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This book is dedicated to the Channel Islanders who did not return from Nazi concentration camps, prisons and internment camps after the war.


 


I would also like to dedicate it to my fearless friend Beatrice Orwell, otherwise known as ‘Beatty’, who took a stand against the Blackshirts at the Battle of Cable Street in 1936. Beatty, like the character she inspired in this book, also worked as a wartime postwoman and was never afraid to fight fascism, persecution or discrimination of any kind. She died two weeks shy of her 106th birthday. I shall miss her big laugh and her even bigger heart.










When we ban books we are declaring certain people to be unacceptable. When we ban books we shut down conversations. When we ban books we let the bullies win.


Elana K. Arnold










Prologue


Grace


28 June 1940


Late June brings Jersey its most perfect and heaven-sent days. The sky is a cloudless blue and the midsummer sunshine casts a warm syrupy glow over Havre des Pas.


Grace La Mottée floats on her back in the saltwater lido after work and listens to the splash of swimmers. High above her, birds perform swooping ellipses. She breathes in, drawing the cool sea air deep into her belly. Salt and vraic. The familiar smells and sounds of her island home. Grace needs the familiar, the routine right now.


It has been one week since the majority of the evacuees left the island. Over 6,500 of them. Over the course of several days they poured out of the harbour in a chaotic tidal wave of human traffic. The dull throb of the coal boat engines belching smoke over the sound of sobbing. And in their wake, an eerie silence has descended over the library. It’s not every librarian who can lose half their patrons almost overnight.


Grace and Arscott, St Helier’s Chief Librarian, have done what they can to retrieve the books still out on loan and keep their remaining patrons happy.


‘People will need books now more than ever,’ Arscott, or ‘Ash’ as she calls him, keeps saying. He’s right. People have already been gravitating towards the library, as if the graceful pink-granite building in the Royal Square could wrap her comforting arms around them and throw them the lifeline of books. And so the grand matriarch has remained – for Grace is sure the library is a she – dignified and graceful, with all her treasures locked safe inside.


Now Grace exists in a dream-like space. Watching. Waiting. For what no one is quite sure. She adjusts her bathing-suit strap and waves away a fly.


A muffled thud shudders the water and reluctantly she lifts her head. Above the horseshoe-shaped wall of the lido, the sea and sky shimmer. A blur of black scratches the egg-shell blue.


The fly buzzes closer, too fast, too dark. The fly has a black cross on the underside of its wing.


‘It’s Heinkels,’ yells a voice. ‘They’re bombing the harbour.’


Grace treads water, her mind reeling. Sticks of bombs begin to fall from the undercarriage of the plane, sailing down gracefully, until they hit land and then plumes of thick grey smoke spiral up into the blue. She watches motionless as the swimmers run slithering and tripping from the lido, grabbing bathing towels and children’s hands. She sees their mouths, black empty maws, spilling words, but she can’t seem to hear. Then the noise rushes in, screams, blood hissing in her ears.


Safety. She must get to safety. Grace swims to the edge of the pool and leaps out dripping. She can’t find her towel. There’s no time. The German aircraft are turning, machine-gunning the streets. She begins to run barefoot, past shattered buildings and splintered flesh. The basketworks are on fire. Billowing smoke surrounds the Pomme d’Or Hotel. A woman runs from the ash cloud, the severed remains of her arm twitching. Grace slips on something fleshy. But she doesn’t dare to stop or breathe until she arrives at the library.


‘Grace—’


‘Ash—’


They speak as one.


She glances down, incongruously she is still wearing her bathing costume and yellow daisy swimming cap on the library steps. Her knee is bleeding. She doesn’t remember falling.


‘Go home, get changed, then come back,’ Ash orders. ‘We have work to do. They are coming.’


Her teeth are chattering from the shock. ‘W-what must we do?’


He is unlocking the library door now, his fingers trembling as he stabs the lock.


‘They’ll come for the books whose authors they don’t approve of. We must hide them.’


It has never occurred to Grace that there would be books the Germans didn’t approve of. Later, much later, her naivety and innocence in this moment would be almost laughable, were it not for the horrors that were to unravel.


‘Hurry, Grace. There’s no time to waste. The invasion has begun.’


 


Bea


Two days later


Two streets away from the library, counter clerk Bea Gold stands rigid at the taped-over windows of Broad Street post office, along with the rest of the counter staff. Behind them, bundled into every available space are mountains of brown paper packages, left behind by the evacuees, attempting to forward their possessions on to England before the occupation. It is, Bea realises, perhaps too late now.


They hear them before they see them. The perfectly synchronised thud of jackboots on cobbles, echoing up the narrow streets of St Helier. Panic seizes her in an icy grip.


‘You’re the fastest. Go upstairs. Tell them they’ve arrived,’ urges Winnie. ‘Hurry.’


Bea turns, takes the stairs up to the phonograph room on the top floor two at a time.


Vera Le Dain, the telegraph girl is waiting, eyes as round as pebbles.


‘Quick, V. Let London know.’


Vera turns without a word and begins to punch out a message to the Central Telegraph Office in London. Bea stands behind and reads over her shoulder: They’re entering the building; I’ll have to close down now; Hope to be back on circuit after the war, God help us all; God save the King; Bye for now.










Chapter 1


Bea


8 September 1943. Three years later.


 


BANNED BOOK


The Artificial Silk Girl, published in 1932 by German novelist Irmgard Keun, tells the story of a young Berlin woman who resorts to prostitution in her quest to become a cabaret star. The Nazis deplored its ‘vulgar depiction of German womanhood’. Irmgard’s own life reads like a novel. Following her blacklisting and unsuccessful attempt to sue the Gestapo for loss of earnings, she fled Germany, faking her own death in 1940 in order to visit her parents with false papers.


 


 


Beatrice Gold burned through life like a wild fire. Not a beauty in the traditional sense. Each individual feature was too much for her face. Lips a great wide dollop of strawberry jam, wild dark curls and a glint in her eye that spelt mischief. And right now, in about as much trouble as it was possible to be.


Naked, she lay crushed beneath a man’s hot body, his salt-brined skin burning next to hers, the sand dunes prickling the flesh on her back.


‘Jimmy, you sod! Why did you have to distract me? I’ll have missed the last bus into town.’


He grinned and ran his hands down her arms, pinning them down into the sand.


‘Distract you? How’s that for romantic!’


‘You know what I mean.’


‘Listen, you might as well stay. Don’t want you getting caught out after curfew.’


She smiled sweetly. ‘Oh please, the blockhead Boche won’t catch me. Most of them couldn’t find their own arsehole with both hands.’


He trailed kisses down her neck. ‘You’re so beautiful, Bea. Even if you do have a mouth like a sailor.’


‘Behave,’ she snorted. ‘Look at the state of me. I haven’t seen lipstick in three years and a coat hanger’s got more curves than me.’


Her thoughts instantly strayed to some of the Jerrybags in town walking round freshly rouged and scented. Some of the girls in Jersey would do anything for a handful of dirty Reichsmarks.


Jimmy leaned down to kiss her, but a well-placed knee in the groin soon had her free as she groped for her frock and pulled it over her head, before jamming her feet into an ugly pair of Summerland wooden clogs.


‘I’ll get a proper tongue-lashing if I’m late,’ she muttered, fastening up the buttons on her cardigan. ‘You know my mum . . . the only woman who can go on holiday and come back with a sunburnt tongue.’


