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      From USA Today bestselling author Gayle Callen comes a fascinating historical novel of three courageous young women who aid a desperate British spy during the German occupation of Guernsey in World War II.

      In 1940, Germany seizes control of the island of Guernsey without a fight – but not without resistance. Innocent young teacher Catherine is forced to house a German officer. Shrewd waitress Betty seeks to elude the persistent Nazi determined to conquer her. And courageous nurse Helen cares for her patients – both British and German – while hiding a British spy in her seaside cottage.

      Their fight against the injustices being enacted on their island home brings the women, the spy, and their enemies together in one night that will change all of their lives forever. None of them could foresee that the battle they fought that night would reach across time to 1997, when the tragic fallout ensnares Helen once more.

    

  


  
    
      To my sister, Connie Weiser, who read everything I wrote since I was thirteen years old and always kept my latest book on her nightstand. I miss you so much.
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            CHELSEA

          

          ERIE, PA, 1997

        

      

    

    
      “It’s true, dear. Someone is trying to kill me. Oh, how lovely, you brought chocolates.”

      I gaped at my grandmother, Helen Coleridge, lying in her hospital bed. She looked smaller than the last time I’d seen her, with a cast on her leg and a bruise on the left side of her face. But behind wire-rimmed glasses, those green eyes still regarded me steadily…expectantly. Her wavy white hair was cut short, the laugh lines around her eyes and mouth were a little deeper. I handed her the box of chocolates, feeling bewildered and sad. Were my parents right—was Grandma starting to lose it?

      She lifted the cover of the box and closed her eyes as she inhaled the scent of chocolate. “You Americans do know how to make chocolate, no matter what anyone says.”

      “Grandma, you’re an American, too.” Had she even forgotten that she’d left the UK behind after World War II? Not the UK, I quickly reminded myself. Grandma would always frown as she reminded me that the island of Guernsey was a dependency of the Crown, not a part of the United Kingdom.

      “I know I’m an American, Chelsea.” Instead of eating a chocolate, she regarded me with eyes that turned from teasing to sober, even as a monitor continued to beep behind her head. “But I do wish your parents had kept my concerns to themselves. At twenty-two, you are too young to be involved.”

      For a woman everyone was worried was losing her mind, Grandma certainly remembered my age correctly. My tense shoulders loosened a bit, and I sat down on the edge of the bed. A nurse came in to check the monitor, and the beeping disappeared. Smiling, the nurse left with an apology.

      “Grandma,” I said, “I’m not too young. At my age you were living under German occupation.”

      She ignored that statement and ate a chocolate.

      “My parents only told me because they’re worried, and I pried it out of them.” I leaned closer and lowered my voice, trying to keep my eyes from watering as I said gently, “You fell down the stairs. It can happen to anybody.”

      She gave me a smile. “Of course you’re right.”

      She took another bite as I frowned in confusion. “So now you’re just backing down? You told my parents you couldn’t return to your house because someone was trying to kill you, that you needed help finding someplace else to live.”

      “That was a mistake, weakness on my part. I don’t need anyone’s help selling my house.”

      “Selling your house? You’ve lived there all your married life!”

      “You’re right, that will be too suspicious. And I certainly don’t want to put you or your parents in danger.”

      In danger? I had to struggle to keep my lips from trembling, even as my eyes stung. But Grandma didn’t sound like someone who was losing her mind. Shouldn’t she sound vague, distracted? Instead, she was confident and calm, like always, no different than during our weekly phone chats. Erie PA and New York City were far enough apart to make it hard for me to visit. I went to audition after audition, trying for my big break, and she loved hearing about it.

      Grandpa had died ten years before, and Grandma had retired from the nursing career she’d resumed when my mom was in school. She still enjoyed her garden and reading books and going on day trips with her church group.

      But now she’d fallen down the stairs. And look at the bruise on her cheek! She didn’t have a concussion, but surely something was rattled in there.

      I reached for the frail hand that had come to rest on top of the closed box of chocolate. “Tell me why you think someone is trying to kill you.”

      I willed her to meet my eyes, even as she stared at the window shades or the bland painting on the wall, anywhere but at me.

      “Will you pour me some water, Chelsea?”

      I reached for the little plastic pitcher on her tray table and accidentally knocked it over. “Damn!”

      Franticly, I moved two books and the box of tissues out of the way of the spreading puddle, revealing an envelope underneath. It was dripping wet and already sliced open, so I pulled the letter out and unfolded it to dry.

      “Give me that,” she said suddenly.

      But it was too late. I read:

      Catherine died. You’re next.

      A shiver of unease chilled me. No signature, just a newspaper clipping taped to it—an obituary.

      “Grandma?” I said, surprised at how weak my voice sounded.

      “Just a joke between friends,” she assured me. “We’re of the age that all our friends die, and we wonder who’ll be next, that’s all.”

      I threw some napkins onto the puddle and sat down on the edge of the bed. “You think someone pushed you down the stairs. Is this letter the reason you believe your fall wasn’t an accident?”

      She pursed her lips for a long moment, but I was going to be patient if it killed me.

      “The letter isn’t the initial reason, no,” she finally said, her voice quiet but earnest. “I felt the hands on my back just before I fell.”

      I shuddered.

      “I don’t want to involve you, Chelsea, I’ve told you that.”

      “It’s too late—I’m involved. I want to help. I’m not a child. Didn’t you say I’m the exact age you were when the Germans landed on Guernsey all those years ago?”

      She frowned. “You believe me?”

      Her clear eyes searched mine. This wasn’t a woman who made things up, and she wasn’t losing her mind—I didn’t need a letter to convince me of that.

      “Of course I do! Tell me what’s going on, please. I want to help.”

