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PART ONE


A Time for Change










Chapter One



Olivia


February 1941


Olivia’s bruised body ached, but the pain couldn’t match her broken heart. Cradled in her friend Annie’s arms, Olivia felt safe for the first time in months.


‘We can do this, Olivia. We can.’


Annie said these words over and over, but still Olivia wept. How could they ever get over losing their loved ones?


‘Olivia, we must open our hearts to our new life. Karl will be waiting for yer. He needs to see a smiling mummy return to him. When he sees the photo of you and Hendrick in his bedroom, he kisses you both goodnight and says, “Smiley Mummy”.’


‘Oh, Annie, you never told me that before.’


‘We had so little time to say anything in our calls, luv, we could only pass the coded messages. But oh, Olivia, we have a lot to tell each other. Not today, though. We must make today a happy day for you and for little Karl.’


Olivia nodded. She knew in her heart that it would be a happy day, but she wondered if her beloved Karl would even recognize her?


The last time they’d been together was not long after his second birthday in May last year, just before she’d had to return to Guernsey for what was meant to be two weeks to help in her father’s bank but turned out to be nine months of living hell, when Germany invaded her beloved island and she’d been unable to leave.


Now, she wasn’t returning to London as the vibrant young woman she’d been. Her shoulder-length hair no longer shone with health but hung limp and lifeless. Her dark eyes were sunken and still showed the signs of bruising caused by her German captors during her imprisonment and brutal rape.


Olivia shuddered as the memory of what had happened inside the rotten, foul-smelling cell came back to her. She closed her eyes tightly, trying to dispel the disgusting scene of the hateful Gunter, and German soldier after German soldier violating her body . . .


Spittle came to her mouth, and she wanted to splatter Gunter’s face with it. A Nazi through and through, Gunter had betrayed her husband Hendrick, his former childhood friend.


But later that night Stefan, another of Hendrick’s friends, had rescued her.


Although a German soldier too, Stefan hated the Nazi regime. And while serving on the Isle of Guernsey he had fallen in love with Olivia’s dear friend Daphne.


Never had she felt more relieved than when Stefan took her to a remote beach and she saw Daphne waiting with Guernsey’s port master, Bertie, who was set to smuggle all three of them off the island.


Annie held her closer as if she sensed her thoughts were giving her pain, and in a gentle voice told her, ‘Nearly there, luv. Nearly home.’


Home was a three-storey dwelling in Bethnal Green, in the east of London, arranged into four flats which Annie had inherited after the death of her sister Janey. There were so many memories for them etched into every brick in every wall of the house that Olivia wondered if these would chisel away at any effort they made to carve a new life there.


Would she, Annie and Daphne ever find peace? How could they with the war still raging?


What must it be like for Daphne, seeing London for the first time as she stared out of the car windows – not at the busy vibrant city that Olivia had known, but the bomb-weary one with broken, smouldering buildings?


And how her heart must hurt as she thought of Stefan taken prisoner the moment they had landed in England.


And would Bertie settle here?


He’d brought them safely to the mainland and now he sat in the front seat of Annie’s police sergeant’s car. As a seafaring man who’d only ever known life in Guernsey, would he be able to make a life here?


Olivia thought about how their life would now include Beth, Annie’s little niece, and Ian, an East End lad who Annie had rescued when his home had been bombed and his family killed.


Olivia had to believe everything would come right in the end, that their hearts would heal from the pain of those they’d lost. And as they did, maybe they would become a new family.


Bertie would have his son, Joe, to help him. Joe had got away from Guernsey weeks ago with Henry, a Guernsey soldier who had been in hiding until Joe could get him to safety.


With some trepidation Olivia asked, ‘Annie, what happened to Joe and Henry? Did they make it to England and find you?’


Bertie turned to look at Annie. ‘I’d hardly dared to ask, Annie. Is me Joe with you?’


‘No, Bertie, he made it safely, but when recovered, he signed up and joined the army. Henry had to report back to his regiment and Joe volunteered for the same unit. They’re stationed together, somewhere in the Far East.’


Bertie dropped his head for a moment, but then looked up, pride shining from his face for his son. ‘Then we’re sure to win this bloody war! They’ll kill every rotten German they come across!’


Olivia felt a smile play on her lips as she thought that this was the spirit she must hook on to.