Jimmy laughed, his cheeks creasing into dimples. The early evening sun brought out the deep muddy green of his eyes.


‘Holidays.’ He sighed, reluctantly getting to his feet. ‘Remember those?’


He pulled her close, trailed sandy kisses up her neck. ‘One day, Bea, we’ll travel all round Europe, no curfews, no barbed wire. Just empty beaches and cold beers.’


Jimmy La Mottée, a farmer’s son from St Ouen’s. If she didn’t love him so much she would never have stuck it out. The cycle ride to his home on the west of the island from St Helier was quite a feat on a bike with hosepipes for wheels. Bea’s physical health was at its lowest ebb. Before the war it had been a cinch, but now after each trip her lungs felt like they could split open.


The moment of purgatory began at 6 p.m. when the post office on Broad Street closed. Bea stared down at her skinny legs. The hunger was an actual gnawing pain in her tummy. It felt wrong to grumble – everyone was in the same boat after all – but three years of occupation had taken its toll. Even her soul felt emaciated.


Bea realised with a pang what she had actually missed even more than a good meal. Going to the library where Jimmy’s sister, her best friend Grace, worked and getting out any book she wanted. Losing herself in the glamour of a Hollywood motion picture. Skinny-dipping under the stars. The iron grip over the most petty details of their lives had tightened, the tentacles of Nazification slowly spreading.


Bea was still brooding when she realised Jimmy had asked her something.


‘Huh? Did you say something?’


‘That’s a charming response to my marriage proposal.’


He stared at her with a wry smile, grains of sand speckling his dirty blond hair.


‘Don’t be so daft! Wait . . . you’re not serious, are you?’


‘Please, Bea, just listen. It’s important.’


Jimmy pulled her back down into the sand dunes, hidden from view.


‘I want to marry you.’


‘You’re up to something. What is it?’


He laughed and rubbed his hands through his hair shaking loose the sand.


‘Very well. I’m going to get off the island.’ A nerve was jumping beneath his jawline.


‘When?’ she demanded.


‘Tomorrow, if the tides are right. But listen, Bea, you have to believe me. When I make it to England, I’ll wait there for you. Then when the war is over you can come and join me and we can get married there. Maybe even move to London. You can’t stay working at the post office all your life.’


‘B-but this is madness, Jimmy. You’re a farmer, not a fisherman. What do you know of the seas? The tidal currents around Jersey are lethal.’


‘There are three of us, plus a French fisherman on the east of the island who has petrol.’


‘But you can’t possibly escape from the east coast. It’d be suicide.’


‘We aren’t. We’re going from the west.’


‘But that’s even more dangerous! You’ll have to catch exactly the right current. If you don’t get blown up by a mine, you’ll be dashed against a rocky outcrop.’


‘Denis Vibert managed to escape to England and in an eight-foot rowing boat,’ he said, defensively, scooping up sand and letting it trickle between his fingers.


‘Besides,’ he continued slyly. ‘I have insurance.’


He opened his coat a fraction and she spotted the tip of a gun.


‘Walther P38 pistol,’ he said as proudly as if he were showing her a fatted calf.


‘German?’ she gasped. ‘Did you steal that?’


‘Come on, Bea, it’s not considered stealing if it’s from Jerry.’


Panic slammed through her.


‘And . . . and what about Dennis Audrain last year, and Peter Hassall and Maurice Gould? Dennis drowned. Peter and Maurice are in prison God knows where on the continent. No. It’s too dangerous, especially if you have that thing.’


The final grain of sand slipped from his hand and he turned to her.


‘The point is, Bea, for every ten men that failed there’s one who didn’t, proving it can be done. I may end up in the Gloucester Street Mansion, but so what, at least I’ll have a story to tell the grandkids.’


A story to tell the grandkids?


There were no fables or heroic endings to be found in this occupation, just uncertainty, hunger and survival. Bea stared out through the dunes at the long sweep of St Ouen’s Bay, its golden sands now smothered in an ugly scrawl of barbed wire and felt something calcify inside her. This island, once so beautiful, was now an anchored fortress. She felt hermetically sealed behind hundreds of thousands of cubic yards of concrete and all the other detritus of war. Day and night the engines smoked and machines pounded, to turn these ancient green islands into part of Hitler’s mighty, impregnable, Atlantic wall.


She closed her eyes against the image of war and felt the cool ocean breeze combing her hair. Jimmy sighed into the wind. Being dissuaded by his parents from joining the British forces had been a bitter blow to Jimmy’s ego. He’d watched most of his friends virtually run onto the evacuee boats, champing at the bit to join the fight, leaving him behind to help on the farm as a reserved occupation. His parents had dressed his farming exemption up as a noble and heroic contribution to the war effort, but milking cows was never going to be enough for a man as patriotic as Jimmy.


‘Bea . . .’ He nudged her with his shoulder. ‘I’m not asking your permission,’ he said. ‘I’m going.’ He took her hand and his voice softened. ‘But I’d like to go knowing that you’ve agreed to be my wife. Please believe me. If I stay here, I think my mind’ll snap.’


‘Oh, thanks very much!’


‘No, you misunderstand, Bea. Try to see it through my eyes. My brothers are fighting alongside the British and what am I doing? Growing wheat for the Germans’ bread. Only today I had one of their agricultural commandos breathing down my neck. They don’t seem to understand that Mother Nature doesn’t abide by the orders of Feldkommandantur 515. I found one of the buggers in the yard the other day checking my cows’ teats and demanding stats on yields to see whether I’m selling on the black market.’


He broke off, wiped a hand across the stubble on his chin.


Jimmy’s anger was palpable. He bristled with it, like iron filings under a magnet. ‘I feel like a caged animal, Bea. Don’t you see? This island is a prison without walls.’


Bea ran her hand down his neck, feeling the tension of his corded muscles.


‘Very well. You’ve made up your mind, but for the record, I think you’re barmy.’


‘Are you barmy enough to be my wife?’


She laughed because if she didn’t she would cry.


‘Certifiable.’


‘Is that a yes?’


She nodded and dashed back her tears. She would never let him see her cry. Even when her father died, she hadn’t shown her frailty to anyone.


‘Oh, Bea, I can’t tell you how happy you’ve made me,’ Jimmy said, crushing his lips against hers with a scalding relief. But she tasted the fear seeping through his kisses and felt the cold hard weight of his stolen gun pressing into her chest.


He pulled something from his pocket.


‘Oh, Jimmy . . .’ She turned the battered tin ring over with her fingers.


‘I engraved it with our initials. See.’


JLM. BG.


‘It’s only temporary, until I can get something better,’ he went on, scanning her face for her reaction. And in that moment she saw the whole of the occupation and its tedium, and privation wash over his face.


She slipped it on her finger.


‘This is something better.’ Bea kissed him softly. ‘I love you so much Jimmy La Mottée.’


She smelt them before she saw them, and fear rose inside her. Jimmy realised it too and pulled back, instinctively pushing her back down among the dunes.


Through the rushes, they spotted an Organisation Todt patrol, leading a group of Russian and Polish slave workers up the beach. There was a quarry not far from where they were sitting, and the prisoners were being marched back to their labour camp. Bea moaned softly at the sight of them dressed in nothing but rags, covered in mud and cement from a day’s labour, crawling with lice and disease.