      She gave a long sigh and lowered her gaze to the letter. “That’s the obituary of a dear friend of mine, Catherine Chastain. Though I moved away from Guernsey after the war, we always stayed in touch by letter and phone. We even visited each other several times. There’s a bond you cannot break, after what we went through. She died last week, bless her soul. The obituary says she died at home surrounded by her family, which gave me peace. But after that letter? I don’t know what to think.”

      “Would someone want to kill her? And kill you?”

      She gave a tired smile. “They might. Things happened in the war, my dear. We all made choices in hopes of surviving, some of which we regretted. It’s a long story, but one I’ve been waiting your entire life to tell you. I don’t want to wait anymore, even though you might not like what you discover.”

      She looked at me with such intensity that I actually gulped.

      “I want to hear it,” I said.

      I had a premonition that everything I thought I knew was about to change.

      With a deep sigh, she leaned back against her pillow, her gaze wandering slowly to the window. “The sky looked just this overcast on the day the Nazis arrived on Guernsey.”
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            HELEN

          

          SAINT PETER PORT, THE ISLAND OF GUERNSEY, 1940

        

      

    

    
      At first, Helen Abernathy didn’t recognize the sound of marching feet. She’d been focused on the overcast sky, wondering if she’d made a mistake leaving her umbrella at home while she shopped on High Street along with other women frantic to secure supplies in case the worst happened. The breeze was warm, the scent of jasmine soothing. Palm fronds swayed in the nearby park. For once there weren’t German planes flying overhead on their way to bomb Britain. War encroached on their island like a tightening noose trapping them between Britain and France. France had fallen just a few weeks before, the only country between them and Hitler’s Wehrmacht.

      As she looked through a window at the long queue of women inside the grocer’s, she heard that sound again, distant, like the drone of a bee you’re wary of but can’t see. She found herself touching her mother’s brooch pinned just above her heart, as if to give herself comfort. It was a tiny sprig of flowers, and it never failed to cheer her as it reminded her of her parents, who’d gone to heaven just two years before.

      But she didn’t feel cheered today, not as that strange sound became louder and louder, until she thought the ground would begin to shake. Her heart pounded in matching tempo, and she gripped her purse to steady her trembling.

      Around the bend in the street, between the two- and three-story stone buildings, a division of German troops marched toward them. Helen hadn’t even known they’d landed on the island.

      It felt as if the world around her stopped, everything out of focus except for the soldiers in grayish green jackets with black equipment belts around their waists, dark helmets protecting their heads, marching in perfect formation, legs extended forward with showy precision.

      She’d known they would come—it was all anyone talked about, especially after the Luftwaffe had bombed Saint Peter Port harbor, killing dozens, destroying a long line of lorries brimming with tomatoes, their major export. Helen’s seamstress had died while waiting for her husband’s fishing boat to return to the harbor; farmers across the island had had their season’s crop obliterated. Helen had rushed to the waterfront, hoping her nursing skills could help.

      Tens of thousands had fled the Channel Islands both before the bombing and afterward, leaving Guernsey a shell of itself, stores abandoned, fields left fallow. Now it looked like their fears had been justified.

      Helen stiffened as they came closer, their marching boots louder, the ground trembling before them. An old man stumbled back against the wall and gasped, and Helen imagined she saw his memories of the Great War flashing in his stunned eyes.

      Everyone around her scattered out of the street, pressing back against the stone walls or fleeing inside as the Germans approached, looking so tall and formidable. There were no smirks—it wasn’t necessary, and the soldiers knew it. They’d conquered the islands without a battle, without a soldier lost.

      They came abreast of her, six across in the narrow lane. She swallowed convulsively, trying to hide her emotions, praying that she could be brave. Her island had been invaded, and no one knew what would happen next. There were whispers of what the Germans had done to remote villages in Poland and Czechoslovakia, men killed, women raped. Guernsey had no defenses, no weapons, unless you counted kitchen knives or shotguns for hunting. What islander would be foolish enough to fight against the most powerful army on the continent?

      Britain obviously did not consider the Channel Islands worth fighting for; they’d taken their weapons and left. Bitterness was like bile in her stomach. Ever since the bombing of Saint Peter Port, she’d woken up several times a night, convinced she’d heard that low threatening drone of approaching planes, but it had only been the sea crashing against the cliffs beneath her cottage.

      The last of the German division passed by, their marching footsteps fading, and an eerie silence permeated the street. Then by ones and twos, islanders emerged from the shops and stared in fear at the backs of the German soldiers until they were out of sight.  Several children ran to follow them, and Helen almost reached for one—but what was the point?

      At least there’d be no more bombings now that the Germans had arrived, she thought with irony.

      Their little island paradise was theirs no more.

      
        
        ~oOo~

      

      

      Helen drove to her friend Catherine’s house on the edge of town, realizing she’d forgotten to buy the wine she’d meant to bring in her shock at the German invasion. The Braun household was a second home to her, especially after Helen’s parents had died. They were a real family, loving and bickering even as they welcomed her. She and Catherine had been the best of friends since childhood, roaming the seashore for shells all summer, and playing football with girls when the boys wouldn’t let them. Catherine was everything Helen wasn’t—red-headed, vivacious, and outgoing, the first to make a new friend, with the ability to see the best in everybody. Though Helen was used to living alone, it would be good to be among people almost like family to her after the day’s frightening events.

      No one answered her knock. After a minute, she tried again, but the curtains didn’t even ripple. This wasn’t like the Brauns, and the fear welled back up inside her so quickly. Mr. Braun was an electrician at the airport—had he been there when the Germans arrived? Had something happened to him?

      She ran down the steps and around the side of the house to the garden, the favorite retreat of the family. She thought she’d try the back door, but to her surprise, she found the Brauns gathered near the lush June foliage beyond the swings. They looked around guiltily when they heard her coming, then sagged with relief.

      Mr. Braun straightened slowly, stiffly, his usual cheerful grin absent. Dirt speckled his knees and hands. His eyes usually lit with gladness upon seeing her, as if she was one of his own children, but now he frowned and shook a finger at her.