Bertie grinned at her. ‘That’s the way, Olivia. I saw your determined look of old flash across your face. You keep remembering what your Hendrick is doing to that end too. And with the four of them – my Joe, Annie’s Ricky, your Hendrick and Henry – all fighting for the same thing, it will happen.’


‘You know about Hendrick?’ Annie looked astonished.


Olivia, who’d sat up straight now, told her, ‘Yes, I told Bertie on the boat coming over how Hendrick, although vilified by the Guernsey people for being a German and working for the German government as a translator and interpreter, had really been on our side. The secrets he passed to me to pass on to you were a massive help to the British government in deciding strategies.’


Annie’s police sergeant, who’d driven Annie down to Southampton to collect them, spoke for the first time. ‘I don’t think you should be talking about that, girls. Remember we are at war and walls, and even cars, have ears.’


‘Sorry, Sarge, you’re right.’ Annie turned to Olivia. ‘We must maintain the secrecy of what we and Hendrick did. If we fall into talking about it loosely, we may trip up and increase the danger that Hendrick is in.’


‘Yes, of course. Sorry, love. Neither Bertie nor Daphne will say anything.’


Daphne nodded her affirmation. Her face showed the grief she felt at being separated from Stefan. She’d been devastated when he was arrested as she’d imagined the British would treat him as a hero for rescuing them all from Guernsey, not take him as a prisoner of war.


Annie saying, ‘Look, we’re here! Oh, Olivia, Loes is at the door with the kids!’ changed the atmosphere as they all looked out of the window.


There, in the arms of his lovely Nanny Loes, a young Dutch girl who’d come to work for them in Guernsey but who had stayed here in London when Olivia returned to the island, was her little Karl. Only he was bigger than she remembered him. He was no longer a baby, but a little boy who had Hendrick’s features, with the same unruly fair hair and deep blue eyes.


As soon as the car stopped Olivia jumped out and ran towards them, her face fixed with a bright smile.


Loes bent and set Karl down on the path, telling him, ‘Go to Mummy, Karl, run!’


Then he was in her arms and part of her world came right as he clung to her before pulling back and looking at her with a quizzical look. ‘Mummy?’


‘Yes, my darling, it’s me. I’m home, my darling boy.’


‘Mummy not leave?’


‘No, never, ever again.’ But as she said the words a strange feeling came over her. She shook it off as she called out, ‘Come here, Loes. Oh, Loes, thank you.’


And then she clung to Loes as best she could as Karl turned in her arms and put a chubby arm around Loes’s neck too.


‘Loes, Nanny.’


‘She is, my darling, and now you have Mummy too.’


‘Mummy and Nanny.’


‘Yes, yes. Oh, Karl, I love you.’


‘Daddy?’


‘Daddy will be home one day.’


‘Nanny says Daddy will stop the bombs.’


‘He will, but it will take time, my little one.’


A laughing Annie prompted them forward. ‘Let’s all go in then, eh? Come on, Karl, mate, let Mummy get inside.’


Loes turned at Annie’s words and went into her arms. ‘It’s good you are back, Annie; the walls will quieten now.’


Olivia pursed her lips and knitted her eyebrows together in a quizzical frown.


It was Loes who enlightened her after greeting Daphne and Bertie, both of whom she knew well from her life on the island of Guernsey before war fully broke out. ‘It’s just that Annie is the rock that holds us all together, Olivia. Without her, my nightmares return.’


As Olivia went to reply, an unruly-looking dog came bounding out of the house barking his head off, but he quietened when an adorable boy of around ten years of age appeared and reprimanded it.


‘Ruffles, behave! These are family, mate.’


‘You’re Ian, I take it? Pleased to meet you, love.’


‘What happened to your face?’


‘Oh, these bruises are my war wounds.’ Olivia managed to laugh and marvelled that Karl hadn’t said anything, though he had traced his fingers over her face.


‘You’re a hero . . . Annie told me.’


‘Ian, let us all get in, luv,’ Annie put in. ‘And where did Ruffles come from?’


Loes explained. ‘He found his way back to the farm after bolting when the bomb exploded, and then seemed to be pining that much that Mr West, the man who told me he is acting as farm manager, thought he would be better with Ian. And so he found us through the solicitor and rang me. I told him it would be fine to bring him, thinking it would be good for the children, especially Ian.’


