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Prologue Part 1

December 1940

A parachute bomb
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He looked up at the dark sky.  Searchlights danced across the heavens, seeking out the enemy bombers.   He should have been hearing the incessant crashing and booming of the anti-aircraft batteries in Regents Park, but all he could hear was the deafening ringing in his head.  

He struggled to get up.  He looked down at his white-coated hands that seemed to flash in rhythm with the light from the surrounding explosions.  He shook his head, trying to rid the shooting stars that sparkled within his eyes.  He kicked off a couple of broken tiles that lay on his legs.  By the large fire that had broken out on the other side of Langham Street, he could see two uniformed men running towards him.  Their mouths opened and closed as though they were shouting at him, but he still couldn’t hear anything.

One of the men roughly pulled him to his feet; the other began the thankless task of attempting to brush the white dust from his clothes.  He recognised the uniforms; they were police officers.  He swallowed hard, looking down.  He stammered,  “Where’s my bag?” but he couldn’t hear himself.

One of the policemen shouted at him, “Never mind your bloody bag.  What in the name of God are you doing here?”

“My bag; my bag; where is it?”

The other policeman shook his head and flung the large green army issue canvas bag at him,

“It’s here.  Now bugger off like the sergeant says.”

The man put his fingers to his ears and shook his head.

The sergeant looked at his mate and rolled his eyes, “The bomb’s made him deaf.  Just get him over the other side of the line and see if he needs the ambulance girls to have a look at him.”  He patted him down.

“Looks like he’s okay physically; not so sure about his brains, though. Heaven knows how he could have missed the cordoned off area.”

The constable dragged the man across the square as more bombs rained down in nearby Portland Place. He clutched the heavy canvas bag to his chest.  He was unceremoniously plonked in front of an ambulance in the porch of an abandoned shop. .

The constable shouted at him, “Stay there until the all-clear...”

Peter Porteous wasn’t in a fit state to go anywhere...He closed his eyes; that was close; too close for comfort.  What was he doing?  Ah, yes, he remembered.  That bloody parachute bomb...

Porteous sat there.  His Air Raid Precautions’ dark, navy uniform was almost white.  God knows what the dust was.  He felt his chest tighten.  Someone tugged at his sleeve.  He opened his eyes to see a pretty London Auxiliary Ambulance girl mouthing at him.

“Wake up!  Are you hurt?”

He pointed to his ears and shook his head.

She nodded, “Oh, don’t worry, your hearing will probably come back in a little while.”  She reached into her shoulder bag and took out some cotton wool.  She rolled two small balls and shoved them into his ears.

“The ringing will subside soon, but your ears may be a little sensitive for a few days.”  She lifted his chin,

“Let’s have a look at you; can’t see a damn thing with all that dust.”  The accent was refined.  She turned and lifted out a small flask of water from her shoulder bag and poured it over his face.  The grit from the dust irritated his eyes.  He tried to turn away, but she held his head firmly in her grasp.

“Keep still...”

The ringing in his ears was gradually subsiding.  He smiled at her.  Her long auburn hair was fiercely tied in a bun.  Her hands were graced with long, slender fingers.  He noticed the thin wedding band.  She smiled and held up the hand,

“Yeah, so don’t get any ideas...”

She turned as a large and rather fierce LAAS sergeant shouted at her,

“Felicity!  If he’s okay, leave him.  There’s an injured child in one of the flats across the road.  Come on, girl, move it...”

She sighed, “I’ll have to love you and leave you.  Just sit there like the good constable says and wait for the all-clear.”  She held her wrist up to what little light there was coming from the burning buildings to view her expensive watch.  
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She looked up at the sky,  “They’ll be gone soon.  I can’t imagine they’ve got anything left to chuck at us...”

She was gone; she ran across the road to join her sergeant.  

Langham Place went quiet except for the crackling of the burning buildings.  He could just about hear the sound of fire engines as they approached; it was time to leave...

He looked up to see the sergeant and his constable pointing at him from across the square.  Peter Porteous stood up quickly; a little too quickly, as his head began to swim.  He steadied himself by reaching out to the glass window in the shop doorway.  He pulled up the sleeve of his jacket and tried desperately to focus on the face of his watch.  It was close to eleven; the night was still young for the great and good of Germany to return for a second wave of death and destruction.  He needed to get home.

He picked up his canvas bag; it now seemed twice as heavy as before, but he wasn’t going to let this precious cargo be wasted.  He threw the strap over his shoulder, not caring if it got tangled with his gas mask carrier, and slowly made his way out of Langham Place.  He didn’t hear the pretty London Auxiliary Ambulance girl, Felicity, shouting after him to wait for the all-clear.

He came out onto Portland Place; it was chaos, with yet another land mine having gone off in Cavendish Square.  His ARP uniform afforded him exactly what he wanted, complete anonymity.  No one gave him a second glance as they went about their business in the roar of the fires from burning buildings.  Fire engines were everywhere.  Several ambulances were parked up on Regent Street with their crews awaiting the signal to get to work, either rescuing the injured or retrieving dead bodies or parts thereof...The makeshift morgues would be busy tonight.

Porteous reached Oxford Circus underground station.  A policeman guarded the upper steps.  Porteous lowered his eyes, not wishing to attract attention to himself.

A loud voice brought him up sharply.

“Hey!  Where do you think you are going?”

Porteous looked at the constable, who must have been in his early sixties.

“I’m trying to get home.”

“Not down there, you are not!  The place is already ten deep.  There’s no more room.”

Porteous sighed, “Look, I don’t want to shelter.  I want a tube train...”