      “Helen Abernathy, what are you doing out on the roads this evening? Don’t you know how dangerous it is?”

      Behind him, Catherine winced and mouthed an apology, throwing her dirty hands wide. It wasn’t a true conversation if Catherine’s hands weren’t moving constantly.

      “I was invited to dinner,” Helen said, dismayed. “What are you all doing back here? I was scared to death when no one answered my knock.”

      “Don’t you know that the Germans have landed?” Mr. Braun continued with outrage. “They took command of the island as if they owned it! They sneered down at those of us just doing our job.”

      “I was on High Street when they marched by,” Helen said.

      With a gasp, Catherine started to cover her mouth with both hands, then seemed to notice the dirt. “They’ve left the airport and come to town?”

      Mrs. Braun, short and plump, cried out softly and buried her face in her apron.

      Her eight-year-old son Timmy gave his mum a worried glance, but when he looked at Helen, she saw the excitement he couldn’t hide. “What did you see? What did they do?”

      “They just—marched with precision,” Helen said lamely. “I think they wanted to scare us, and it worked. But what are all of you doing right now?”

      The Brauns exchanged nervous glances.

      Catherine loudly whispered, “We’re burying the silver. Want to help?”

      Regardless of how overwhelmed she was feeling, Helen wanted to join in, anything to help them all believe they were doing something against the Germans. Timmy handed her a spare shovel, and she set to work alongside them. They didn’t have all that much silver, but the ground was hard, and the light was failing. By the time they’d put several small boxes into the ground, replaced the dirt and the squares of grass, then leaned on their shovels in exhaustion, they could barely see each other.

      “Come inside for supper,” Mrs. Braun told Helen.

      She was so hungry it was easy to agree.

      The family trooped inside, but Catherine took Helen’s arm and pulled her back, then burst into tears. Helen enfolded her in a hug, and they stood there, trying to find some comfort in their long friendship, the way they always knew what the other was thinking.

      At last, Catherine’s quiet sobs lessened, and she pulled back to tug a handkerchief out of her sleeve and blow her nose.

      “Better?” Helen asked gently.

      “No.” But she was almost smiling as she spoke. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      They sank down onto the swings they’d used since childhood and looked at each other.

      “I didn’t think the Germans would invade,” Catherine said after a long silence. “Foolish of me, I know.”

      Helen sighed. “We certainly kept hoping we’d be spared.”

      “I feel so…selfish, as if it shouldn’t happen to me, when it’s happening to so many people in so many countries.”

      “You’re not selfish.”

      “I am! I won’t be able to receive letters from George—see how selfish I am?”

      “You were going out with him—of course you’re worried.”

      Catherine let out a sigh. “He was never going to love me, and I didn’t love him. Even his last letter only seemed polite. But…oh, Helen, I just thought I’d live a normal life, get married, have children.”

      “You’re going to do all of that.”

      “See how selfish I am? I’m upset a war interrupted all my grand plans.”

      Helen gave her friend an indulgent smile. Of the two of them, Catherine had always been the one to think about her wedding. She had a trousseau begun with pretty linens she’d embroidered; she had the music picked out for the church service. Weddings—marriage—were something Helen didn’t let herself think about too much. She’d been focused on nursing, on supporting herself after her parents’ deaths. And knowing her mother wouldn’t be able to help her plan? She didn’t even want to think about it.

      “Ignore me,” Catherine said. “I will get used to our new situation. Maybe it won’t last long.”

      Helen doubted that, and she could tell by Catherine’s distant gaze, that she didn’t believe it either.

      Soon they were called into dinner. Once the five of them were seated at the table, they all bowed their heads to say grace, and the war suddenly felt very real. No more Help me keep my temper, Lord, or I had unkind thoughts about my teacher. Now it was: Let them treat us kindly, Lord. Keep us safe as the war comes to Guernsey.

      Into the reverent silence, Timmy’s young voice piped up. “My brother will stop those Jerries! He’s back from Dunkirk. Helen, did you hear how he was rescued?”

      Helen nodded, and saw Mr. and Mrs. Braun exchange a glance full of fear, quickly hidden. Catherine’s middle brother Richard had enlisted the moment he turned eighteen the previous year. Though his family was proud, Helen knew they never had a worry-free moment. Catherine often showed Helen his letters, with occasional lines blacked out, but full of patriotism and excitement. When Helen thought of Richard putting himself in danger every day, she could only remember him as a boy who’d tried to sneak a kiss from her when he turned sixteen. And now that boy was a soldier.

      The British army hadn’t tried to stop Hitler from taking the Channel Islands, and Helen felt another spasm of anger. No one had defended them, and they had to keep themselves safe.

      How were they supposed to do that?

      Most of the young men had gone, ten thousand of them from the islands. Helen and Catherine had each been seeing men before the war started, but they had volunteered and shipped out. Their letters were less and less frequent. There’d been no love, no promises, and Saturday nights had been so quiet of late.

      What would they be like now?

      “This is all Chamberlain’s fault,” Mr. Braun said as he passed the potatoes.

      “No war talk at dinner,” Mrs. Braun said automatically.

      Her husband gaped at her. “We’ve been invaded! Today!”

      She blinked at him, and Helen saw that she was trembling.

      “Of course I know that,” Mrs. Braun murmured. “It’s a silly rule anyway.”

      Mr. Braun covered her hand with his. “It’s not. It’s just…impractical now, my dear.”

      She nodded, biting her lip, even as she passed a platter of mutton.

      “Take some, Mum,” Catherine said quietly, pushing the platter back.

      “Oh, of course.” Mrs. Braun took a small slice and slid the platter back.

      “A prime minister should look to his country’s welfare,” Mr. Braun said, as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “Instead Chamberlain practically welcomed Hitler to help himself to Austria, then much of Czechoslovakia.”

      “Dad, you know Chamberlain tried to negotiate peace between Hitler and the other countries,” Catherine said.

