heard today at work, trying to decide whether to say anything about it to her aunt and uncle. She looked through to the kitchen where the cage-like Morrison shelter was. They used it as a table during the day and had slept in it at night on occasions when they’d been too slow to get to the shelter. It was designed to protect against falling debris if a bomb fell close by. It wouldn’t stand up to a direct hit, but what were the chances of that? It wasn’t like the Blitz had started up again. German bombers flew over but often they were heading for other targets, farther afield.

‘I think you’re right, Uncle John, about using the Morrison shelter,’ she said. ‘No point Auntie Ruth having to drag herself down the tube when she’s so poorly. The Morrison’s much easier, and it’ll be safe enough.’

Nellie reached out a hand and patted her aunt’s arm. They’d be fine, she reassured herself.

She gazed around the room. There were black marks on the lino and a stain on the seat of an armchair that hadn’t been there the last time she’d been round, but she dared not mention them. Ruth was too sick to do any cleaning, and John was too old-fashioned to do it himself.

She turned to John. ‘Oscar won on Saturday, didn’t he?’

Her uncle grinned. ‘He certainly did. We’re very proud, aren’t we, Ruthie?’

Ruth scowled. ‘We are, but … tell ’er what happened this morning, John.’

‘Hmm. Well. It rained, and I hadn’t got round to washing the paint off the dog yet. Took him out in the rain, brought him back and he came in here, and … well …’ John indicated the black marks on the lino and chair. ‘He jumped straight up in that chair before I could stop him. Bleeding paint was running off him in streaks. Now Ruthie’s on at me to get it all cleaned up.’

Nellie stifled a chuckle. ‘Oh dear. Is he back to his usual colour now?’

John nodded. ‘I had to finish the job the rain started, didn’t I? And I’m going to have to do something about all this.’

‘I’ll come tomorrow morning before work and help you with that,’ Nellie said. ‘I’d stay today but our tea’ll be ready and Mum hates any of us being late for it.’

Flo looked up at Nellie, her eyes bright. ‘Nellie, can I stay here tonight, and clean up Oscar’s mess? And I could help Uncle John cook Auntie Ruth’s tea for her, and put away that laundry and do all the jobs! Please, Nellie, say I can! You tell Mum. She won’t mind!’ In the past, before the war, before Ruth was sick, Flo had often stayed the night, allowing Em and Charlie to have a night out.

‘Flo, there’s no room for you in the Morrison shelter as well.’ She debated for a moment whether to say an air raid was likely, as Billy had told her that morning, but again decided there was no need to scare anyone. She put her arm around Flo. ‘I think you’ll have to come for a sleepover another night, hey?’

John nodded, looking relieved. ‘It was kind of you to offer to do all them jobs, young Flo, but we’ll manage, Ruthie and I. How about you come after school tomorrow? I’ll get something special from the shops and you can help me make Ruthie’s tea then.’

Flo gave a tiny pout, then immediately cheered up. She never sulked when she didn’t get her way. ‘All right. And I’ll bring more of Mum’s shortbread, if there’s any left.’

‘Thanks for coming round, both of you,’ Ruthie said from her position on the sofa. ‘You’d best be off home.’

‘Come on, Flo-bo. Let’s see what Mum’s cooking.’ Flo got to her feet. Nellie blew her aunt a kiss and hugged her uncle. ‘We’ll see you tomorrow then, to get that floor cleaned. Look after her, Uncle John.’

‘I will, I always do. Thanks again, love.’ He gave her a squeeze as she went back out to the street, hand in hand with Flo.
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Back home, Em was busy frying eels. ‘John and Ruth all right, are they? Your brother’s outside cuddling his damn chickens again. Honestly, the one that doesn’t lay ought to have gone in the pot long ago.’

‘He does love his birds,’ Nellie said, as she went out the kitchen door through to the small backyard. George was out there, sitting on an upturned pail cradling a chicken. It was his favourite – the white one he’d named Rosie, the one that no longer laid any eggs but which he kept as a pet. He’d brought her and two others back from the country when he returned after being evacuated, and had looked after them ever since.

The family ate most of the eggs his chickens produced but there was usually a small surplus each day that George sold to neighbours, to bring in a little pocket money. Most of which, she knew, he spent on feed for his chickens. There weren’t many people who kept chickens in the East End as most backyards were too tiny to do much with, although some of Nellie’s neighbours had dug theirs up to grow vegetables as urged by the government’s Dig for Victory campaign. Any food you could produce yourself was a bonus, what with so much being rationed these days. And although Charlie might grumble about the chickens, Nellie knew he appreciated the fresh eggs as much as the rest of them.

Just then the high-pitched wail of the air raid siren started.

‘Right when we were about to eat,’ Em grumbled. ‘Should I wrap the food and bring it?’

‘We don’t have time,’ Charlie said. ‘Grab your bedding rolls. Flo, leave your doll here, you’ll only damage her down in the tube.’ He went to the back door. ‘George! Come on!’

Nellie felt the familiar rise of fear in the pit of her stomach at the prospect of another night in the shelter but they had to go. It wasn’t safe to stay home. She picked up their rolls of blankets and pillows that were stored behind the sofa in the sitting room. The bunk beds in the shelter were equipped with mattresses but nothing more. ‘George!’ Em shouted. ‘We need to be off.’

‘Can’t leave Rosie,’ he called back. ‘She’s frightened.’

‘Leave the bloody chicken, boy. If she’s dead when we get back at least it’s a Sunday dinner for us.’ Charlie went out and grabbed George by the arm, making him drop the chicken, which began running round the yard in a panic.

George struggled and lashed his foot out to kick his father. It was going to end badly, Nellie thought, and there was no time to lose. ‘Stop it!’ she shrieked, dropping her bedding roll and grabbing George’s sleeve with one hand, Charlie’s with the other. ‘We have to go. George, your chicken will be fine, promise.’

‘All right! Fine.’

Out in the street there were dozens of people hurriedly making their way to the tube, clutching bags or bundles of whatever they felt they needed for the night. Sometimes the all-clear went after only an hour or two down there so Nellie hoped it wouldn’t be for the whole night and they could return home and eat.

As they hurried towards the tube
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