The constable laughed, “You’ll be lucky.  The trains stopped over an hour ago when the raid started.  They may start again when the all-clear is given.”  He paused, “What happened to you?”

“Parachute bomb in Langham Place.”

The constable smiled, “Yeah, I heard there were two; one outside the BBC and one in Cavendish Square.  The Jerries have been after the BBC for a couple of weeks now.”

He looked at Porteous, “Where are you going?”

“Up the Harrow Road, if I can get there.”

“Hmm, that’s a long walk; good luck...”

Just then, the all-clear sounded.  Porteous stepped back behind some railings as a growing tide of humanity suddenly surged up the steps.  He sighed and sat down on his canvas bag.  It would take a good fifteen minutes for the crowds to reach street level and disperse.  He watched as what appeared to be half of London poured out of all four exits in a desperate attempt to get home before a second raid commenced.  He put his head between his hands and tried to focus.  He could feel his chest begin to tighten again.  His medication was at home.  If he had a bad attack, he would end up in some hospital waiting room whilst doctors and nurses attempted to patch up the war wounded.  He didn’t have time for this.

He needed to get home and relieve himself of his cargo before someone began asking questions.  He felt a tug on his arm.

“Porteous!  Porteous!  What are you doing here?”

Nancy Keeling looked down at the dishevelled Porteous, “Are you okay?  You look terrible.”

“Oh, hi, Nancy, are you still working?”

“Nah, the party got cancelled, but I’ve got that job in Wembley.  I don’t want to go up there but it’s good money and a damn sight safer than down here.”

“Go home, Nancy, it’s not worth it.”

She sat down beside him on the canvas bag.  He could smell her perfume.

“I don’t have a choice, Porteous, I go where Mifty tells me.”

She reached into her fake leather handbag and extracted a cigarette also of somewhat dubious provenance.  A gold lighter appeared as she cupped her hands and lit the tobacco.  She inhaled deeply.  He looked at her.  She was in her early twenties.  She was tastefully made up, with her dark hair neatly tied to one side.  Her long navy coloured coat fell to one side, revealing a bright yellow dress.  She pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her coat around her bare legs.  She shivered in the cold December night air.

Porteous snorted, “Michael ‘Mifty’ Mitchell; all class that gentleman.”

Nancy Keeling blew out some smoke, “He’s all right, really.  Doesn’t take too much off me.”

Porteous shook his head, “Nancy, how many times have I told you to get yourself back to Norwich?  Didn’t he hit you once? You don’t need Mitchell or his boss Charlie Maitland.” 

Nancy Keeling laughed, ignoring the domestic violence question, “Norwich?  I’d end up back in some frozen field screwing beetroot.”  She stretched out her long, thin fingers.  “How long would my hands last doing that kind of work?”

Porteous looked at her, “I told you I can get you a job up at Smiths in Cricklewood; they’re always short of girls.”

She took him by the arm and sighed, “I tried that once and as soon as the others found out what I was, they wouldn’t work with me.  Silly bitches.  The only difference between them and me is that they give it away for free.”

He looked down at her bare legs, “Have you got no stockings?  Have you used up the last pairs I gave you?”

She shook her head, “Nah.  That Stocking Strangler is still on the loose.  All the girls have stopped wearing them until PC Plod catches him.  Esther knew one of his victims from Piccadilly.”

“Which one?”

“The nineteen-year-old.  Charlie Maitland says he’ll chop the bastard up when he gets hold of him.”

Porteous sucked in some breath, “That kid from Manchester?  She’d only been in London a month.”  He paused, “I suppose it’s some kind of logic...if you don’t wear stockings, he can’t strangle you...”

Nancy Keeling laughed, “Yeah, I reckon you’re correct.  He leaves one around her neck and takes one as a souvenir.  Must be some kind of fetish.  Anyway, can you get me some?”

“I dunno, Nancy.  Jimmy’s got hold of some WREN stuff; I’ll ask.”

“The WREN stuff is too thick, but I suppose they’ll do.”  She paused and looked down at the canvas holdall, “What’s in the bag?”

“That’d be telling, Miss Nancy.”

She pouted, “I bet it’s for Maruska...”

“That’s for me to know and you to guess.”

“Anyway, what happened to you?”

“Parachute bomb in Langham Place.”

“You were always a lucky sod, Peter Porteous.  Anyone else would be in bits in some morgue.”

He began to cough.  She asked, “Is your chest bothering you?”  She looked at him anxiously.

He nodded, “My meds are at home.”

“Well, let’s get you back there.”

Nancy Keeling spent the next ten minutes flirting with a taxi driver who was out to make the most of the lull in the bombing and earn a few pennies.  The driver agreed to take her up to Wembley via the Harrow Road and drop Porteous off at the Ha’penny Steps for an appropriate fee either in cash or kind...Porteous didn’t bother to ask which...

They sat in the back of the cab.  She put her arm inside his and rested her head on his shoulder. 

He asked her, “Who’s the client?”

“Some retired gentleman who needs his bed warming for the night; no big deal, really.”

“You’ve been before?”

He felt her head nod on his shoulder, “He’s okay.  Not too demanding, and he tips generously.  Besides, I swiped a full bottle of good Scotch whisky last time.  Sold it to another punter for a few quid before Mifty got his hands on it.”

Porteous snorted, “Be careful, Nancy.”

The cab slowed yet again as it carefully negotiated fallen debris in the road that the council had not got around to removing.  It was pitch black.  The skilful driver could have found his way blindfolded...

She reached up and pulled his head towards hers.  She kissed him deeply on the lips.  “I’ll be fine, Porteous, besides, I’m saving myself for you...”