‘Oh, that’s wonderful . . . Oh, Ruffles, you mongrel! It’s good to see yer, mate.’


The scruffy-looking dog wagged his tail.


Olivia had listened to this conversation with increasing pain. They were talking about the farm in Kent that had been owned by Rose, another dear friend, where everyone had been staying for a Christmas break and where so many of their loved ones had died. Thank God her little Karl, Annie, Loes and Beth had survived.


‘Right, Annie,’ her sergeant was now saying. ‘You get everyone sorted and have a rest as I don’t want you to report to the station until you’re good and ready.’


‘Thanks, Sarge.’


‘Well now.’ The sergeant put his cap back a bit further on his head and scratched the few strands of hair he had left. ‘Olivia, I haven’t told you yet as it all seemed too soon, but I must now. I informed the War Office that I was picking you up, and they told me to tell you that you’re to report there in the next few days. They want to talk to you about Guernsey and, well, they may have a few more questions for you.’


Olivia nodded. She’d expected this. After all, she was still considered to be an agent of theirs. ‘I will, just as soon as I feel ready.’


‘Don’t leave it too many days, they can get impatient. They haven’t the time to give understanding, only to do all they can to stop Hitler, and you could be part of that. Not that I know how, but you may have some missing threads of knowledge that they don’t have.’


‘I promise. I will go tomorrow or the next day.’


The sergeant took a piece of paper from his top pocket. ‘This is your contact and who you must report to. Read it and then burn it.’


Olivia sighed as she took the paper. It seemed her world of espionage was set to continue.


‘I’ll be off now, Annie. I’ll see everything’s in order at the station and then get back home for a rest.’


‘Ta for everything, Sarge. I couldn’t have managed without yer.’


‘I’m always ’ere for you, Annie, luv. Now you take care, and the rest of you too. You ’ave an ’ealing process to go through.’


It felt reassuring to hear the cockney accent. Annie used to speak in the same way, but gradually she had dropped most of it and begun to sound her aitches, probably due to the influence of Lucy, Annie’s contact at the War Office.


Inside, the house looked almost the same as Olivia remembered, except she saw that the stairs leading to the cellar, which had been converted to a flat since she’d left, were covered with linoleum rather than being bare stone.


Annie saying that she would put the kettle on brought Cissy to mind. Dear Cissy would have given her such a hug and been a great comfort to her. She could hear her saying in her northern accent, ‘Eeh, lass, you’re home.’


But was she? Would any place ever be home again?


‘Mummy?’


Looking down into Karl’s upturned face, Olivia smiled. Yes, this is home. My darling son has made it his, and so will I. This idea was reinforced when Beth looked at her tentatively with her big brown eyes. ‘Aunty Annie says you’ll be aunty to me too.’


‘I will, little one,’ she told Beth.


‘But me mum is still me mum.’


‘Always, darling.’


‘Me mum’s with the angels.’


‘Yes, she’s smiling down on you.’


‘She’s with Angie and Angie’s with the angels.’


‘Angie?’


Loes cut in. ‘Yes, your mum is with Angie. Now, let Aunty Olivia sit down, dear.’


‘Aunty Olivee can sit next to me.’


Olivia smiled. But then a loud protest took her attention.


‘No! Mummy sit with me!’


‘Now, now, Karl, you can sit one side and Beth the other.’


‘My mummy!’


Beth’s bottom lip trembled. Annie scooped her up. ‘Now, little one, we’ve to help all our guests to settle, haven’t we? Say hello to Daphne. Daphne looks after Aunty Olivia. And this is Bertie. Bertie is a boatman who brought Aunty Olivia and Daphne back home to us.’


Beth dropped her head in shyness.


Bertie grinned at her, his twinkly blue eyes showing love and friendship. His hand stroked his long grey beard. ‘I’m grateful to be here with you, Beth, and Karl, and your Aunty Annie, and Aunty Olivee as you called her. I think we’ll get along just fine. Though you’ll have to take me to where there’s water, as I’m used to being surrounded by the sea.’


Beth grinned back at him and put out her hand to touch his beard. ‘The canal’s over there.’ She pointed towards the window.