      “Pshaw. He believed everything Hitler told him and backed down.”

      “It’s very easy to look back and see what should have been done,” Catherine insisted. “At the time, no one wanted war. But now we have it. It seems our new prime minister, Mr. Churchill, sees the enemy for what he is.”

      “Perhaps, my girl, but I’ll have to wait and see. He let our islands go quite easily—what else will be sacrificed?”

      They ate in silence for long minutes.

      At last Mr. Braun sighed. “Helen, I hope you’ve tried to prepare the best you can. My wife has been buying so much food.”

      “It’s difficult to leave my patients,” Helen said. “But I did manage to shop the shelves bare at the grocer’s yesterday, thinking they’d be replenished. How long will that last with the Germans keeping British ships away?”

      “Surely they have to feed their own men,” Catherine said. “They won’t let us all starve.”

      Her words fell into a heavy silence.

      “Helen, you shouldn’t live on your own so far from town,” Mrs. Braun said, twisting a napkin in her hands.

      Helen put on a bright smile. “But won’t the town be where the Germans are? I won’t let the Germans think they can bully us out of our homes.” Quietly, she added, “And my home is…it’s the only thing I have left of my parents. Why would they come to the boring countryside? I won’t let the Germans take it from me, and they’ll find that difficult to do if I’m living there.”

      Mrs. Braun looked at her husband, but he was staring out the window as if he expected the Germans to storm the house. And he might very well be right, Helen thought. Fear shot through her belly, and for a moment, she feared she’d eaten too much and that her stomach would rebel.

      But no. Her life was changing in ways she’d never imagined—she had to meet it head on. While Allied soldiers met Germans on the battlefield, it was up to civilians to do their part on the home front. While the rest of Britain put up blackout curtains and rationed food, the island of Guernsey would be living side by side with the enemy.
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            BETTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Betty stood at the serving station, menus in hand, finding herself reluctant to walk across the restaurant dining room. Not that she hadn’t done it thousands of times in the four years she’d been working at the Guernsey Grand Hotel. But today was different. For several weeks, since half the island had evacuated, it had been hard for Betty to pay the rent on her flat, to purchase food for her mother, and she hadn’t allowed herself to buy cigarettes.

      But in just one day with the German occupying force, she’d already made the equivalent of a month’s rent—it did not feel good to know that her well-being would now depend on Germans.

      Dinner at the restaurant was filled with soldiers, many fresh from the horrors of the Eastern Front. They’d spoken accented English, telling her how beautiful she was, waxing poetic about the beaches and the picturesque town surrounding the harbor.

      “The harbor you’ve just bombed where defenseless people died?” The words had slipped out of her without volition.

      The two young German officers had stared up at her and actually blushed.

      “It wasn’t us,” one had said.

      “And it’s war,” the other said, almost gently. “We would never do anything to hurt a lovely lady such as yourself.”

      She’d wanted to scoff, but she was good at keeping her expression unemotional, her smile a mask hiding her thoughts. Germans were as blinded by her face, an accident of birth, as anyone else. Men were so predictable. And she knew how to make such predictability work for her.

      Betty saw a customer’s hand gesture at her with annoyance. She didn’t even have to work hard to soothe the man’s ego and tame his temper. She bent over him, smiling, giving him all her attention. He didn’t even realize the methods she was using, the way he relaxed and expanded into her like a temperamental hothouse flower being watered.

      Betty had all the motivation in the world to ensnare a man to do her bidding. She’d grown up with a mother who had no clue how to do such things, who’d let every man treat her like a servant. Betty’s father had drained the vitality from his wife with his endless demands and taunts and even the back of his hand. Then he’d run out on both of them.

      One bad man hadn’t been enough for her mum, who continued on with a line of greedy, lazy men, looking in desperation for the one who would support her and her only child, never realizing that only a certain type of man was drawn to a woman so desperate for affection that she’d overlook any behavior. Mum had tried to protect Betty as best she could, sometimes forcing her to huddle silent in the closet for hours while the worst happened. Betty would cover her ears against her mother’s muffled, pitiful cries and tell herself over and over that she’d never be like her mother, never.

      German soldiers were another animal altogether. In just one day, she could already tell they were far more brazen and daring—they were winning the war; they’d conquered British territory. Right now, they were giddy with triumph, relieved to be on a lush island away from the fighting, trying to prove they were civilized men. How long would that last?

      Already today, two Germans had offered to escort her out for an evening. She’d been able to dissuade them, but both had made it clear they’d ask again.

      When at last the guests had departed and the dining room had been cleaned and ready for the next day’s opening, Betty put on her coat, picked up her handbag and paused just inside the door leading to the rear of the hotel.

      “Betty?”

      She glanced over her shoulder and saw Margaret, one of the other waitresses.

      “You don’t have a car, do you?” Margaret asked.

      Betty shook her head. “I don’t live far. It’s an easy walk.”

      “Not tonight, it isn’t. Let me give you a ride.”

      Betty was about to refuse but she thought of the soldiers who’d seen no women during extended tours of war duty. They’d been nice in the restaurant. How would they behave at night on the streets?

      She gave Margaret a polite smile. “Thank you, I accept your offer.”

      After a short car ride, they came to Betty’s home on the upper floor of a flat off High Street, where the shadows were dark and long, as if no light would ever come to such a disreputable place. Margaret was too polite to say anything, although she bit her lip with worry as she looked out the car window.

      Betty jingled her keys. “I’m ready. I’ll be fine. Thanks, again.” She got out and hurried to the door, ignoring the distant sound of laughter and someone playing the piano.

      The key let her into a dingy foyer where a bare bulb flickered overhead. A door led to the ground-floor flat, and a steep set of stairs disappeared up into the darkness. As usual, it smelled like mildew and something burnt.