He waved at her as the cab drove off.  He walked slowly towards the footbridge  opposite Second Avenue.  The Ha’penny Steps were a fixture in this part of west London.  They crossed the Grand Union Canal into the notorious Kensal Town.  Shielded by the canal on the east side and the Great Western Railway on the west, Kensal Town was a law unto itself, rarely visited by the local constabulary except in pairs...It was presumed that the steps got its name sometime in the distant past, when pedestrians were charged the grand sum of one halfpenny to save them the long detour up to Ladbroke Grove to get into Kensal Town.  Not that many wise souls thought it judicious to cross over on to the dangerous territory without just cause.  The toll didn’t last too long, as local residents, not noted for their charm and politeness, soon saw off these wide-boy chancers.  The canal company thought it better not to pursue the matter.

The blackout was strictly enforced and unless you knew your local surroundings, you would be in trouble.  Peter Porteous had lived in Kensal Town ever since he first came to London on the promise of a job some years previously, only leaving it temporarily to answer the call-up to the army.  His time in the military was cut short when his severe asthma was finally noticed, despite his best efforts to disguise it.  Running across a barren landscape in Wales carrying some forty pounds of equipment soon sorted the men from the boys and the fit from the unfit.  His medical discharge from the army was swift...

Porteous reached into his official ARP bag and took out a small torch that only stayed on when the button was depressed.  Wardens had been taught to use the torch sparingly, turning it on only for a split second at a time in order to get one’s bearings.

He flashed the torch at the steps and walked towards them; once he was on them, he would feel a lot more comfortable knowing that his home, for what it was, was only a stone’s throw away on Bosworth Road.  He looked over the railings at the top of the steps.  The dark waters of the canal swirled beneath him as they made their way towards the Paddington Basin at the side of the railway terminus.  The canvas bag on his shoulder was beginning to feel very heavy.  He flashed the torch once to pick out the descending steps.  As he slowly made his way down, a sound caused him to freeze.  He clicked on the torch again.  The light picked up a man and a woman pressed against a smoke stained wall.  A female voice called out,

“For Christ’s sake, hit the bloody light...”

Porteous recognised the voice, “Edith?  Is that you?”

A gruff male voice called out, “Whoever you are, piss off.  Can’t you see a man’s busy here?”

Porteous shone the torch again in the direction of the voices.  This time he left the light on.  The man had the woman’s leg hooked up under his arm, almost on his shoulder.  His trousers were around his ankles.  The woman smiled and winked at Porteous.  Her arms were grasped tightly around the man’s neck as she pulled him on to her.  She spoke softly,

“It’s all right, Porteous.  We’re nearly finished.”

Porteous cut the light, “You’d better get back inside, Edith, there’s another raid coming.”

There was no reply as the thrusting and grunting recommenced.  By the time he reached the top floor of his building in Bosworth Road, Peter Porteous, was feeling decidedly ill.  He needed his medication, otherwise he could easily die.

He pushed open the door. The sound of some late night music was playing softly in the background.  There were lights on in each room.  He dropped the large canvas bag.  It hit the bare wooden floor with a loud thud.  Fortunately, the flat below him had been vacant since the start of the bombing a couple of months earlier.  He had turned it into a useful storeroom for his illicit goods...A female voice called out,

“Porteous?  Is that you?”  The accent was thick and strong, although the voice was delicate.

He sighed and walked slowly over to the bathroom door.  He leaned on the door frame.  The door hadn’t shut properly ever since the large landmine had gone off some two hundred yards away, in fact, most of the doors didn’t fit any more.  The whole building had been shaken to its core.  

He folded his arms as the eastern European beauty lay back in the old cast iron bath.  He replied, 

“Who did you think it was, Maruska?”

She didn’t look at him and sighed, “I dunno, Porteous, maybe it was my handsome Prince Charming coming to take me away from this hellhole.  My grandmama always used to say that every good girl has a Prince Charming...” She stopped suddenly; her eyes had found him, “Jesus, Porteous, what happened to you?”

She sat up in the bath; the water sloshed over the side onto the tiled floor.

“Nothing, really, just a little acquaintance with a parachute bomb in Langham Place.”

She stood up quickly, “You don’t look too good.  Is your chest bothering you again?”

He nodded as she carefully stepped out of the bath grabbing a towel, “Come on; get your meds and sit down.  I’ll be back in a minute.”

She reached for his dressing gown that hung on the back of the door and threw it on.

She opened the front door and ran across the top floor landing, leaving delicate, wet footprints on the wooden boards and into her flat.  She reappeared just as Porteous was pulling off his dust-covered clothes.  She helped him remove his shirt and pushed him forward.  The metal of the stethoscope was cold on his bare back.

“Jesus, Maruska, could you not have warmed it up?”

“Shut up, Porteous, I’m trying to hear your chest.”

He smiled as she furrowed her eyebrows and swore profusely in Czech.

“Jednoho dne budete mít útok a nebudete se zotavovat...”

“In English, Maruska...”

“I said you’ll probably have an attack one day and not recover...Shh!  I’m trying to see if you need to go to hospital.”

He coughed, “Why would I go when I’ve got a perfectly good doctor here wearing nothing but my dressing gown?”

She snorted and grabbed his hand to feel for a pulse.  

He continued, “Anyway, what are you doing?”

“Taking a bath, idiot.  Do you need that translating?”

“I didn’t mean that.  I presume the gas came back on, then?”

She shook her head and swore again, “Where’s your atomiser?”

He nodded at the bathroom.

He watched as she mixed up the Epinephrine.  She wrapped the elastic bands around the back of his head and began to squeeze the rubber bulb gently as the medication was pushed into his face-mask.  

She said, “It would be quicker if we injected it, Porteous.”  He shook his head...