Since the slaves’ and forced-labourers’ arrival on the island last August it felt like the trickle had turned to a flood and now, one year on, the place was filled with the wretched souls. She had seen their camps dotted round the island: long low wooden huts surrounded by barbed wire, full of people hollowed out with hunger and pain. There were no more sweet-smelling freesias and carnations, delicious tomatoes or new potatoes to be found in Jersey’s fields any longer. Just walking skeletons.


Their rigid, melancholy silhouettes grew closer and Bea found herself transfixed by their faces, eyes haunted under their peaked caps. Bea forced herself to look closely at one, trying to humanise a life that to the Germans was Untermensch – sub-human.


‘He’s nothing but a boy,’ she murmured in horror.


‘Ssh. If they’re on their way back it must be past curfew. We’re in the military zone, don’t forget. They’ll shoot us on the spot if they see us here.’


The boy was 14 . . . 15 at most. She winced as he trudged closer. She was thin, but he was nothing but bones draped in skin.


Before she could stop herself, she reached into her satchel and pulled out an old turnip she had found by the roadside. With all her might she flung it over the top of the dune and watched it bounce and roll up the beach, coming to rest at the boy’s foot.


Jimmy whipped round, horrified, his eyes so wide she could see all the whites.


‘Halt!’ screamed a guard, his harsh accent carrying on the wind.


The slaves fell on the turnip, but the boy, smaller and nimbler, grabbed it and devoured it, foam and mud bubbling from his mouth.


‘What have you done, Bea?’ Jimmy whispered.


The khaki-clad OT guard, hair gleaming like patent leather, face like a knife, strode up to the boy and as calmly as if he were stroking a cat, took his rifle and slammed it into the boy’s face. Bea heard the cracking of bone, as he crumpled to the sand.


‘Nehmen Sie Ihren Hut ab!’ Remove your hat. The boy lifted his head, blood streaming from a gash on his forehead and yanked off his cap.


‘Why is your hat off? Put it back on!’ he ordered, winking at his fellow guards.


No sooner had the boy replaced it, the guard brought his rifle butt crashing down on his head. This time the cap flew off backwards from the force of the blow. Laughing, another guard replaced the cap and gestured to his colleague. Two of the guards pinned the boy between them, his blood-soaked legs dangling off the ground.


The awful truth dawned on Bea. It was nothing but a sick game to these scum to see how many times they could knock his cap off before he died.


‘I- I can’t watch this,’ she whispered. Tears blurred her vision as she turned and crawled back along the dunes to where they had left their bikes, hidden in a thicket of trees by the coast road.


She leaned over the frame of her bike, consumed with guilt at the stupidity of her actions. The scorching pain of her anger dislodged other, darker memories that streamed over her uninvited. The dull thud of bombs. Blood seeping over the white planks of her father’s fishing boat. The fields of Jersey had run red with blood and tomatoes that summer’s day in 1940. Bea had been working late at the post office when the bombers had come. The night her father had bled to death in his fishing boat. And in their fear, confusion and grief, they had all wondered what would happen next.


Three years on, this was what.


‘I hate them,’ she seethed, feeling a sense of loathing sneak into every nook and cranny of her soul. ‘I hate the bastards!’ Jimmy pulled her into his arms and moved his mouth to her ear.


‘You see, Bea? You see now why I have to escape? People have to hear of this. The Nazis are telling England this is a model occupation. They have to know what is really happening here.’


She nodded, surprised to find herself agreeing, but more astonished to realise that, for the first time since her father had been ripped apart by a German bomb, she was finally crying.


The wind whipped through the long dune grass, spinning whirlpools of sand into their faces.


‘I’m so sorry, Bea,’ Jimmy said, struggling to hold back his tears. ‘Stay with me tonight, please.’


She nodded and lifted her sharp little chin. ‘I will. Because I’ve decided – I’m coming with you. I’m getting off this island too.’










Chapter 2


Grace


 


 


BANNED BOOK


John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath. Banned in occupied countries by Nazi Germany by order of the Propaganda Administration.


 


 


Grace La Mottée considered herself very lucky to be the acting Chief Librarian of St Helier Public Library, or as it was known to most, the ‘Bibliothèque Publique’. One of the oldest libraries in the British Isles, established in 1736, as she was very proud to tell anyone who would listen (and those that wouldn’t).


It was her very own book-lined palace of dreams. Perhaps in the current climate, palace was overstating it. These days everything was subject to rationing and even their book stock had been severely depleted by the Germans’ idea of what constituted an affront to the Third Reich.


Shortly after the invasion, they had received a directive from the Feldkommandantur informing them the library would soon be visited for a full evaluation of stock and that all banned books must be turned over. She and Ash had weeded out most of the verboten – forbidden – books, hiding them in a secure place, leaving some behind as collateral damage so the Germans hadn’t suspected.


They had come back of course, three months after the invasion and again last year, little grey men with rat-like faces, and stripped yet more. More authors uncongenial to the Nazi regime had vanished from the stacks. The expurgation didn’t end there. Montagu Burton’s, the Jewish tailors on the corner of King Street, had also received a visit. It didn’t sell suits any longer, but was now a German bookshop. Mein Kampf and Famine in England were advertised in the window display under swastikas. It was so offensive that each time Grace walked past, she instinctively turned the other cheek.


Grace flicked her duster over the stacks and sighed. Not that they were faring much better! Her poor bookshelves looked like a smile with missing teeth. Jack London. H.G. Wells, John Steinbeck, Sigmund Freud and Ernest Hemingway all gone. Anyone considered by the Germans to be a ‘dangerous, disruptive influence’.


‘But you’re still here my old friends,’ she said, smiling as she ran her finger down the spine of Pride and Prejudice and the very last Agatha Christie which had been delivered to the island on the mail boat before the Germans arrived: Cards on the Table.


Agatha looked down at her knowingly. Eight hundred new books, the lifeblood of a library were delivered yearly, but no more. This last book from England had had more loans than any other over the past three years. When the war was over, Grace was tempted to write to Agatha Christie, to tell her how her books had escaped a Nazi cull. Unlike so many others.


Grace slid her finger into her skirt pocket and felt the cold nub of the steel key with her finger, checking it was still there. This key was the last thing Ash had handed her before the Nazis had shipped him to a German internment camp, along with most of the other English-born nationals, the previous September. He had pressed it into her hand with a request. Keep these books safe. And secret.


In a locked cupboard behind a bookshelf in the Reading Room were ‘the others’.


‘One day, you’ll all be back together on the same shelf,’ she remarked. ‘Until then, Mrs Christie, enjoy your shelf space.’


She spotted Jane Austen, chiding her gently from the shelf above.


‘Come on, Grace, pull yourself together,’ she muttered. ‘All this self-pity is most self-indulgent.’


‘Do you always talk to your books, Grace, my love?’


Grace jumped. Five minutes before closing on a Saturday afternoon and the library was usually empty.


‘Mrs Moisan. Lovely to see you. Not usually,’ she lied. ‘How can I help?’


She pushed down a flutter of anxiety as she glanced at the clock over her desk. He’d be waiting for her.


‘Oh, you’re soaked,’ Grace said, noticing the water pooling round the country woman’s wooden sabot clogs. ‘Is it raining?’


‘Never rain, only liquid sunshine.’


Mrs Moisan was an eternal optimist and with good reason. Everyone knew Mr Moisan was handy with his fists and now that he was away fighting in North Africa, she had been spared the annual confinement.