      Betty climbed up the stairs, but didn’t hear the drone of the radio. Her mother normally liked to keep herself company with the BBC broadcast when Betty was working, but tonight the silence was almost eerie.

      She let herself into the flat. The lights were out, and only a faint gleam from the streetlamp glowed in the window. “Mum?”

      “Over here!” Her mother’s voice was only a hiss.

      Betty shut the door and heard, “Lock it!”

      “I always do, Mum.”

      “I still can’t believe you left me alone, today of all days.”

      Betty followed the sound of her mother’s voice until she located her half hidden in the draperies as she stared out the window.

      Her mother was one of those women who looked tired and defeated all the time, her face drooping as if she’d forgotten how to smile, her gray hair falling out of its bun.

      If it had been up to Betty, they’d have evacuated the island weeks ago like so many of their neighbors. But her mother had this fixation that her father would someday return. She was afraid if they moved, he wouldn’t be able to find them. It didn’t matter that the man had beaten her and practically used her as a slave. Time had faded the worst memories, and all Mum seemed to remember was their early years, when he’d still been enjoying his life, his good job, and his pretty wife. But he’d been the kind of man who couldn’t keep a job long, always convinced he knew better than the men in charge. One firing led to another, and he began to take out his anger on his wife.

      “Those Germans,” her mother said in a trembling voice. “You were out there”—she pointed frantically toward the window—“with them! Did any of them hurt you?”

      “No, they behaved like gentlemen today.”

      “Like gentlemen?” Her mother’s pale brown eyes were wide with confusion and fear. “They’re invaders. What do they want here?”

      “They’re one step closer to England.”

      She pressed her trembling lips together. “I saw them on the streets below. I was so afraid…”

      Pity rose up within her, and Betty put an arm around her mother. She seemed frailer, trembling.

      “I know, Mum. But they’re here now, and we can only do what we must to survive.”

      Her mother stared at her with desperation, as if trying to convince herself. “If we just behave, they might leave us alone?”

      “I think so.”

      I hope so.
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      Early the next morning, Helen stood at her kitchen window, a mug of tea cupped in her hands as she looked out onto the English Channel. Her little cottage was perched near the cliffs and, below, the water glistened with the touch of the sun. Birds called to each other; insects buzzed in time to the birdsong. Palm trees shaded her yard. It was an idyllic view, one that the British had flocked to every summer for their tropical holidays.

      No one would be flocking there now. Helen had never questioned her decision to stay instead of evacuate. She had nowhere else to go, no place that mattered to her as much as this place.

      Sipping her tea, she remembered how difficult it had been to fall asleep, what with the drone of airplanes high above the islands on their way to Britain. Catherine, spending the night in her guest bedroom, had surely felt the same, for although an early riser, she was still in bed. Her best friend had insisted Helen shouldn’t be alone the first night after the invasion. But companionship couldn’t make one safe. The bombing runs had been happening with more and more frequency, after all. At the beginning, she’d thought those planes were aimed at their island, and had lain in bed rigid with fear as she waited for explosions, but they’d only found a local target once, at the Saint Peter Port harbor. She couldn’t imagine experiencing that kind of devastation and terror night after night.

      It probably hadn’t helped their sleep that the two of them had huddled around the radio listening to war news on the BBC, but had heard nothing about the Germans taking over the Channel Islands. Did Britain not know? How could that be?

      Helen wandered through the parlor, looking at the desk where her mum had written her poetry and her father had graded science tests after teaching all day at Elizabeth College.  She looked at a photograph of their small family, saw her mother’s blond hair, her father’s blue eyes, the traits she’d inherited. When she’d lost them both at once to pneumonia, it had sent her reeling, unable to fathom a life without them, unable to believe that her nursing skills had been useless. But gradually her memories had turned peaceful, surrounding her with a warm feeling of love. She never wanted to leave this cottage.

      The sound of tires on gravel and the rumble of an engine startled her. For a moment she thought Catherine’s father had come to take his daughter home. She glanced through the front window—and saw the German flag on the hood of the car. She froze, a sensation of vulnerability rising within her, even more intense than those days after she’d lost her parents. She touched her mother’s flower brooch she always wore, remembering feeling helpless with grief and loneliness; now she was experiencing the helplessness of terror and fear of the future. She wanted to hide in the cellar, pretend it all might go away.

      But it would not go away until Germany was defeated. She debated waking Catherine, wanting her to be prepared, but hoped there’d be no need to frighten her. When the inevitable knock came, she took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders, and went to answer it. Her hand shook on the doorknob, and she willed it into submission.

      Standing on her stoop, two German soldiers looked at her. Their army jackets were wrapped in a bulky equipment belt, their helmets pulled low over their brows.

      “Frau, is your husband here?” one of them asked in accented English.

      “I am not m-married.” She heard herself stutter, and knew she could not let fear incapacitate her. A good nurse was always in control of her emotions.

      “Your father, then,” he continued impatiently.

      “My father is dead. I own this cottage, sir. What do you want?”

      “The car is yours?” the other asked. When she nodded, he handed her a slip of paper. “We are requisitioning it for temporary use by the Reich.”

      “You cannot steal my only means of transportation,” she insisted, forcing herself to sound stern. “I am a nurse, and my patients need me.”

      “We are not stealing the car,” the first soldier said almost wearily, as if he’d repeated the same sentence several times already. “We are borrowing it for the duration. You will be compensated for any wear and tear. When the war is over, it will be returned.”

      “But—”

      “The keys, fraulein.”

      They just stared at her, and she knew she’d never change their minds. She imagined people all over the island were losing their cars.

      “I will be right back,” she said tightly, then started to close the door.

      A large male hand stopped the door. “Leave it.”

      She went to her desk in the parlor, dreading the sound of their boots tromping through her home as they searched it. But they waited on the stoop, right where she’d left them.

      She walked back to the door and held out the keys.

      When he took them, he handed her a folded newspaper. “You should read this, fraulein. The rules that you must live under are written here.”