He breathed in the mixture from the bronchial dilator, waiting for his airways to clear.  She patted him gently on the back as he shivered.

“It’s probably the dust that set it off.  God knows what you breathed in.  How many times have I told you to keep well away from burning buildings?”

The muffled voice replied, “I’m an ARP warden, Maruska, it’s part of my job to go near burning buildings.”

“I’ll boil a kettle; the inhaled steam will help after you’ve finished the atomiser.  Sit there whilst I finish my bath.”

He watched as she threw off the robe and climbed back into the bath.

She called out, “You know, there’s much better medication out there now.  They were using Ephedrine at the University.”  She disappeared under the now lukewarm water.

He waited till she resurfaced, “I use what they give me at the surgery.”

The kettle began to whistle.  He looked at her and she submerged again.

Slowly, he stood up and went over to the two-ring gas stove.  He poured some steaming water into a bowl as she emerged again.  He put it down and leaned into it at the kitchen table with a towel over his head.  He was already feeling better.  

Five minutes later, his breathing much easier, he boiled up some more water and took it into the bathroom,

“Mind your feet...” She quickly drew her legs up as he poured the water into the end of the bath.  He threw off the rest of his clothes and climbed into the hot water.  He felt her legs up on his chest.

“Are you okay now?”

He nodded as he lay back, closed his eyes, and recounted his near death experience.

––––––––
[image: image]


They sat at the kitchen table in dressing gowns, drinking ersatz coffee. Maruska Bergman grimaced, “Jesus, Porteous, where did you get this stuff from?”

“That’s all I could get.  There’s some real coffee downstairs, but I’m saving that for a deal later in the week.  Just drink it and be thankful.”

She eyed the canvas bag, “Did you bring me a present, Porteous?”  She batted her eyelids.

“Open it, I thought you might like it.”

She slowly undid the leather and metal buckles.  Her eyes lit up when she saw the mass of material tightly packed into the bag; she squealed, 

“Oh!  Where did you get this?”

“Jimmy acquired it; I didn’t ask where he got it from.”

She pulled out the rolled up, soft and shiny material.  Her fingers glided over the cloth.

“You bugger!  It’s pure silk!  Perfect!”

She rolled out the parachute material on the floor and bent down on her knees, smoothing out the silk.  There was just a little damage where the cotton cords had been roughly cut in a hurry.  

“Is it German?”

Porteous shook his head, “Dunno; it could be.  I’d have said it was British, but the weave is too fine.  The Yanks are mixing them with nylon these days, and I suppose that’s the way they will all go in the near future.  Silk is almost impossible to get hold of now in its natural state.”  He paused, “Will it do?”

She looked up at him from her position on her knees on the floor.

“Of course it will.  I should be able to get at least three good sets from this lot.”  She looked at the silk again,  “It’s a pity it’s only one third of the ‘chute.  I need some more lace...”

He sipped his hot drink, “Yeah, I thought you might...”

She stood up, her bare feet making little indents in the soft material, “Come on, Porteous, I think I can get Madam Collier to buy everything if I use the right lace.”

“I hope you charge the old woman a fortune for them.”

“Don’t worry, she’ll take anything I can make.”

She began to roll up the silk, “Help me...”

The material was soon back in the canvas bag.  He asked, “Do you know which stores have got lace?”

She shook her head, “That old man in the shop on the Harrow Road opposite the Steps has some, I heard, but won’t serve me because I’m a Jew.”

Porteous looked at her, “Maybe, but he’ll serve me...”

She wrapped his dressing gown tightly around her waist, “What time are you on in the morning?”

“Six, as usual.”

“Are you working tomorrow night?”

“Yes, down in Chelsea.  They are two wardens short for the fire watch.”

“Don’t they give you a night off?”

“Only when the Jerries stop coming...”

She sighed and picked up his dusty ARP uniform, “I’ll sponge this down for you.  It will be ready for tomorrow night.  I’ll make a start on the silk in the morning.  Leave the bag here; I’ll come and collect it when I need it.”

She leaned into him and kissed him on his lips, “Don’t forget the lace...”

He watched as she scurried to the front door of his flat and left.  He yawned; God, he was tired.  

Prologue Part 2

December 1940

Pressing machines and a draper’s shop
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It was nearly nine the next morning before Peter Porteous had five minutes to himself.  He sat in the makeshift canteen in Building Number 3 enjoying the peace and quiet away from the loud noise of the machines and the incessant chatter of the girls.  He was only three personnel down today; one with a hospital appointment, one with a sick baby, and one claiming her husband was on special leave from the army.  He shook his head; it didn’t really matter because half of the machines were not working.  He’d done his best to patch them up but, as he frequently told the building supervisor, they were FUBAR, as our American friends would say,  (Fucked up beyond all repair...)

He stared ahead as he blew the steam off his mug of tea.  At least it tasted like real tea...He felt the bench seat shake as someone sat next to him.

A soft voice asked, “Are you all right, Porteous?”  The Liverpool accent was harsh.

He turned to see the smiling face of Alice Halpin.  She was dressed in a navy blue all-in-one boiler suit.  Her long, auburn hair was tied tightly under a turban-style headscarf.  A few stray strands of the hair peeked out.

He asked, “What’s up, Alice?”

“Number 8 has packed up again.  The bearing is making a horrible sound and I think it’s burning.”

He swore quietly, “How are we supposed to meet this docket if the damn machines keep packing up?”

“Dunno, Porteous, but Walker is shouting for you.”