Grace had no idea how she did it. Mrs Moisan had once confided in her that she’d had 19 pregnancies and 11 children had survived. She was as tough as old boots, but with the occupation, for Mrs M at least, had come a curious liberation now she was no longer under the thumb and fist of her husband.


‘How’s Dolly?’


Mrs Moisan’s cheerful demeanour faltered at the mention of her youngest daughter.


‘Not good is the truth of it, Grace, my love. That’s why I’m here. Thought a book might cheer her up.’


A diphtheria epidemic had been sweeping the island for weeks now.


‘Mrs Rishon came round today, gave her some of her potions, so I’m sure that’ll work.’ Grace wasn’t convinced the country women’s old folklore herbal remedies of crushed-up snails would do much to help little Dolly, but in the absence of medicine, it would have to do.


‘Well, I know just the thing,’ Grace said, heading to the children’s section.


She pulled out Milly, Molly, Mandy. Six-year-old Dolly gobbled up books and Grace had a feeling that the adventures of another little girl in a pink-and-white-striped dress would be medicine in its own way.


‘And what about something for you, Mrs M?’


Mrs Moisan had a fondness for novels that featured heroines who clung to the chest of a dashing scoundrel, before finally succumbing to his affections in a hayloft.


‘Shorts and Merries’ as some of the fustier members of the committee dubbed their stock of romances. They could never hope to understand what these books might mean to women like Mrs Moisan. What might seem like sentimental trash to them was pure escapism from the grind for the island’s women.


‘How about an Ethel M. Dell? Can I tempt you with Juice of the Pomegranate?’


‘Ooh, I should say. That’ll help me escape . . .’


‘If only for a chapter,’ Grace finished, stamping Mrs Moisan’s library card.


Mrs M left a slice of stale cake and an egg on the library counter.


‘Really, there’s no need,’ Grace protested.


‘Hush now,’ the bluff country woman ordered, gripping her hand with surprising strength. ‘It’s only this place keeping us going, my love.’


She knocked four times on the library counter. Three soft, one brisk. The ‘V Knock’. Then she stomped from the library. Churchill’s ‘V for Victory’ had become a rallying emblem for those unfortunate enough to be living under occupation, but lately islanders had turned it into something even more subversive and ephemeral. The sound seemed to quiver through the stacks, almost reducing Grace to tears. Women like Mrs M was why she did this. Reading was the only true form of joy and solace, the only intellectual freedom they still possessed and they cherished it like life itself.


Grace glanced up at the clock. Oh Lord. Now she really was late.


Outside the library the rain had died off and the light was softening. The streets glistened as she worked hard to get her rusty old bone-shaker bicycle to turn on its hosepipe wheels.


The library was in the Royal Square, which contained the offices of the States of Jersey, the seat of legislation in the island. She stared back at the rain-slicked windows, imagined all those Nazis beavering away. It was an affront to all that the library stood for to have to work next door to such a snakepit.


Shivering, she bumped her way through St Helier, past the scoured faces of the mothers queuing at the Central Market for the last specks, shabby and downtrodden in their patched-up coats. The air was a stew of smells. Horse shit, asphalt, salt and the stench of something darker – desperation.


It wasn’t until she had made her way towards the coast road that the knot in her tummy unwound and she finally felt she could breathe in the fresh scent of pine. At the top of Jubilee Hill she paused to take in the breathtaking view of the glittering blue-green sea and the tip of Corbière Lighthouse in the distance.


A cuckoo called from a nearby tree and she listened, entranced.


The patrol was on her before she even realised. ‘Halt!’ ordered the German. ‘Papers, Fraulein.’ The branches rustled as the cuckoo’s wings took flight.


She pulled out her identification card.


‘What are you doing?’


‘I’m the librarian. I’m delivering books.’


He stared at her for what felt like an eternity, as if he couldn’t quite believe the notion of anyone using up precious energy to deliver books.


He lifted his hand and Grace thought he was waving her on, but instead he pointed at her satchel. ‘Open it.’


Grace’s heart picked up speed.


‘Open it?’ she managed.


‘That’s what I said. Are you dumb?’ He turned to the other German and laughed as if he’d told the funniest joke imaginable.


Slowly, as if in a dream, she pulled open the satchel, and felt as exposed as if the German had peeled off all her clothes.


She closed her eyes as he thrust his hand into her bag. Her heart was banging so loudly she was surprised they couldn’t hear it.


The German guard shrank back, a look of disgust on his face.


‘Was ist das?’ His fingers were coated in something sticky. Grace recognised the egg-shell and started to laugh, more out of hysteria.


‘It’s my egg. It broke.’


The German looked at her as if she was simple, and tutting, waved her on, wiping his hands on a handkerchief in disgust.


Twenty minutes later Grace pulled up at Louisa Gould’s, the widow who ran Millais Stores, still trembling.


The door opened with a soft tinkle of the bell and when Louisa saw her, she turned the sign to Closed and pulled down the blackout blind.


‘Bouônjour!’


‘I don’t speak Jèrriais, Lou.’


‘You should learn then. It might be an archaic language to you youngsters but it has its uses in wartime.’


Grace said nothing.


‘What’s wrong?’ the older woman asked.


‘I nearly got caught.’


‘What? Where?’


‘A new checkpoint they’ve set up, about a mile from here.’


Louisa shrugged.


‘What’s the worst that’ll happen?’


‘The worst that will happen? I think you know where we could all end up.’


Louisa sighed and slid her arm around Grace. ‘It’s all right. Those krauts are too slow and stupid to catch a cold. They want to get home as much as we want them to leave. They know the war’s finished for them.’ She waved her hand dismissively.


‘Maybe the ones round here, but not the ones in town,’ Grace replied. ‘Do you know how many people have been marched to see the Secret Field Police for questioning? They’re so paranoid, they even threw a schoolgirl in jail last week.’


‘Relax. I can deal with it.’


Grace sensed movement from behind the door at the back of the store.


‘That’s my nephew. He’s over from France, helping me out,’ Louisa said unconvincingly.


‘I have something for you.’ She pulled out the Russian–English dictionary and slid it over the counter.


‘Thank you, Grace. This will be very helpful with my . . . house guest.’


Grace nodded. She had so many questions. How much longer would the escaped Russian slave everyone knew simply as ‘Bill’ be staying? He had already been hiding in plain sight at the store, masquerading as Lou’s nephew for too many months. He should have been moved on to another safehouse by now. Louisa was taking unnecessary risks and in doing so, risking the lives of all those around her. Guilt sneaked in at the edges. Wasn’t Grace doing exactly the same thing?


‘What can I do?’ Louisa said. ‘He’s another mother’s son. I’ve already lost one of my boys in this war and the other is away fighting. He’s a comfort to me.’


At this there was nothing Grace could say. She wasn’t a mother, she couldn’t hope to understand. Mrs Gould was, and a grieving one at that. Her son Edward, an anti-aircraft officer, had been killed in action in 1941, fighting with the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve.


‘Our island is being stained with the blood of innocent men and women, Grace. To turn the other cheek is to be complicit.’


‘You’re right, Lou,’ she sighed. ‘But now I must go.’


At the door Mrs Gould called her back. ‘You’re a brave woman, Grace.’


Grace smiled weakly. She didn’t want to be a brave woman. She wanted simply to be a good librarian and live quietly. But then she thought of the hidden box of books in the library. The others, from where that dictionary had come from. Grace knew that to be a good librarian in wartime, it was impossible not to face terrible choices in the quest for freedom.