‘That’ll do fine.’ Bertie raised his eyes to Annie. ‘I brought me stash with me, Annie, so maybe I’ll be able to buy a canal boat? I made a good bit of money by turning a blind eye to antics that went on in the middle of the night with them as wanted to smuggle. And blind eyes come at a price.’ Bertie winked.


Annie laughed and Olivia felt glad to see the first real smile since Stefan had been taken away curl Daphne’s lips.


‘Drink your tea and then we’ll have to sort things out as to where we’re all going to sleep.’


A silence fell.


Ian saved the day by acting with an emotional maturity much older than his appearance suggested. ‘Come on, everyone, Ruffles wants a walk. I’m taking him to the canal, and you can all come.’


‘The canal, is it? Well, I’m game for that,’ Bertie said, and before long there was just herself, Daphne and Annie.


Olivia glanced at her dear friend. ‘Well, I’m back, Annie.’


‘You are, luv, and yer have Daphne here too. Together with Loes and Bertie, we’re strong and can face anything. Remember that.’


Olivia felt for the first time that Annie was right. They could begin a new life, but she would never stop hoping that her old life with her beloved Hendrick would one day be given back to her. And that they could be a family with little Karl, something they’d never experienced for longer than a few days.










Chapter Two



Annie


Annie didn’t feel as strong as her words, but she remembered those of the housekeeper of Wallington Manor, the home of Olivia’s aunt and uncle, where she’d worked as a maid and where she and Olivia had become unlikely friends: ‘Busy hands and busy minds don’t leave time to pine.’


Well, she could apply that logic to not having time to sink into despair.


‘Right, as Bertie said, it’s up to us to sort out the sleeping arrangements. Olivia, what if you share Janey’s flat on the top floor with me?’


Olivia nodded.


‘We’d be a help to each other if we stay close and there’s plenty of room up there. We could get the sarge and one of the old-time coppers to help Bertie change the double bed for two singles for us. Karl and Ian shared a room after Ian arrived and Loes has an adjoining room to that, with Beth taking the third bedroom. Though Loes has been coming into my bed at nights.’


Olivia interrupted. ‘No, don’t change the double bed. I’d rather sleep with you, Annie.’


Annie smiled. ‘I’m glad you said that, Olivia. I’ve gained comfort from Loes doing that.’


Daphne surprised them then, just as Annie was about to say that she could sleep in what used to be Cissy’s flat, when she asked, ‘Is there room for another bed in with Loes? Only Loes and I got on well when we were in service together in Olivia’s father’s house . . . That’s if Loes won’t mind sharing.’


Annie nodded. ‘There is and that’s a good idea, as Loes won’t feel lonely then. We’ll sort it all out.’


Daphne looked relieved. Annie understood. None of them wanted to be alone during the night hours. ‘And so that leaves Bertie. He could have Cissy’s old flat then. It’s all ready, everywhere is. I changed all the beds in the whole house as soon as I got home from the farm – made everything as fresh as I could.’


As she said this, Annie saw Olivia look around Mum’s living room where they sat discussing her plans and, as if answering an unspoken thought, Annie said, ‘Me mum’s still here, Olivia, I can feel her presence.’


‘Yes, and it’s lovely to do so. I love this room. Vera is in its very fabric, smiling away from her wheelchair. Or sitting at the table playing cards with Cissy, or playing the piano . . . Oh, Annie.’


Annie sat down beside her on the brown sofa that now sagged a little and took hold of Olivia’s hand. Daphne squashed in on the other side of her. For the umpteenth time, Annie repeated, ‘We can do this. We can.’


It was Daphne who said, ‘We can, Annie, we can. If we stand together, we can.’


Feeling the pressure of Olivia’s and Daphne’s hands on hers steadied Annie. No matter how many times she said they could cope, she didn’t really feel she could. But she was making herself do so. Making herself function normally and trying to see the future as a new challenge – one that would be so different from the past.


It seemed to steady Olivia too, as for the first time she made a plan for the future. ‘You’re right, Daphne, and as soon as I can I’ll go to see Daddy’s solicitor and find out how I stand financially, as we’ll all need to contribute to helping run our new home.’


Daphne chipped in then. ‘And I’ll have to find a job as I need to help pay our way too.’


‘Yes, we all have a lot to do before we can go forward. I’ve to sort out Lilly’s, my late mother-in-law’s, house too.’