      She took the newspaper numbly.

      He gave a precise bow. “Danke.”

      Her heart clenched with dismay as she watched the one soldier get in her car while the other got into the first car. Then they drove away. It was as if her freedom went with them, but of course, her freedom had truly left yesterday, when the Germans had arrived. Even now she could see several low-flying planes waiting to land at the airport and disgorge Germans like angry bees preparing for attack.

      “Helen!”

      She whirled around to see Catherine clutching her dressing gown together, her curls twisted with rags, tears streaming down her face.

      “I heard them. I—I should have been here to support you. I—I couldn’t make myself leave the bedroom.” She gave a sob and briefly covered her mouth. “You were so brave, and I am such a coward.”

      Helen closed the door, dropped the newspaper on the hall table, and went to Catherine, enveloping her in a tight hug. They stood together a long moment, Catherine trembling with her quiet crying, Helen blinking back tears. She tried to tell herself that at least they’d only taken her car, not her cottage.

      “I’m glad you stayed hidden,” Helen said, pulling back and holding her friend by the upper arms. “They might have heard you and believed I’d lied about having no man about the cottage. They could have burst in and…made a mess of things.” Or shot Catherine. Helen shuddered.

      “You’re just being kind to me.” Catherine sniffed and wiped her eyes on the hem of her dressing gown. She looked past Helen. “Is that the newspaper?”

      “Courtesy of the Germans. They left me a copy so I could read their rules.”

      Catherine lifted the paper and then headed for the kitchen, saying over her shoulder, “We need a cup of tea if we’re to read what our future holds.”

      They didn’t talk about the paper while they prepared breakfast, working silently together making tea, eggs, and toast, while the paper sat in the middle of the table like a death notice. At last they sat side by side at the dining room table, the paper spread out before them.

      The Evening Press had a huge headline above the fold. “Orders of the Commandant of the German forces in occupation of the island of Guernsey.”

      Helen inhaled deeply. Catherine held a piece of toast in her hand, frozen. Their lives had changed for as long as the war would last. Germans on the streets were one thing—the rules they would now have to live by were even more sobering. They both read silently.

      “There’s a curfew!” Helen cried.

      “We can’t buy petrol or use cars!” Catherine said with a gasp, flinging her hands wide.

      “We have to advance the clocks one hour to match Central European Time.”

      The change of time zone seemed so pointlessly stupid that Helen snorted the tea as she sipped. Catherine stared at her with wide eyes and clapped a hand over her mouth.

      Helen was hoarse as she practically wheezed, “Why do I feel like I want to laugh and cry at the same time?”

      “We are…hysterical,” Catherine said between giggles, holding her stomach. “But there’s more to read.”

      And it sobered them. By special order of the bailiff, they were to offer no resistance to the Germans and obey their orders.

      The two women sat back in their seats and looked at each other. “So that’s it then,” Helen said. “We are conquered, with no one to fight for us.”

      “What did you expect the bailiff to do?” Catherine mused. “He’s an old, frail man. We have no soldiers.”

      “I know, it’s just…” And then she looked at her watch. “Goodness! I’m going to be late! And without a car…” She jumped to her feet and headed for the stairs.

      The telephone rang.

      “Answer it, will you?” Helen called.

      As she washed and dressed, she heard Catherine’s muffled voice.

      A few minutes later, Catherine called, “It was my father. He’s coming to get me. Apparently, the schools are still open.”

      “I thought no one could drive,” Helen said.

      “I don’t know, but he’s coming. Maybe he can give you a ride to the hospital.”

      “No, thanks, I have an old bicycle. Might as well start using it today.”

      Fifteen minutes later, Helen had pulled the bicycle out of the garage, frowning at the approaching gray clouds. As if to complement the new state of her life, it began to rain while she rode to town.

      The streets were unusually quiet. The people she did see didn’t call out a greeting as they clutched their umbrellas low over their heads, walking quickly, furtively, as if hoping they wouldn’t be seen.

      The Germans on the street moved quickly as well, but with the open pride and precision of well-drilled men basking in their victory. When one whistled at her and elbowed his friends, she stared straight ahead, struggling to keep anger from her expression, and their laughter faded behind her as she rode away. How was she supposed to live her life normally?

      Before her shift, Helen changed into a dry uniform—blue dress, dark stockings, white apron and cap—then met up with Bridgette, her closest friend at the hospital, in the nurses’ lounge.

      Bridgette, dark haired and plump, hugged Helen for a long time, her glasses digging into Helen’s cheek, but she didn’t protest. They weren’t the only two women in the room needing each other’s company.

      At last, Bridgette broke away and chuckled nervously while wiping wetness from her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I’ve never been so frightened in my life. Mum didn’t want me to come to work, but I couldn’t do that to our patients. Dr. Caples says a third of the staff stayed home. I hope they don’t get sacked.”

      “I can’t believe they would,” Helen said.

      “Did you see any Germans?” Bridgette asked, then hurried on without waiting for an answer. “We’ve been told to expect an officer to be assigned to our house—living with us!”

      Helen opened her mouth⁠—

      “But that won’t happen to you,” Bridgette said. “You live in the country.”

      “The Germans came to my cottage this morning.” Helen spoke in a rush before she could be interrupted again.

      Bridgette’s mouth dropped open, and for once she seemed speechless. Swallowing hard, she said, “You live alone! You must have been so frightened. What did they want?”

      “My car.”

      “So that’s why you were wet.” Bridgette hesitated. “How did you bear it? Did they…barge right in?” She was looking Helen up and down as if searching for signs of bruises.

      After Helen explained what happened, Bridgette gave a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad you’re safe. You should move to town.”

      “I can’t—I won’t.” It seemed like swearing a vow, as if remaining in her home was some kind of victory. Was it courage or stubbornness or recklessness? She didn’t know.

      As Bridgette shook her head in exasperation, the matron opened the door and leaned in.