Back at home, her family farmhouse slumbered in the creamy moonlight. In relief she pushed open the door. Something to eat then she would at last go and see him.


‘Surprise,’ Bea yelled. The room was filled with blazing light, and people and music.


‘What are you doing here?’


‘Aren’t you pleased to see me?’ Bea asked, throwing her arms around Grace.


‘Yes, of course but what about curfew, Bea? You’ll never get back in time.’


‘Your mum said I can stay over tonight. We’ve something to celebrate.’


And then she was waving her fingers in Grace’s face. It took a moment for Grace’s clogged thoughts to register the ring.


‘Hello, sis,’ said her brother, Jimmy. ‘She’s promised to make an honest man of me.’


‘We’re getting married, Grace,’ Bea said. ‘Isn’t it wonderful news?’


Grace tried hard to assemble her thoughts into an appropriate reaction. It wasn’t that she wasn’t pleased for the two most important people in her life. They’d always knocked about, she, Bea and her big brother. Bea had always been the tomboy, daring her and Jimmy to launch homemade rafts, pinching fags from the back of Mr Staite’s delivery van. Somewhere along the way, Bea and Jimmy had become a couple. She may have lost the bashed-up shins and developed into a woman, but to Grace, Bea was still an impulsive 13-year-old on the lookout for trouble. Not a wife.


‘I’m happy for you both, but what about your dreams of London? Art college?’


‘I’m not a Nazi,’ Jimmy laughed, lighting a roll-up. ‘Just because she’ll be my wife doesn’t mean I don’t want her to pursue her dreams.’


‘Besides, we’ll make it to London, won’t we, Bea?’ A secret look passed between them as he offered Bea his smoke. In that moment, her dark hair shimmering in the candlelight, her eyes shining, Bea looked as if she was lit from within.


She shot Grace a look that said ‘Please be happy for me.’ And how could Grace not be. This was the happiest she had seen her friend since her father’s death.


‘Congratulations.’ She hugged Bea tightly.


‘You’ll still be my best friend first,’ she said, whispering in Bea’s ear.


‘Hey, let me in on this,’ Jimmy said, throwing his arms around the pair of them. ‘You are happy for us aren’t you, Racy Gracey?’ he teased. Her irritating big brother felt there was some humour to be had in the nickname. Unfortunately he subscribed to the clumsy (mainly male) stereotype that underneath their cardigans, all librarians were seething with unrequited passion.


She punched him on the arm. ‘Librarian’s stamp.’


‘Ouch!’


‘Course I’m happy for you, but you do realise, Jimmy, that marriage entails growing up?’ she laughed.


‘Stop it, you two,’ said her mother bustling over. ‘My nerves aren’t up to this.’


Poor Mary La Mottée. She’d had a nervous constitution even before the war. Now every time Grace was even so much as five minutes late, she faced a firing squad.


‘Sorry I’m late, Mum. I just dropped a book into Lou Gould.’


‘Stop your fretting, woman,’ called their father teasingly from his easychair by the fire.


They joined their father as he filled their glasses with his homebrew apple brandy.


‘To Bea and Jimmy. B’vons eune fais à la santé d’s engages. Let’s drink to the happy couple.’


His eyes rested on Jimmy and, for a fleeting moment, Grace felt sorry for her brother. She had always been free to a certain degree to pursue her own ambitions, but as the eldest son of their centuries-old Jersey farm, Jimmy’s life was already carved in stone. The trouble was, Bea was not a natural farmer’s wife. She had her own rhythm that didn’t tally with the seasons of farming. Pinning her down to that kind of life would be like nailing a butterfly to the wall.


Grace pushed aside her worries and drank to the happy couple. She choked on the amber liquid. ‘Good grief, Dad, that’s like carbolic. I think I’ll stick to water.’


‘Tsk. Only horses drink water.’


‘It’s the perfect heart-starter, Mr La Mottée,’ Bea winked, chucking it down in one without so much as a shudder.


‘I knew there was a reason I liked you,’ Mr La Mottée laughed. ‘Welcome to the family.’


‘To be honest with you, Mr La Mottée, I’m pleased to be joining your family, My own aren’t exactly covering the Gold name in glory.’


‘How so?’ asked Mrs La Mottée, ears pricking up at the thought of some juicy town gossip.


‘Well, I found out today, my younger sister Nancy—’


‘The one who works at Boots?’


‘Yes, she’s got herself a new boyfriend. One of our uninvited guests. A Luftwaffe pilot, would you believe.’


Grace and Jimmy’s mother tutted. ‘Your poor mother.’


‘I’m ashamed of her too to be honest with you, Mrs La Mottée.’


‘Go easy on her, Bea,’ Grace cautioned. ‘She’s only seventeen. She’s lonely.’


‘Lonely!’ Bea scoffed. ‘She’s only doing it for silk stockings and extra rations.’ She held her glass out for Grace’s father to refill. ‘The only extra ration she’ll get is bratwurst. He’ll have a hand up her jumper before you can say Heil Hitler.’


‘Bea!’ Grace scolded. She did love Bea, but there were times when her volubility went too far.


The rest of the evening passed in a blur of apple brandy, with Grace sneaking ever desperate glances at the clock every twenty minutes. He’d think she’d forgotten him! She was about to make her escape when a neighbour came in with an accordion and a tin of fruit from before the war. Another delay. Then as the clock stuck 10 p.m. they got out the hidden wireless, heard the BBC news telling them the incredible news that Italy had surrendered unconditionally.


Jimmy swooped Bea off her feet. ‘It’s happening. The Allies are winning.’


Her mother clasped her tightly. ‘Oh, Grace,’ she shuddered. ‘It can’t be long now, can it?’


From outside came the sound of shouts and heavy boots.


‘Get rid of the wireless,’ Jimmy hissed.


They all froze as Mr La Mottée silently replaced it and smoothed down the rag rug.


Her mother peeked behind the blackout. ‘It’s a German patrol. We were making too much noise.’


The group fell into silence and the thundering of jackboots grew louder on the narrow country road.


‘They’re chasing someone,’ her mother hissed, quickly securing the blackout blinds.


‘Probably a runaway from Lager Mölders camp,’ her father said.


‘Hush!’


They stood in silence as the heavy tread of boots thundered past the farmhouse door. She saw her brother’s hands curl into fists. ‘Bastards. Hope he gets away.’


Her mother raised her finger to her lips, then jumped as a terrific explosion sounded.


It was unmistakably a gunshot. The sound reverberated out over the dark fields and straight into Grace’s soul.


Mary made the sign of the cross over her heart. ‘Poor wretch. There’s another who’ll never make it home.’ Tears shone in her eyes. ‘What diabolical world is this?’


There was no answer to that. After that, no one had the heart to continue the party. The neighbour packed up his accordion and went home.


‘I’m going to turn in. I have to be at the library early tomorrow,’ Grace said.


‘Jimmy, give Bea your bed and make up a bed on the sofa,’ their father ordered.


Grace and Bea went upstairs, the darkness lit by a flickering candle, the old sloping floorboards creaking under foot. They paused outside Grace’s room.


‘Grace, are you all right?’ Bea asked. ‘You’ve been watching that clock all evening.’


‘I’m sorry, Bea. I’m so tired is all. This occupation is . . .’


She tailed off and thought of little sick Dolly and poor grieving Mrs Gould. Of all the darkness and blood seeping over their beautiful island. And let’s be honest here, Grace . . . and him, waiting out there in the darkness. For you.