A silence fell over them.


Olivia broke it as she said in a gentle voice, ‘Tell us all that happened, to Lilly, and . . . dear Cissy, and everyone, Annie. It may be good to get it off your chest, love.’


‘I’ll try.’


As she told of the awful tragedy of the stray bomb hitting the farm and how she’d lost her sister Janey and so many of her family and friends in the resulting fire, and of Jimmy, her brother-in-law, being shot while his regiment was engaged in battle, but surviving and returning home a deranged man, of him murdering Angie, the youngest of his and Janey’s children and sister to Beth, and how he was now in a secure prison for life, Annie shuddered at memories she’d tried hard to suppress.


‘Oh, God! Dear Annie, how you and Loes have managed to carry on is a miracle. You are so brave. But you know, I never really liked Jimmy, nor did I trust him, not after he cheated on you with Janey when you and he were engaged to be married.’


‘Oh, I long ago forgave him and Janey all of that, luv. In the end, it did me a favour as it brought Ricky into me life. Janey, however, didn’t deserve all that happened, nor to die as she did.’ Annie’s heart dropped in her chest. The world she’d tried to make right was revisiting her. She gasped at the impact of the pain of never seeing her sister again, but then more hurt and anguish piled on top.


‘And – and for me Ricky to be in that awful place tears at me heart.’ Once more she drew in a deep breath as a familiar pain shot through her.


Olivia’s hand came onto her back. ‘You’ve been through so much, Annie. We all have. But now, you must remember what you always told Janey. That she was to cry her pain out of her body and not to store it and allow it to drive her mad as it did in the beginning. You’re right, we can get through it all, but only by talking to each other about everything and weeping out the pain it has given us.’


As she said this, Olivia let out a huge sob.


Annie turned to take her into her arms as tears streamed down her own face. As they clung to one another, Daphne’s arms came around them both. She didn’t speak, but gently held them.


At last, they calmed. Olivia’s head lay on Annie’s shoulders and Annie, feeling strangely lighter and once more able to cope, rested her head on Olivia’s.


‘We needed that, Annie.’ Olivia sniffed and wiped her eyes before asking, ‘So, you said in all of that that you know where Ricky is?’


‘Yes. The Red Cross informed me that he’s a POW in Stalag XX1-D, in Poznań, Poland . . . I have a locket. Look. Rose, Jimmy’s mum, gave it to me not long before she died. She said to keep Ricky’s notes in it – he wrote to me on scraps of paper . . . I keep them close to me heart.’


‘It’s beautiful. And real silver, and so big. Just look at the filigree on the front . . . No, don’t open it. Save that for another time. We’re coming to a calm place now, and that will set us off again. Are you all right, Daphne?’


‘I am. I feel the pain you’re both going through and it makes my troubles seem nothing. I just hope me mum’s all right.’


‘Let’s hope she got over to the Isle of Sark to be with her relatives.’


‘It’s the not knowing. But yes, Olivia, I do have that hope.’


Sniffling, Annie decided that getting on with everything that needed doing was the best policy. She untangled herself and stood up. ‘Right. We’ll make this flat of Mum’s the place we can all congregate. We’ll have another sofa brought up from the basement and turn Mum’s bedroom into a playroom for the kids as we’ll need Mum’s bed upstairs for you, Daphne.’


Now she was making plans again, Annie could feel her strength coming back. ‘You know, thinking about it, that’s the only bed we need to move if you’re going to sleep with me, Olivia. I reckon we could do that ourselves, girls, and not bother the sarge today.’


The next half an hour was full of giggles as Annie found the huge spanner that was used to dismantle the bed and they set about the task of stripping it down.


The frame and headboard were no problem – they each took pieces of it up until it was all in place and put together – but when it came to moving the horsehair mattress, they found it had a mind of its own. It sagged in the middle as they tried to manoeuvre it through the door and up the stairs, and almost had them tumbling down, before pinning Olivia to the wall.


For a moment they could do nothing as they collapsed in laughter, until Olivia begged them to release her.


Finally, they had it in place and were making it up for Daphne.


When all was accomplished, Annie felt exhausted, but her spirits had lifted, and she could see the others felt better too.


‘Well, I could do with a bath after that!’


Olivia was pouring with sweat.