He closed his eyes.  His ears were still ringing slightly from the explosion the previous evening.  His chest was still a bit tight, but at least the cycle ride up through Kensal Rise at five-thirty earlier in the crisp, frosty air had cleared his lungs. The odd whiff of burning embers had drifted up from the West End to remind him of his encounter with the parachute bomb and the devastation of the nightly bombing raids.  He had been up on the roof of the University building in Great Portland Street with Jimmy Ryan when the searchlights caught the parachute as it drifted down in the gentle wind carrying its deadly cargo.  The Jerries had been after the BBC for over a week.  You can’t have propaganda being pumped out over the airwaves, can you?  Last night, they missed again...

Jimmy Ryan was a fixer.  He could get you anything for the right price.  Born in 1903, he was too young for the Great War, but a life of petty crime in his late teens and early twenties had deterred even the most optimistic of recruitment sergeants from enrolling him in the service of king and country.  It was said he used to work in his father’s shop on the Caledonian Road before the family disowned him.  Now, he lived by his wits, dealing exclusively in hard-to- get items on the black market.  To keep the Ministry of Employment happy, Jimmy Ryan volunteered as an Air Raid Protection warden.  Knowing his background of petty larceny and other associated crimes, the Ministry registered him as unfit for work.  Jimmy Ryan was very proud of his status, as it meant he couldn’t be pressed into factory work.  Besides, he had slipped the female clerk in the Government Office a couple of pairs of stockings...

Ryan and Porteous had been bargaining for the silk when the parachute appeared in the searchlights.  When the bomb didn’t go off after it landed Porteous thought nothing of it.  Sometimes they exploded, sometimes they didn’t.  Even Jimmy Ryan wasn’t daft enough to attempt to cut the silk away from an unexploded bomb.  This lot had come from somewhere else.  Porteous paid one pound and ten shillings for the silk.  If Maruska could get three sets out of it, provided he could get some lace, they could make a pretty penny. 

He was stirred out of his daydreaming by the sharp tapping on his arm

“Porteous!  Porteous!  Walker wants you down in the workshop.”

He looked at her and smiled, “He’ll have to wait, Alice.  Even I can’t do two things at once.”

She took his hand, “Did you have a rough time last night?”

He nodded, “Yeah, damn parachute bomb.”

She raised her eyebrows; “One of the girls was saying her old man told her they had a go at the BBC again last night.”

“Yeah, tell me about it...”

“No, it looks to me like you had an asthma attack.”

“Yeah, that as well as the bomb.”

“What were you doing up in the West End?  Your patch is Chelsea.”

“Doing a bit of business.”

She snorted, “Serves you right, then.  What did you get?”

He leaned into her and whispered, “Not telling you, Alice...”

She giggled, “Whatever it was, can I have some?”

“Maybe, maybe...”

A voice boomed out from across the other side of the canteen,

“Porteous!  Porteous!  For God’s sake, get over here, now.”

Porteous looked at Alice Halpin and rolled his eyes, “I’m on my break, Mr Walker.”

The voice got nearer, “Never mind your sodding break.  Why are your girls idle?”

Porteous looked at the shop supervisor, whose podgy face was almost purple with rage.

“They are idle, Mr Walker, because the machine that presses the casings has packed up, again.”

Walker was almost in his face.  Alice Halpin moved subconsciously on the wooden bench.  She looked up at the bullying supervisor.  The veins on his nose were bulging.  His nicotine-stained teeth bared as he spoke; his breath was none too fresh, either.  He wore a threadbare old brown suit that had probably come from some pawnshop or other.  The girls often wondered what he did during the shift.

Walker raised himself up to his full height; all five feet three of him.

“Well, go and fix it!”  The voice echoed around the empty canteen.

Porteous took one last swig of his hot, sweet tea and noisily plonked down the tin mug,  “Yes, sir, whatever you say...”

He turned to his companion, “Come on, Alice, you’d better give me a hand...”

They stood up slowly, extracted their feet from under the bench and walked arm in arm to the door, trying to suppress their giggles.

The workshop was quiet when they walked in.  The girls were gathered around a bench, smoking and chattering.  As soon as they saw him, they scattered to their benches and began moving components around, pretending to look busy.  He stood looking at the defunct machine with his arms folded.  He could smell the burnt out bearings.  He had replaced one set about a week ago, but the replacement parts were so badly made he was surprised they lasted that long.  

He sighed,  “Better get my tool box, Alice, and let’s see if we can resurrect this pile of scrap at least until the end of our shift.  Send Pru to the tool shop to get another two and a half inch wheel bearings and some new casings, if they’ve got them.”

Alice Halpin scuttled off.

It took him just under one hour to disassemble the outer casing of the machine to get at the bearings and replace them.  He lay on his back under the machine as Alice Halpin passed him tools and parts.  As the production line re-started, he examined the burnt out bearings on a workbench.  He held a part up,

“What do you reckon, Alice?”

She took the burnt part and held it up to the light, turning it slowly, “It’s way out of tolerance; who made this piece of rubbish?”

Porteous shook his head, “Probably some fifteen-year-old, who should be in school, up in Coventry.”

Alice raised her eyebrows, “I could do better than that, Porteous.”

“A blind man could do better than that!”

He shouted over the noise, “Ladies!  Ladies!  Let’s see if we can get at least half of the order done before we clock off.  I’ll have a word with the supervisor on B shift to see if he can make up the shortfall.  Remember, our lads can’t fly their little planes without these instruments.”

There was a collective nod of agreement as the ladies went back to their business of assembling altimeters for the War effort.  He turned to Alice Halpin,

“Keep an eye on that machine and the girls, Alice.  I’d better go and write a report for management.  I’ll be back soon.”