      “Ladies, your shift has begun. Keep calm and keep your spirits up. This occupation won’t last forever.”

      As Helen made her rounds, the orderliness of the hospital and her routine eventually proved calming. Patients had to be bathed, surgical dressing changed, beds freshened. Helen could almost forget that the war had come to Guernsey—until the emergency ward doors were flung wide, and German soldiers carried in German patients on gurneys.

      Bridgette, standing before an open supply cabinet, gave a startled cry. “Is there a battle somewhere on Guernsey?” she asked Helen.

      “Surely we would have heard.” Helen’s mouth went dry with fear.

      Who could possibly be fighting well-trained soldiers, when their own soldiers had shipped out just a month ago?

      Her training overtook her fear, and she went to a moaning German patient with bandages on his leg that had begun to seep blood. He couldn’t understand her, and she couldn’t understand him—all she could do was calm him with her hands and her voice until at last he lay docile and let her use warm water to pry stiff bandages out of his wounds. She found sutures that had obviously been sewn days ago, but exertion had ruptured some of them.

      Days ago?

      She reported his condition to the matron, who’d make recommendations of patient priority to the doctor.

      Helen caught Bridgette by the arm and whispered, “These are old wounds. They’re bringing their wounded to Guernsey!”

      They briefly sagged together in relief that there wasn’t a skirmish on their island. But this would change their mission—they’d go from treating minor surgical patients to battlefield trauma recovery, the kind she’d only heard about in nursing school.

      “Attention!” A German officer, badges of victory splashed across his chest, had just entered the ward, and now looked about with his fists on his hips. “I am Herr Obsterstarzt Fischer. These are my patients. All of their treatment will be coordinated through me. We will do things the proper way—the German way.”

      Bridgette and Helen glanced at each other, but didn’t dare protest.

      
        
        ~oOo~

      

      

      That night, Helen listened to the rain pounding on the roof, trying to think of anything but the line at the grocer’s she’d seen the day before, and wondering if food would become less plentiful if the Germans halted their trading with Britain.

      And then she heard a sound.

      She wasn’t certain what it was—a branch falling? There wasn’t much wind, just a drenching spring rain.

      The sound echoed again. Was it a knock? Gooseflesh rose along her arms, even as she got out of bed and wrapped her dressing gown about her nightclothes.

      She only had her father’s old shotgun for defense.

      After creeping downstairs, she stood in the front hall, listening. The absolute dark before dawn surrounded her, when only knowing her own cottage so well kept her from stumbling into something. She stood still and listened intently, until she heard the sound again, coming from the back of the house.

      Taking her father’s shotgun from the closet, she crept toward the back door off the kitchen. The sound happened again, definitely a knock, but a hesitant, quiet one. Could it be someone hurt?

      She finally reached the door, head cocked, every hair on her body on end. The shotgun shook in her hand. She didn’t ask who was there, not wanting to alert anyone to her presence. She reached slowly for the lock, and then the doorknob, and as she turned it, she sank to her knees beside the door, shotgun ready, knowing whoever came through wouldn’t expect to find her in that position.

      The door did not slam open. It was her heart doing all the slamming, rebounding so painfully she was afraid she’d actually faint. She didn’t say anything—couldn’t say anything, even as she wildly thought she was crazy for opening her door in the middle of the night.

      “Hello?” It was a man’s voice with a British accent.

      “Who are you?” she hissed. “I have a gun aimed at the doorway.”

      “Helen?”

      She stiffened. “Answer me!”

      “It’s Jack Dupuis. May I come in?”

      She sank back on her haunches. Jack Dupuis? He’d left the island years before, searching for excitement and military adventures long before the war had even begun.

      “Jack?” She repeated his name in bewilderment.

      The door slowly opened, even as she scrambled to her feet. She kept the shotgun in her hands, but pointed away, unable to see anything.

      She heard a click, then the light of an electric torch arched across her kitchen floor.

      “Is anyone else home?” he whispered.

      He was just a formless shadow against the dark rainy night.

      “I live alone,” she whispered back, and then realized she didn’t have to whisper. Clearing her throat, she said, “Come in and shut the door. I’ll turn on the light.”

      There was a small lamp on the table, and she switched it on, bathing the kitchen in a homey glow. She turned around—and gasped when she saw Jack. Rain ran from his dark, shapeless clothes, forming a puddle on her wooden floor. When he turned off the torch and set it on the table, she saw that his fingers and palms were bleeding.

      The enormity of what was happening began to sink in. Jack was here, in her kitchen, on the island. Before the war, he’d come home for a funeral once, but she’d only seen him from a distance.

      “What—how—” She couldn’t even think of what to say.

      Glancing at the window, he sank down into a wooden chair. “I remember your place being remote, and I’m glad my memory served me well.”

      He remembered her home? She didn’t think he’d ever been there.

      “Jack, what is going on?” she demanded.

      She hurried to the sink to pour a basin of warm water and gather soap and towels. She brought them back to the table and set them before him, but didn’t know what else to do. She’d never imagined a person could look so exhausted and bruised, yet alert at the same time. His eyes seemed to alight on everything in her kitchen, from the oven to the sink to the cupboards, with a restlessness that was almost a little wild. He made no move to help himself, so at last she lifted one of his hands and put it in the basin. He didn’t stop her and didn’t help, so she used a cloth and scrubbed at the dirt encrusting his wounds. She put the clean hand on a towel, dumped and refilled the water, and put his other hand in to wash it. It was a strangely intimate act with a man she’d never let herself get close to.

      When she tried to roll a bandage over his scrapes, he finally spoke. “No, that will hamper me.”

      “Hamper you how? What have you been doing and how did you get here?”

      “A submarine dropped me off last night to do some reconnaissance.”

      She inhaled swiftly, but said nothing. Instead, she went to the oven and put a kettle on to boil.