‘I know,’ Bea soothed, reaching out and gently touching her cheek with the palm of her hand. Grace felt the cold of her brother’s ring on her best friend’s finger.


‘Is marriage what you really want, Bea?’


‘Yes,’ she replied.


‘But why now?’


‘Do you trust me, Grace?’


‘Against my better judgement,’ she joked feebly.


‘Do you love me?’


She smiled. ‘Always.’


‘And I love you too, Gracie.’


‘You haven’t used that nickname in forever.’


‘I’m feeling nostalgic I guess. I . . . I . . .’


‘What is it, Bea?’


‘Nothing. Night night. Don’t let the bed bugs bite.’


Grace shut the door and waited, heart thudding. That patrol was too close for comfort. She waited until she heard Bea shut the bedroom door before grabbing a book from her satchel and tiptoeing back down the stairs and out into the garden.


Her breath pooled like smoke as she walked silently through the wet grass. Shadows spread through the garden like blots of black ink bleeding over paper.


‘Red,’ she whispered, pulling open the door of the shed and peering into the gloom. ‘Are you there? Did you hear that shot?’


A deep American voice rumbled through the darkness. ‘I could hardly have missed it, Miss La Mottée.’


His smile lit up the musty old shed and Grace felt her tummy fold.


‘I’m sorry I’m late. There was an unexpected celebration.’


‘I thought you’d forgotten me. It’s lonelier than a Siberian salt mine in this shed.’ Even in the darkness she could hear the hint of laughter in his voice. He lit a roll-up. The sudden halo of light from the match illuminated his face.


He was what Bea would describe as ‘a dish’, the sort of man who graced the covers of Mrs Moisan’s favourite novels. Well-defined cheek bones and the whitest teeth Grace had ever seen gave him a look of rude health. But it wasn’t his overt physicality that struck Grace, but his confidence. His intense green eyes were trained on her and suddenly, Grace didn’t know where to put herself.


‘I brought you a book,’ she blurted. ‘Thought it might help while away the time.’


‘Say, Huckleberry Finn,’ he exclaimed. ‘This was my favourite growing up. How did you know?’


‘Lucky guess.’


‘No luck about it. Brains as well as beauty.’


Grace flushed.


‘Well, I really ought . . .’


‘Please don’t go,’ he begged. ‘Stay a while.’


‘Are you all right?’ she asked, concern overriding her shyness.


‘It’s the gunshot.’ He rubbed the spine of the book. ‘Rattled me, I guess.’


‘Of course, I wasn’t thinking. Sorry.’


First Lieutenant Daniel Patrick O’Sullivan, or ‘Red’ as he insisted on her calling him, had been piloting his C-47 transport plane over Jersey when he’d been fired on by a German Flak battery. He’d crash-landed in the sea off Bouley Bay over a month ago and Grace had got the shock of her life when she’d come to the shed to find a trowel and found a shivering American instead. She’d been shocked, of course, but she’d done what any right-minded islander would. She’d fed him, given him sanctuary and alerted the Jersey Resistance. She hated keeping Red a secret from her family, but the less they knew, the safer it made them all. Her mother was jumpy at the best of times. Knowing she had a fugitive American in her potting shed might well tip her over the edge!


‘You never did say what happened to the rest of your crew.’


He drew deeply on his smoke and shook his head.


‘When the plane went down, six had life jackets, three didn’t. Those with the jackets swam to safety, I assume, please God. But those that didn’t . . .’ He trailed off.


‘I tried, Miss La Mottée, but the tide was so strong and we kept getting flung against the rocks. Their hands kept slipping from my grasp, until finally, I lost sight of them. Somehow I got lucky and made it to shore.’


He swallowed sharply.


‘I just keep thinking of what I’m going to say to their mommas when I make it home. And I will make it home. I have to.’ His jaw stiffened. ‘Let them know their sons died as heroes.’


Grace felt tears gather at the thought of the sea claiming those strong young men.


‘You will, Red.’ She bumped his shoulder with hers. ‘You have all the hallmarks of a survivor to me.’


‘Oh, I nearly forgot.’ She fished in her pocket and pulled out Mrs Moisan’s piece of cake.


She grimaced. ‘Sorry, no bread and it’s a little squished, but I hope it fills a gap.’


‘Thanks, Miss La Mottée. You’re an actual angel on earth, I swear.’


‘Hush now,’ she laughed. ‘And please, don’t you think it’s time you called me Grace?’


‘Very well. Angel Grace.’ He winked, his equilibrium restored. ‘This might sound strange, me a grown man and all, but would you read to me again? Your voice is very soothing.’


‘Only if you answer two questions that have been nagging me.’


‘Like I’m gonna say no to you.’


‘What are you doing here, Daniel Patrick O’Sullivan from Boston?’


‘Well, I’ve always had this odd thing for sheds.’


She batted him playfully on the arm.


‘I’m serious. What are you really doing here, fighting our war?’


He laughed. ‘Oh, you’re going to like this, being a librarian and all. I was a faithful listener to Ed Murrow, the CBS correspondent who used to broadcast nightly from London during the Blitz.


‘ “This is London,” he always used to start. He did a report about a mobile library set up in London – Books for the Bombed they called it. I figured any country civilised enough to do that is worth fighting for, me being a bookworm and all.’


He glanced over at her.


‘Not boring you, am I?’


‘No, not at all. Please go on,’ she urged.


‘My mom turned to me. She didn’t need to say a word: I already knew I was going to enlist.’


Grace found herself mesmerised as he talked, describing experiences which seemed so far away from her tiny Channel Island.


‘I came on the Queen Mary, loaned by your Churchill, sailed right outta Boston filled to the brim with doughboys. I walked up the gangplank fully laden, and I never looked back. Besides,’ he shrugged, raking about in an old pouch for more tobacco, ‘your war is our war, as they say.’


‘You really believe that?’ she asked, curiously.


‘Sure I do. I always wanted to travel. Visiting London’s been my dream since forever.’ A shadow passed over his face. ‘It’s not the London I expected mind you.’


‘How so?’


‘You listen to reports on the radio, you read about it in Stars and Stripes, but nothing can prepare you for the devastation of the Blitz up close.’


He shook his head. ‘Pulverised houses, folk forced to sleep underground, beautiful old buildings wrapped up in sandbags and yet, here’s the thing, Grace – everybody just gets on with it.’


Red whistled under his breath.


‘Boy those folks are plenty tough too. Not just the men either. We were warned that if we saw a girl in khaki or air-force blue with a bit of ribbon on her tunic, she didn’t get it for knitting more socks than anyone else in Ipswich.’


‘If ever one needed a reminder why we must fight fascism,’ she murmured.


‘It’s a beautiful city, perhaps even more so for showing its mettle.’


‘I’ve never been,’ she admitted, embarrassed. ‘I’d like to go someday.’


‘Someday is a disease that will take your dreams to the grave with you, Grace.’


Now it was his turn to nudge her shoulder. ‘Maybe we could go together one day?’


‘Perhaps.’ She blushed. ‘So after all the excitement of London, you must be jibbed to find yourself in this damp old shed.’


He looked up from rolling his cigarette, his eyes dancing with satisfaction.


‘From where I’m sitting this old shed is just about the prettiest darn place on earth.’


Grace rolled her eyes.


‘What?’ he grinned. ‘I’m not joking. You’re beautiful.’


She pretended to yawn and he burst out laughing. ‘Come on, give a fella a break.’