Peter Porteous sat in a little dingy office at the end of the workshop.  He wrote a short report on why the shift had failed to meet minimum numbers.  He shoved the burnt and broken pieces into a little cardboard box and wrapped the note around, tied with a piece of string.  Cedric Walker appeared at the door.

Porteous turned slowly and held up his hands,  “Before you start shouting, I suggest you have a look at what we are working with.”  He rattled the cardboard box.  “This is utter crap and that machine is worse than useless.  You need to persuade the Ministry to sort out Coventry.  How can I get the girls to do the business when you ask me to work with this?”

Cedric Walker rolled up a cigarette, “Dunno, Porteous.  I put in a request to management last week to have that press replaced but was told there are none in the country with everything being turned over to the war effort.”

Porteous was exasperated, “This is the bloody war effort.”

“Don't you raise your voice at me, Porteous.  Get out there and chivvy those girls of yours along.  Perhaps you might want to stay on after the shift to help make up for the loss?”

Porteous snorted, “I’m on in Chelsea tonight, bad luck, old boy...”

He pushed past the overweight supervisor and out into the shop.  Alice Halpin smiled at him as he walked over to one of the ladies who appeared to be struggling as parts piled high on her bench, “Come on, June, let’s see if we can clear this lot...”

The bell sounded at two.  There was a collective sigh of relief from the assembled workers.  He shouted out,

“Okay, ladies, let’s call it a day.  Leave it to B shift.”
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Alice Halpin and Peter Porteous sat in the Crown Public House.  It was nearly three in the afternoon.  They were both nursing a half pint of warm beer pulled straight from the cask.  The place was crowded.  In wartime Britain, you did your drinking in daylight hours before the Luftwaffe ventured over the Channel to shed their deadly cargo.  Porteous sat by the window.  Smoky pubs are generally not the best place to frequent if you are an asthmatic, but he had cracked open the side window and so was breathing in the cold December air.  They were still in boiler suits, although Alice had removed the turban headscarf.  Her dark hair scattered over her shoulders.  He asked,

“When’s Phyllis next back?”

Alice shook her head as she sipped the bitter tasting liquid, “Dunno, exactly.  She’s training down in Hampshire on some new procedure or other.  She won’t tell me what it is.”

Porteous raised his eyebrows, “Hush, hush and all that?  Has she got her commission?”

“Not yet; she reckons it will come after her training, but that’ll mean a stint down at Dartmouth, and I’ll never get to see her.”

“I thought you said she’ll get a job at the Admiralty?”

“Yeah, but only if she’s an officer.”

Porteous shrugged his shoulders, “Only a matter of time.  What about you?  You can’t stay at Smiths for the duration?”

“I can, as long as you stay.”

“You don’t fancy joining up like Phyllis?”

“Nah, I’d probably end up in the north of Scotland whilst she’s being chatted up by some posh naval officer in Trafalgar Square.”

“Could be worse...”

He got a playful punch for his remark.  

She asked,  “Never mind about me, what’s with you and your Czech doctor, Maruska?  I haven’t seen her for weeks.”

“She’s not a doctor, at least, not here.  They won’t let her practise; something about her being an alien and not to be trusted.”

“I thought there was a shortage of medical staff?”

“There is, but being a foreigner in times of war doesn’t help, anyway, she doesn’t care any more.  She’s making enough money as a seamstress.  She says that as soon as the war is over, she’ll head to America.  They’re all foreigners there!”

Alice put down her beer mug, “Does she not want to go back to Prague?”

“I doubt it, Alice.  She thinks the Nazis took all her family.  She has nothing left to go back to.”

“Will she be able to practise in America?”

“Yes, I think so.  I’ve seen her certificates.  She’s got more qualifications than I can throw a stick at.”

She spoke quietly, “What about Nancy?”

He shook his head slowly.  “I saw her last night after the first all-clear; she was on her way to a client in Wembley.”

Alice leaned into him, “One of the girls has a friend who is employed in the typing pool at West End Central Police Station.  She told me that they’re about to crack down on the working girls.”

“I know, I know; I’ve told her several times, but she won’t listen, especially with that so-called Stocking Strangler on the loose.”

Alice Halpin spoke in a whisper; “She said the police have got as many undercover officers on the streets as they can spare.  They reckon he’s a serviceman.”

He nodded, “Yeah, she says it’s been very quiet with the bombing and the police activity.  Anyway, Charlie Maitland, or whatever he calls himself these days, will buy off the police like he usually does.”

They paused as laughter rose up from a group of men by the bar.  Porteous could see Cedric Walker in the gathering.  War never seemed to dampen the British sense of humour.  He sighed,

“Come on, Alice.  I need to have some rest before I go down to Chelsea later.  The Jerries will soon be back, bringing mayhem and chaos to the landed gentry of the Royal Borough.”

Alice Halpin gulped down the remains of her drink.  He asked, “Have you got something acceptable to eat tonight?”

“Yes, my landlady acquired some corned beef last week.  There’s still a tin left.  She’ll cook up something half decent, and I’ll eat with her.”

They were at the door, “She’s alright, that one,” he remarked.

“Yeah, she’s not bothered about me and Phyllis in fact she quite likes her around the place dressed in her uniform; it impresses the neighbours.”

They were at their bicycles, fastening up their coats as a fine drizzle started.

“Any word from your parents?” 

She shook her head, “I write once a week, but they never respond.”

He took her hand, “They will, I’m sure, Alice.  They’ll accept you and Phyllis sooner or later.”

There was a note of defiance in her voice,  “I’m past caring, Porteous.  I am what I am.”