‘Now yer know what it feels like to be a maid, Olivia,’ Annie told her. ‘You’re one of us, for sure!’


For a moment Annie could have bitten the words back. Olivia looked hurt by them, but then a smile appeared on her face, which broke into a giggle. ‘Friend of maids and one of them . . . I’m honoured.’


Annie was left wondering where such words had come from as Olivia had never treated her, or Daphne, like they were her maids. Despite Olivia taking it so well, she was upset with herself.


With the three of them busying themselves with getting a meal ready, Annie gradually forgot about it as they peeled potatoes, chopped carrots and sliced onions. These they added to the tin of sliced spam that Annie had found in the cupboard.


‘I see Loes managed to get a loaf of bread, but there’s no fresh meat on the cold slab, so that must have eluded her. You need to be strong when out shopping as the women elbow the weaker ones out of the queue. Though why they do I don’t know as, like all East Enders, they share what they have anyway. They just can’t bear not getting any of whatever’s going.’


‘It was the same in Guernsey. If ever there was a queue for food, it was rarely an orderly one,’ Daphne put in.


‘It’s a big part of my work as a copper, keeping order. I hate it. It’s like we’re making things more difficult for everyone by policing them so rigidly . . . You know, the last time I saw my Ricky, I was trying to get cardboard to help the folk around the poorer end to black out their windows. Since then, the sarge has ordered a more softly, softly approach and that seems to be working.’


‘Annie, will there be an air raid tonight?’


Daphne’s voice sounded afraid.


The same had been on Annie’s mind as they’d moved the beds and made things ready. She hadn’t the heart to tell them both then that most nights were spent in the air-raid shelter, but now seemed the time to broach the subject.


‘There could well be, luv. But don’t worry, once we have the hash simmering away, I’ll take you to the shelter to show you how comfy it is. We only go down once the sirens sound now, whereas Mum . . . well, all of them, used to sleep down there all night every night.’


Soon they had a hash of sorts bubbling away. Annie transferred it to a large casserole dish and put it into the oven. ‘There, that’ll be ready for our tea . . . dinner tonight.’


Saying this, Annie realized how she’d slipped back into calling the evening meal her tea, when she knew that Olivia would only think of it as dinner.


Both Olivia and Daphne were amazed by the shelter that Janey had had put into the garden. Annie told them, ‘The bunks are all ready for us. I’ve put clean sheets on them too. I had to go into Cissy’s stock of linen and what Loes brought from the apartment, so you’ll recognize most of it, Olivia.’


Olivia didn’t look too sure as she glanced around the dome-shaped shelter at the bunk beds lining each wall and the chamber pots all shining clean and stacked up in the corner.


‘We bring flasks of hot tea down and when Mum . . . well, Mum used to set us off singing, making it a jolly old time. Oh, and we’ve an oil stove that keeps us warm.’


‘I never realized it was this big!’


‘Some of them aren’t, Daphne, but Janey insisted we should all be comfortable down here. Well, them, mainly, as I always worked nights.’


‘You won’t now, will you, Annie?’


‘I may have to, Olivia. But don’t worry, you’ll all be together. Even the little ones, either in the flat or down here. You’ll be a comfort for one another.’


Olivia didn’t look convinced and Annie thought how damaged and broken they all were.


‘What about if we need the loo, Annie?’ Daphne eyed the chamber pots. ‘I mean, with Bertie in here as well.’


‘That curtained-off area gives a bit of privacy, but it’s needs must and believe me, as bombs are going off around you, your modesty is the least of your concerns.’ Annie didn’t tell them that she’d never slept down here with a man present but she knew she must reassure them – a task that was tearing at her heart as her own demons visited her, giving her pictures of her lost ones snuggling down in the bunk beds. Their laughter echoing off the walls, their voices singing out the old-time music hall songs, their spirit never dampened, though their fear was always visible in their eyes.


‘Look, me darlin’s, I know this is all new to yer as after the initial air raid that hailed the invasion of your island, you haven’t experienced a bombing raid, but there’s no alternative. Many have shunned the shelters and been blown out of their beds and to kingdom come. None of us want that. We’ve suffered enough . . . What I’m trying to say is, please find the courage to take this as normal. Do it in a cheerful way so as not to upset the kids, and make the most of it . . . Olivia, this is where your singing could come in. You could make it a fun adventure getting us all singing . . . Please, girls . . .’