Grace lifted one eyebrow.


‘What do you want me to say?’ he grinned, holding up the cake. ‘You got a face like a piece of squashed cake?’


‘Daft lummox.’


‘What in the hell is a lummox?’ he laughed.


‘Second question,’ she replied, ignoring his own. ‘Why Red?’


He ran his fingers over his air-force-regulation haircut.


‘You wanna see the colour of this hair in peacetime. I got seven brothers, all just the same. When the O’Sullivan brothers are out, boy, Boston lights up like a Belisha beacon.’


‘You must miss them so much.’


‘You have no idea.’


‘And your mum?’


His face broke open into a wide smile and he whistled under his breath.


‘Mavis O’Sullivan. Once met, never forgotten. Best summed up with three words. Loudmouth. Irish. Matriarch. Do you know the difference between a terrier and my mom?’


Grace shook her head.


‘The terrier eventually lets go. I swear to God she’d strangle the German who shot us down with her bare hands.’ Red winked. ‘Now, if I’ve survived the interrogation, how about we have that story now, my Angel Grace!’


‘Your Angel Grace. Really?’


He grinned lazily. ‘What? You are to me.’


Grace smiled, picked up the classic children’s adventure book and began to read.


Moonlight spilled through the shed window and Red began to hum a Glenn Miller song she’d once heard played on the wireless. That tune she supposed was the difference between them. He’d visited the big London dancehalls, jitterbugged to Big Band Music and was living a life of action and adventure she had only read about.


She knew exactly what Ash would say. You’re waging your war with books, not bombs. Ash’s manifesto had always been clear. Before he had been taken, he had transformed the library from a mausoleum of dead and moribund books to a decent cultural asset for the community. A place for all. Surely that was also a battle worth fighting?


Two chapters in she placed the book down and stifled a yawn.


‘I’d better turn in.’


Red picked up her hand and kissed it gently.


‘What was that for?’


‘To say thanks. I’ll be gone by tomorrow evening.’


‘What? W- why?’


‘I think you know the answer. I can’t abuse your kindness any longer. Every night I’m here I’m putting you and your family’s safety at risk. I know the penalty for harbouring me.’


Grace fell silent.


‘Those patrols are nightly now. It’s only a matter of time . . .’


‘Where’ll you go?’


‘I’ll take my chances. I’ve got the address of another safehouse on the island.’


She nodded. ‘Very well. In that case, go safely, Red. Godspeed.’


‘What about the book?’


‘Take it. I’ll write it off as a casualty of war.’


‘Thank you, Angel Grace. I’ll never forget what you did for me.’


Grace blew out the candle she’d been reading by and almost immediately the inky darkness wrapped itself around them. An owl called nearby. Something rustled in the hedgerow.


In the sudden gloom she became more aware of the visceral presence of him. The wide sweep of his shoulders, the faint dimple on his chin. The autumn night was warm and still, lacing the ripe country air with an intoxicating fragrance. Lavender, roses and evening primrose still bloomed, bravely waiting for the first frost.


A part of her ached to stand on tiptoe. Find the warmth of his lips in the darkness. See what all the fuss was about. His mouth was just inches from hers. What would it take to close the gap between them, a touch, a sigh, a lingering look?


Instead?


‘Goodnight,’ she said as briskly as if she were stamping a library book.


Grace shut the shed door softly, unable to work out what was worse as she tiptoed through the wet grass. The tiredness or the crushing disappointment.










Chapter 3


Bea


 


 


BANNED BOOK


Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens. Banned by Nazi Germany for featuring Jewish characters.


 


 


Bea lay awake in the darkness imagining every creak and rustle to be an intruder. 330 thefts reported last month alone. Locals blamed the Germans, the Germans blamed the slaves, the slaves were voiceless.


Next door in Jimmy’s parents’ room, she could hear the soft cluck of chickens in a box under the bed. In this climate of fear, Mrs La Mottée, like most of her neighbours, had started taking her rations and chickens to bed with her. It was a far cry from the pre-war days when they’d never even bothered to lock their doors.


Horror mingled with excitement crashed over her at the thought of what lay ahead. It was total madness. England was 85 miles away, through a treacherous tide and lethal reefs. The chances of success were infinitesimal. A vivid image sprang into her mind of the slave, his feet dangling between the two Germans, of her father’s blood on the planks of his fishing boat. She knew what he would say. It was better to die in pursuit of freedom than live a life of degrading subjugation.


Finally, at 3 a.m., Bea heard a tap on the door. Silently she pulled back the covers. She was dressed and bundled up in an old pair of Jimmy’s trousers tightened with string, and his old jersey, which he’d instructed her to put on.


He held up a finger to his lips, the whites of his eyes vivid in the gloom. They crept down the hall, past Grace’s bedroom and Bea fought the urge to wake her.


The guilt was overwhelming. She, Jimmy and Grace did everything together. Bea had come so close to telling her last night but something had stopped her. Grace wouldn’t consider leaving in a million years. Her friend was cautious and measured in everything. She couldn’t jeopardise Jimmy’s plans and yet the longing to knock gently on her door, pull her from her sleep to say goodbye and hug her one last time choked her. Jimmy took her hand, led her on.


Outside they drew out their bikes from the barn. Bea froze.


‘What was that? I swear I heard talking from the shed.’


‘You’re imagining it. Come on. We can’t afford to hang about.’


Mounting their bikes they began to cycle down the road, through St Ouen’s, heading in the direction of the beach. The darkness was like a velvet blanket, muffling her senses. Bea swore she could almost hear the sea breathing like a siren’s call as they pedalled in the direction of the coast. She felt the comforting sea mist shroud her face and form droplets on her eyelashes. The mist was so thick it would help keep them hidden, but they would now have no chance of knowing about the enemy until they were on them.


The Germans were increasingly paranoid since Denis Vibert’s escape and regularly patrolled the coastal areas by night. Like an automaton Bea kept on cycling, keeping her gaze fixed firmly on Jimmy’s back, ignoring the iron fist that was gripping her heart. Twenty minutes later she heard the suck and rush of water on shingle.


‘Follow me. Stay close,’ Jimmy ordered as they dismounted by the coast path. They tucked their bikes in a clearing in a small wooded area before making their way on foot down the path which spilled onto the beach. They walked in silence, their feet crunching on the shingle, past the barbed wire, past the verboten sign and onto the forbidden beach. Bea was shaking so much, her legs seeming to move of their own accord.


‘Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the judgement that something else is more important than fear,’ she repeated as they walked, but as they spotted the boat, Bea was so terrified she could feel her heart smashing against her ribs.


They reached the far end of the rocky cove where a wooden rowing boat, painted green, was waiting by the water’s edge.


‘You’re late,’ said Jimmy’s old school friend Francis, and then his anger turned to disbelief. ‘And what the hell is she doing here, Jimmy? We don’t need any bloody women getting in the way.’


‘We have space and Bea’s stronger and fitter than most of you.’ Jimmy’s tone brooked no argument, but she felt hostility crackle from the group of young men. The tension was so thick you could taste it in the salt-brined air.


‘Where’s this fisherman then?’ Bea asked.


‘He’ll be here,’ said Francis.


‘He’d better be,’ Jimmy muttered. ‘We’ve got no hope of navigating our way to England without him.’ Bea’s thoughts turned uncomfortably to François Scornet, the paroled French soldier who had escaped from Brittany in an attempt to join the Free French Forces, and landed on Guernsey, mistaking it for the Isle of Wight. The Germans had executed him before a firing squad not five miles from here.