      “I’ve been hiding in the cave below your cliff.” He looked at his hands. “It’s harder to walk those cliff-side paths than I remember. I got off course in the dark and had to scale a pretty steep wall. I did try my parents’ house first—I was hoping it was still abandoned after their evacuation. But I saw a German officer there.”

      She sank slowly into her chair across the table and just looked at him. Jack Dupuis and she had never had anything in common, had barely spoken to each other in secondary school. She’d been devoted to her books and studies, while he’d been devoted to…life. No room had ever seemed big enough to contain him. Guernsey was too confining—he’d wanted to see the world. He went out with girls who matched him in attractiveness, not girls like her.

      “The cave,” she finally said. “My cave? There’s nothing there but stone and sea water.”

      “I know. Believe me, I don’t mean to stay long.”

      She noticed how his cheeks had gotten leaner, how he’d become a man when she’d once thought him that already. He’d had sandy-haired good looks when most of the island boys were dark-haired. She was so busy staring at him that it took her teapot whistling to bring her out of her stupor.

      After pouring the boiling water into the jug where ground coffee already waited, she said, “You need a change of clothes. I have some of my father’s in the attic.”

      She hurried upstairs, found some clothes, and laid them out in the guest bedroom.

      On her return, she poured him a cup of coffee, her mind buzzing, her thoughts out of order. She’d never felt like this before. She’d always prided herself on her calm head, her nurse’s training, but now Jack Dupuis was here in her kitchen after all these years.

      And he was hiding from the Germans.

      A shot of fear went through her—but it was strangely mixed up with excitement. A British soldier—Jack!—sat at her kitchen table after sneaking onto the island. She could barely look at him as he sipped his coffee and watched her, one corner of his mouth turned up with faint amusement.

      And it suddenly bothered her. “This isn’t funny,” she said.

      His smile disappeared. “The situation is not. But you…I’ve upset your evening, and watching you unsure of yourself is so surprising that I’m amused.”

      She frowned, putting her hands on her hips as she looked at him. “What are you saying? You don’t know anything about me. It’s not as if we socialized.”

      “That’s true enough, for many reasons.” He suddenly shivered.

      “We can talk later,” she said. “Come upstairs and try the clothes I laid out.”

      He stood up, his face becoming part of the shadows as he moved away from the light. “I should say no. I resisted coming here.”

      “Then why did you come?”

      He turned his head away. “I don’t really know; realization that I couldn’t just stay in a cave for days or weeks, perhaps.”

      She felt strangely disappointed. “And you couldn’t have. You’d have caught your death.”

      His smile was faint and ironic. “I believe I’ve experienced worse than a cold these last few years.”

      He followed her upstairs and into a small unused bedroom, then looked at her father’s clothes. “I was sorry to hear that your parents had died. I couldn’t get leave to attend the funeral.”

      Startled, she stared up into Jack’s eyes. “I did receive your letter. Thank you.”

      She’d been surprised and touched that he’d thought of her, even writing about her father’s kindness in helping him repair his bicycle when he was a child.

      “Please get changed,” she said. “You can bring down your clothes in the morning, if you’d like.”

      “Would you happen to have something to eat?”

      She clapped a hand to her forehead. “Of course. I’ll have something ready when you come down. The bathroom is next door.”

      She hurried back down the stairs and into her kitchen, still feeling as if it was a dream. After bringing the leftover soup out of the larder, she lit the burner above the oven.

      Jack came down almost too quickly, his hair toweled, the trousers and buttoned-down shirt loose on him. Taking another sip of his coffee, which was surely cold now, he didn’t complain. She felt him watching her as she stirred the soup.

      “So you know why I’m here,” he said, “but why are you here? I was told the island knew weeks in advance that an invasion could happen. Tens of thousands of people fled. Not you.”

      She wanted to be offended—what business was it of his? But...he was concerned, and she was touched.

      “I couldn’t leave the only things I had left of my parents.”

      He folded his arms over his chest and waited.

      “That’s it—the entire truth. This is all I have in the world, Jack. But is there any strategy for the Channel Islands?”

      “I’m to study what the Germans are doing in case they’re planning to use the islands as a base of invasion.”

      She ladled him a bowl of soup, and he began to devour it. He was taking so many risks—traveling to the islands under the watchful eyes of German guns, spying. She looked at his lean face, his haunted but determined eyes, and felt a deeper admiration and respect—and envy. She was doing nothing to fight Hitler, just sitting on the island, trying to pretend life was normal, feeling helpless.

      But tonight, she was hiding a spy.

      “I remember Richard Braun telling me that nursing was your profession,” Jack said.

      “It is.” He had talked about her with Catherine’s brother?

      “Do you think you’ll work for the Germans?” he asked.

      “I’ve already treated German soldiers today. What other choice do we have? Stop feeding our families or paying rent?”

      “Will that be difficult?” he asked with sympathy.

      “I don’t ask a sick person who they are. I treat anyone who’s ill because I took a vow to do so. I’ve learned to be as efficient and unemotional as I can be. It’s my job.”

      “I imagine some would not see it your way.”

      “I can’t imagine people would show condemnation. Everyone here is just trying to survive until the war is over.”

      With a nod, he took another spoonful of soup.

      “What will you do now?” she asked.

      “Go back to the cave during the day, and scout at night.”

      “You don’t need to be uncomfortable in the cave. Stay here.”

      He frowned. “That’s impossible. I won’t put you in that kind of danger.”

      “You don’t think I’m in danger now?”

      “Helen—”

      “In twenty-four hours, I’ve already seen people skittering out of the way of German soldiers, praying for help that probably won’t come. But now you’re here.”

      “I’m not the help you need to save the whole island,” he said with a sarcastic tilt to his mouth.

      She leaned over, hands braced on the table. “But you’re trying to help us by bringing about the end of the war. That’s the only way we’re going to survive. I want to help. Did you know that there’s another way out of that cave?”
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