Olivia responded. She turned towards Annie. ‘Well, I think it’s a wonderful venue – the acoustics may not be good, but hey ho, we’ll sing Hitler off the map just as my choir tried to do back in Guernsey!’


Daphne giggled. ‘I’m looking forward to it now. It’ll be like when we were young children and camped in the garden – scary, but a great adventure!’


Annie relaxed and smiled. ‘That’s the spirit. The kind of attitude that has got Londoners through so far. And, like them, nothing can daunt us Guernsey Girls!’


They all giggled, then Daphne, who hadn’t heard the expression which had been used as a code name for Annie’s and Olivia’s message passing, said, ‘I love that! As that is what we are, including you, Annie, as you love the island and are loved by its people.’


‘Ta, luv. I do have a deep affinity with Guernsey and the folk of the island and one day we’ll all go back there, I promise . . . Listen, I thought I heard the door go, someone has returned. We’d better go up else they’ll think we’ve abandoned them.’


Over dinner, Annie told the others of the plans they’d put in place and the drill for the air-raid shelter.


Loes smiled broadly at Daphne. ‘I like the idea of us being in the same room. We will look after one another.’


Daphne grinned back as she nodded her agreement while chewing away on a mouthful of the delicious hash. But Bertie wasn’t sure about it all.


‘Would I be better in the basement flat, Annie, rather than the one across the hall? I mean, I know that sounds presumptuous, but I reckon I’d be safe down there from any air raids and it’ll mean you ladies can keep your dignity, and I can have me own home with my own front door.’


Annie caught Olivia’s expression, willing her to say yes. And it did seem to be a good solution to Annie too. She couldn’t think why she hadn’t thought about it. If the house took a direct hit, Bertie would be safe in the foundations of the house.


‘Yes, that’s a great idea, Bertie. Though you’ll be welcome in the shelter if ever you want to go down.’


‘And any of you are welcome to keep me company . . . Annie, I can’t thank you enough for offering me a home until I can get back to me own home in Guernsey. I’ll try not to be any trouble and will contribute a rent for my flat and look after meself. I’ve done that for a long time and can carry on doing so. I won’t be a burden to you, love.’


‘You could never be that, Bertie. But I want yer to be as happy as yer can be in the circumstances, and to live yer life how you want to. I know yer ain’t used to having womenfolk around, so none of us will bother yer, but we will be here for yer, love.’


Bertie nodded. His eyes filled with tears.


All four girls hugged him. Daphne went further. ‘You’ve always been a father figure on the island, Bertie. At times scaring the lives out of us, but mostly showing us kindness as we grew up. It’ll be good to know you’re living close to us.’


Bertie got out a grubby-looking hankie, but then, he’d had no chance to wash anything and hadn’t clean ones to use. He dabbed his eyes.


Annie thought it time to lighten things up. ‘Right, let me, as your landlord, show you your new flat. Loes will have to move her things out for you.’


‘Oh, I can do that quickly, Annie. I don’t have a lot . . . And I too need to thank you. You have cared for me and got me through some of the worst times.’


Once more, Annie found herself being hugged. She had to swallow hard. Ever since losing so many of her loved ones, when shown love, she wanted to cry.


‘Well, everyone, that’s us all sorted, and only using two of the flats available to us.’ She giggled. ‘I might let the other two out and become a property tycoon!’


They all looked nonplussed. ‘Ha, I’m only having yer on – trying to lift the moment. I won’t be doing that . . . well, not for money. But there are so many homeless now, it does seem wrong to have rooms and not offer them.’


Although they all agreed, Annie could see they were a little afraid that she might do it. She understood. Damaged as they were, they weren’t ready to accept others into their lives. They still needed to cling on tightly to those they had. She gave a wry smile. They even wanted to sleep within feet of each other!


But she didn’t mind. If that was what it took to help them all to heal, being a bit crushed for space was a small price to pay.


‘Right, there’s pots to wash and kids to get to bed and then clothes and the basement to sort out. Let’s busy ourselves, me darlin’s.’


There were giggles now as they scurried to complete a task each. Loes opted for getting the little ones settled, and encouraging Ian to have his wash and don his pyjamas, while the rest of them went down the cellar steps with Bertie.