‘I don’t like this,’ Jimmy said, drumming his fingers on the side of the boat. ‘Why isn’t he here?’ They scanned the high black cliffs, looking for the faintest sign of life.


Just then the mist cleared a little and broken moonlight spilled onto the beach, illuminating the group.


‘I say we go now,’ said Jimmy. ‘It’s madness to wait any longer.’


He placed his hand on the small of Bea’s back, urging her to get in the boat.


‘No, we must wait,’ Francis urged. ‘We’ve no hope without him.’


Bea was struck by the most horrible feeling of terror. It drenched over her like a wave. Rather than being an escape group, it suddenly occurred to her they were more of a sitting target.


‘How well do you even know this fisherman, Francis?’ she demanded. ‘How do you know he’s not an informer, or an undercover—’


The shot rang out like a full stop, bouncing off the cliff face.


‘Halt! Hände hoch!’ A guttural German voice tore through the darkness, followed by a sweeping beam of light from further up the cliff path.


‘We’ve been betrayed,’ Jimmy cried. Bea felt like she might crash to her knees from the fear.


‘Come on, everyone,’ Jimmy urged, pushing the boat. ‘Get the boat in the water.’


He and the rest began frantically hauling the boat towards the water’s edge, but then a second, more powerful arc of light, caught him in its beam.


‘Halt!’ They heard the sound of an engine roaring up the slipway.


‘Jimmy, put your hands up,’ she begged. ‘We’re surrounded.’


For a moment his body stilled. His eyes flickered towards her and she saw desperation, a wildness which vacillated between fight or flight.


He raised his hands slowly, playing for time. ‘Bea,’ he murmured, ‘get on your hands and knees and crawl. Go now. Save yourself.’


‘I can’t leave you, Jimmy,’ she sobbed.


They heard the sound of heavy boots crunching on the shingle. The Germans were on the beach.


‘Leave now, Bea!’ he ordered. ‘If you love me, you’ll go.’


She pressed her fingers to his face, hoping to convey the fierceness of her love through that one touch, but it was all futile. The game was up.


Wordlessly, she slipped to her knees and began to crawl up the beach, the rocks cutting into her flesh, tears streaming down her cheeks, choking from the unmitigated horror of it all.


She made it to a small rocky outcrop and hunkered down behind a rock. Five, no seven black figures were running up the beach with dogs, torches bouncing.


As they got closer, Jimmy lowered his hands, slipped his right hand into his pocket and pulled out the gun.


‘Legte die Waffe nieder!’ screamed a voice.


Jimmy threw the gun backwards and it landed near her foot with a crack. Bea stuffed it in her satchel.


All was chaos. Screams, barking dogs. The shriek of bullets.


Jimmy was pushing the boat once more, with all his might, alone now, as the figures closed in.


Surrender, surrender, she urged under her breath, but even as she said it, she knew he never would. All of a sudden his body seemed to jerk and then bounce back onto the shingle. An explosion like a great crack of thunder reverberated off the cliff top. Jimmy’s head hit the edge of the boat and he slithered, face-down at the water’s edge.


Then the Germans were on him. One roughly kicked him over and horror clogged her throat. The colour had drained from his face. A hole had been punched clean through his cheek, oozing red and gelatinous, his eyes clear and vacant.


There was a high-pitched whining in her head, like someone fiddling with the frequency of a wireless. The Germans were yelling, their mouths like black maws spilling demands into the darkness, as they cuffed the rest of the group. Then suddenly the noise burst back to life.


‘Den strand durchsuchen.’ Search the beach.


For a moment she was frozen in indecision. Her legs felt like they were being dragged through a thick treacle of fear, but then something primal kicked in. Bea slithered her way towards a bank of pine trees at the far end of the cove. She knew of a steep path that zig-zagged up the side of the cliff. As a kid she and Grace had shimmied up it many times, pretending they were the children out of Swallows and Amazons, prowling Wild Cat Island on the hunt for stolen treasure. How ridiculous those childhood games seemed now as she climbed.


Taking the cliff path she scrambled up. She was unaware of anything but survival, not the barbed wire ripping her shins to pieces, nor the sting of thorns as she smashed through gorse bushes and over boggy marshland. Had they seen her? Were they chasing? At the top of the cliff, she hurtled headlong into the woods and finally she reached the clearing where she had hidden her bike. She climbed the lower branches of a tree and waited immobilised by terror.


Bea waited for the stentorian voice of a German, the trampling of jackboots. God knows how long she waited there, rigid among the treetops, while with every creak of a branch, images came to her like awful snap shots. Jimmy’s head, the spongy crimson mass, the awful look of his surprise on his face. Her fingers were like claws, clinging to the bark and she was shaking violently.


The clean, sharp smell of pine seemed to bring her to her senses. If she waited here they’d find her. She scrambled down the tree, survival penetrating the fog. She had to get out of there and fast. Once word got out there would be patrols. This place would be crawling with Germans before long. She had the advantage. She knew these fields and footpaths like the back of her hand. If she was careful she could make it all the way back to St Helier.


Bea pulled her bike out and pushed it fast to the furthest end of the wood that met a small track she knew would take her back and connect her to St Helier. As she cycled, tears streamed down her face, the wind whipping her hair loose. The split-second awfulness of it consumed her. Just an hour before life had been filled with hope, bravado and the promise of the rewards that come with great bravery. Jimmy’s name in the same breath as Denis Vibert’s, a homespun hero, a tale that would be repeated to their grandchildren. Now there was nothing. No future.


Bea made it to a field on the outskirts of town and waited for the nightly curfew to pass, sliding Jimmy’s tin ring compulsively round and round her finger. Why had she not told Grace? One word from his cautious younger sister and she would have talked him out of it.


A rim of crimson slid over the horizon and the birds began their dawn chorus. She thought of Jimmy’s mum, discovering their disappearance, the confusion and pain that would explode in the hours and days to come. The total dismantling, not just of a family, but of multiple lives. Bea picked up her bike and slid through the shadows back into town. Avoiding the barbed-wire checkpoint at Havre des Pas, she left her bike in the alley at the back of her home and shinned over the wall.


The kitchen was dark and smelt brackish. Something smouldered on the fire.


She crept towards the door, but a hand wrenched her back.


‘You dirty stop-out!’ Her mother delivered a stinging blow to her face. ‘I’ve been out of my bleedin’ mind all night. I . . .’ Her voice trailed off.


‘Bea, what’s happened?’


‘It’s Jimmy. He’s dead.’ She peeled off her wet jumper and satchel.


The gun dropped between them and fell on the floor with a dull thud.


‘Oh, Mum. What have I done?’










Chapter 4


Grace


Eleven weeks later


 


BANNED BOOK


Friedo Lampe’s At the Edge of the Night was seized by the Nazis for its ‘damaging and undesirable’ content. The disabled and gay author and librarian somehow managed to survive, only to be shot by a Red Army patrol six days before the end of the war.


 


 


It was late autumn and the air was crisp, the sky like blue glass. A good day for a burial. As the coffins passed, Grace gripped Bea’s hand so tightly in hers it felt like they were welded together. The sight of so many coffins was more than Grace could bear. She needed to be back in the safe sanctuary of the library, surrounded by books, not bodies. ‘Come on,’ she urged. ‘Let’s go back to the library and have a cup of tea.’
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