She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek before she rode off and turned left towards her lodgings in Golders Green and he towards Kensal Town and the Ha’penny Steps but not before a little visit to the drapers on the Harrow Road
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It was approaching four by the time Peter Porteous leaned his bicycle against the railings outside the draper’s shop in between Second and Third Avenue opposite the Ha’penny Steps.  The light was rapidly fading on this December day.  Passers-by were hurrying to get home before the black-out took a firm hold.  As he pushed open the door to the shop, the bell attached to the top sounded out a loud warning.  The shop was cold and bereft of customers.  Two naked light bulbs cast an eerie glow over the glass counters.

Ivor Bennett appeared from a darkened doorway at the back of the three-sided counter. He looked well into his sixties, with a completely bald crown and just a smattering of grey from his ears around the back of his head.  He had a dirty pipe clenched tightly between his yellowing teeth.  His brown cotton lab coat hung down to his knees.  Underneath, Porteous could see a hand-knitted jumper that had seen better days.

Bennett cleared his throat and removed the pipe.  He stuck it in the outside breast pocket of his coat next to a couple of chewed pencils.

“Yes, sir, what can I do for you?”

Porteous walked up to the glass counter.  Inside, he could see a variety of garments neatly folded, complete with a handwritten price tag.  The shop was carefully arranged so that the proprietor could lay his hand on any item quickly.

Porteous answered quickly, “Lace...I understand you have some.”

Bennett looked at Porteous; he thought he had seen him before but couldn’t swear on it.  “Well, sir, it’s very difficult to get at the moment what with all the factories turning to making uniforms.”

Porteous stared at the old man, “Have you got some?”

“I might have; it depends on what you want if for.”

Porteous sighed, “Edging on some lingerie.  White and about three yards.”

Bennett grunted, “I’ll see what I’ve got.”

He shuffled over to the other side of the shop, bent down, pulled out a drawer and extracted a flat cardboard container.  He took the box over to Porteous and opened it.  He lifted out two little packets that were buried in layers of tissue paper and placed them on the counter.  

“This one is Nottingham lace and the other, I got from a dealer in the East End, originates from Belgium.”  He held up the little cardboard wrap that had the lace tightly bound around it.  He continued, “There are two yards of that and I don’t feel inclined to cut it.  The Nottingham lace, I’ll cut you as much as you want.”

Porteous picked up the Belgium lace.  It was beautifully embroidered and was perfect for what Maruska wanted.  

“How much?” he enquired.

“You can have that lot for three shillings.  If you take two yards of the Nottingham stuff, I’ll let you have them both for five shillings.”

Porteous slapped two half crowns on the glass; “I’ll take them.  Wrap them up for me.”

Bennett swept up the money and rang it into the ancient silver coloured till.  As he wrapped up the lace he spoke quietly, although there was no one in the shop,

“I managed to get some black material; perfect for ladies undergarments.  Would you like to see it?”

Porteous nodded.  A few minutes later, a bolt of the shiny material was carefully laid out in front of him.  Bennett went into his salesman spiel.

“Got this from the same chap in the East End.  He’s had enough of the bombing, so he’s clearing out before he takes a direct hit.  It's a mixture of rayon and cotton.  I think it’s from America.”  

He flipped the bolt so that half a yard was laid out on the counter.  He rubbed the soft material between his finger and thumb.  “Feel that, sir.  I understand it’s going to be used as a substitute for silk parachutes.  Can’t get raw silk for love nor money any more.”

Porteous felt the material, “How much?”

Bennett coughed, “Normally ten bob a yard, but I can let you have it for seven and six.  How does that sound?”

Porteous shook his head, “No, sorry, too much for my pocket, but I’ll let the seamstress know.  She might want it.”

Bennett sighed, “Well tell her not to wait too long otherwise it will be gone.  What’s her name in case she comes in?”

Porteous looked at the old man, “Maruska Bergman.  She’s my neighbour over the Steps.  You might remember her.  She came in the other day, but you wouldn’t serve her.  Something about her being an alien or a Jew, I believe?”

Bennett coloured up, “I-I-I don’t remember that, sir, but I get a lot of funny people coming in trying to steal from me and them foreigners are notorious for it.”

Porteous reached over to the shopkeeper and grabbed him by the lapels of his brown lab coat and pulled him over the counter.  “Okay, listen carefully, old man.  My name is Porteous.  If you like, you can ask about me over the Steps; they all know me there.  If Maruska comes in, try to be a little more civil to her...”

Bennett swallowed as he felt Porteous release his grip.  “Sure thing, sir.  Tell her to come in anytime...”

Porteous picked up his parcel and left the shop. 

The White Horse public house on Kensal Road was crowded as Peter Porteous entered.  The smoke caught his chest immediately.  He looked around.  Edith Bell was serving at the bar.  She whispered something to her colleague, lifted the bar hatch and made her way through the drinkers.

“Porteous, what brings you here?”

She guided him to the doorway, stuck one foot in it so that the cold fresh air came in.  A voice behind her called out,

“Shut that bloody door, woman.  I’ve only just got feelings back in me fingers.”

Edith Bell turned quickly, and swore loudly at the complainant, who coloured up, much to the amusement of his companions.  She pushed Porteous out into the night air.

Their conversation lasted around ten minutes.  Edith Bell pecked him on the cheek and bade him farewell, promising not to take customers to the Steps again during the black-out...
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Maruska Bergman was nowhere to be seen when he got up the stairs to the top floor.  He opened her door and called out.  He went in quietly.  The whole floor was laid out with cut patterns for the lingerie.  The old treadle Singer machine was pulled out into the middle.  He could recall how difficult it had been for the removal men to heave the heavy machine up the three floors and then at her insistence for him to fit four little wheels to the base legs so that she could move it around to catch the light during the day.  She had also demanded he box in the underneath of the table so she could use it for storage...It took him ages to replicate the wood pattern and stain so that it all looked original...

His ARP uniform was hanging on the wire that straddled the entire room.  The uniform was looking pristine, with no hint of the adventure with the parachute bomb the previous evening.  His dressing gown hung on the back of the door next to one other she had purloined.  He shook his head, left the lace on the machine table and made his way back to his flat.  He made some tea and lay on the bed and fell asleep inside five minutes.

Later that night, as Porteous made his way down to his fire watching duties from the top of Saint Luke’s and Christ Church, a man and a woman entered the draper’s shop on the Harrow Road from the door in the backyard and removed two bolts of black, rayon and cotton material...
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Maruska’s Story
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April 1939

Ashford, Kent, England

An Interrogation
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The woman sat in the chilly room; she was tired.  She had her head down on her hands on the battered table.  She felt dirty and unkempt.  God knows how long she had been kept there.  She needed to go to the toilet, but she hadn’t seen anyone for at least an hour.  She could hear the female guards chatting outside the locked door as though they didn’t have a care in the world.  When her interrogator had left her some time before, she had looked out through the dirty glass window onto what seemed like a courtyard.  She could just see the roof of the old gymnasium where she had been accommodated with about fifty other women all going through the same process as her.

A key rattled in the door.  She opened her eyes.  She couldn’t be bothered to raise her head.  The guard came in and shouted

“Stand up, Fräulein!”

The woman ignored her, pretending to sleep.

She felt a rough tugging on her sleeve.

“I said stand up; are you deaf?”

The woman slowly lifted her head.  She looked at the guard who was dressed in some sort of uniform that consisted of a navy blue skirt, and tunic, white blouse and flat black shoes.  The guard looked as though she could lose a few pounds.

She stood up, “I need to go to the toilet, please.”  She spoke quietly.

The guard rolled her eyes, “Jesus, what’s the matter with you people?”  She shouted at the door, “Price, this Fräulein needs the heads...”

There was some muttering as a half smoked cigarette was extinguished.  The woman was frogmarched down the corridor.  Officer Price gripped her arm tightly, even though there was nowhere for the woman to go; every door seemed to be locked.  The female guards went everywhere with keys dangling from a chain on their waist.

The woman was pushed into a toilet.  “You’ve got two minutes and leave the cubicle door unlocked...”

The woman slowly walked to the last cubicle.  She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirrors that were above the hand basins.  She didn’t like what she saw...

She sat on the pedestal.  She was still wearing the same clothes in which she had been detained as soon as she walked off the steamer.  When was that, a week ago?

The door creaked open...She looked up to see Officer Price staring at her with a smile on her face.

The woman spoke quietly as she lowered her eyes, “I’m not German.”

The guard licked her lips and stared at the woman, “Do I look like I care?”  

There was a loud knocking on the door, “Price!  What are you doing in there?  Mr Brown is waiting.  Get her back, pronto!”

Price straightened up smartly, “Come on, stop messing around.”

The woman slowly stood up, wiped herself and adjusted her clothes.  She turned around and pulled the chain.  She pushed past the guard, went to the sink, and rinsed her hands in the cold water.
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Five minutes later, she stood at the door of the room facing the interrogator she knew as Mr Brown, although she doubted that was his real name...There was a pale coloured Manila file laid out in front of him.  Her carpetbag lay open on a chair. It contained all that she had managed to bring with her. 

Brown spoke first, “Please sit down, Doctor Bergman.  I have a few more questions to ask you.”

Maruska Bergman sighed...

He laid out some papers that contained her earlier statements; “Tell me again how you managed to get from Vienna to Zurich.”

Maruska Bergman began slowly.  “I was studying at the University Hospital...”

Brown interrupted, “What was the course?”

“Paediatric illnesses...”

He continued, “When did you start the course?”

“September 1937.”

“Who put you on the course?”

She shook her head, “I don’t know.  I just applied for it.  It was on a list at the hospital and as I had already completed my initial training in Vienna, I was entitled to apply.”

“So, you were employed as a junior doctor back in Prague?”

She nodded...

Brown again, “So, let’s recap, shall we?  You were born in Karlsbad in 1910.  Your father is a local doctor and your mother is an American citizen, although she was born in Prague.”

Maruska nodded as he continued,

“She went to New York when she was three and came back in 1900 to marry your father.”

Maruska stared ahead, “Yes...”

“You have two brothers, Lukas, who is three years older than you and David, who is eighteen months older than you.  Where is David?”

“David is in Prague with his wife and children.  Lukas is in New York; he married an American.”

A pen scratched.  “How did you manage to train as a doctor?  It must have been unusual for a woman.”

“My father helped.  I did well in my school.  The authorities in Vienna had no reason to reject me, as my father has connections.  There were several other women on the course.”

“Why did you not train in Prague?”

“They didn’t admit women.”

“But they employed you after you qualified?”

“Yes...”

Brown spoke quickly, “How many languages do you speak?”

He was firing questions from all areas at her.  She knew this was a tactic...

“Czech, English and German.”

“Who taught you English?”

“My mother.  She always spoke English to me as a child.  My father spoke only Czech to me”

“Where did the German come from?” enquired Mr Brown.

“You know, Karlsbad is in what the Nazis now call the Sudetenland.  All my neighbours are ethnic Germans.  I had to speak German to get along at school.”

“How is your Hebrew?”

Maruska shook her head, “Not good.  My family is not very religious.  We only went to the synagogue on special occasions.”

“Do you consider yourself Czech or a Jew?”

This was a blunt


































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
1HE
HA FENNY

LR SPENCER

.mm:'_ i





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