Bertie clasped his hands together as he looked around. His smile showed his appreciation, as did his low whistle. ‘It’s huge! Three bedrooms, a large living room and a kitchen, all to myself!’


‘Well, it runs the length and breadth of the whole house, love. The only thing is that we’ll need one of those sofas up in me mum’s old flat, and that you have to climb the stairs into the backyard where you’ll find the lav, and a tin bath hanging on the wall next to it, which is easily dragged down here.’


‘It’s perfect, and I don’t mind either of them things happening. It’s a lot lighter than I thought as well. Thanks again, Annie.’


‘You’re welcome. I owe yer a debt, mate, for bringing Olivia and Daphne safely to me. You took a massive risk and could have been shot.’ Knowing this was emotive, Annie quickly went on to say, ‘Right, first thing is to pull out the trunk of clothes that Loes brought with her from your father’s flat, Olivia. It’s in the small bedroom. Then we can sort out some clothes for you all.’


When at last they left Bertie to his home, making sure he had everything he needed to make himself a drink and some supper if he wanted to, Annie managed to find enough cocoa powder to make the four of them a drink.


‘It looks a bit like ditch water as we ain’t got much milk, but it’s hot and comforting.’


They sat in silence for a while, in what Annie would always think of as Janey’s flat. Before the war, the view from this third storey was beautiful at night with lights twinkling in the water of the canal and the sky peppered with stars. With the blackouts, there was nothing to look at.


But then, with the fire crackling in the grate and just having the lamp on, it was cosy. The chatter was relaxed and, Annie thought, happy too. She hadn’t thought that word would ever feature in her life again, but yes, there was a happiness in the room as anxieties and heartache had been shelved for a while and the four of them were bravely facing the future.










Chapter Three



Olivia


They hadn’t been in bed long when the siren blasted the air. Olivia sat bolt upright, threw the covers back and dashed towards the children’s bedroom.


‘Blimey, slow down, luv.’


Olivia could tell that Annie was trying to sound reassuring as she continued, ‘The last thing you need to do is to frighten the kids. We’ve plenty of time. The siren goes off when the Luftwaffe are spotted coming towards us and that can be half an hour away. Make it a game for them. A sort of midnight camping in the garden, as Daphne likened it to.’


With her heart pounding and memories of her only experience of a bombing raid vivid in her mind, Olivia tried to steady herself as she recalled scenes of devastation at her beloved St Peter Port. The burning tomato lorries, the bodies, the fires – they all screamed at her and increased her fear.


‘Olivia, it’s all right, luv. We’ll be safe. Go and get the children and grab one of their story books too. I’ll see if—’


Whatever Annie was going to say went into an almighty blast that shook the house. Their bedroom door flung open. Daphne and Loes appeared, their faces a mask of terror.


Annie jumped out of bed and took charge. ‘Loes, you’ve done this a dozen or more times. Come on, help Olivia to get the children. Daphne, grab something warm for everyone to put on. I’ll go and get a kettle full of water. We have cocoa and tea in the shelter. Hurry!’


Everyone followed Annie’s direction and before they knew it, they were braving the outside world. A world that to Olivia seemed to be one sheet of flames that lit up the sky as if it was daylight.


The droning noise of many aircraft assaulted her ears. But then she heard a different sound as a whining, failing engine came nearer and nearer.


Olivia looked up into the skies. An aeroplane was tumbling from the sky towards them.


Screams around her hastened her footsteps.


Annie’s voice penetrated the uproar. ‘Everyone, hold on to each other in a line and follow me. We must get into the shelter. Hurry!’


When they were all inside Annie pulled the blackout curtain across the door, leaving them in what felt like a black hole. The children whimpered. Ian’s voice soothed. ‘Nothing to worry over, Annie’ll soon ’ave a light in ’ere.’


As if to order, Annie struck a match and lit the oil lamp hanging from the ceiling. Olivia released the breath she’d held and her stomach muscles unknotted as the dome they were in suddenly felt like a haven to her.


Until the crash that sounded nearby.


‘That was over the canal.’


As Annie said this, she dimmed the lamp and made for the door. ‘I’ll be back in a moment. No one come out, I just need to see if the pilot needs help.’


‘I’ll come, Annie. If he’s German, I can talk to him.’


Annie didn’t protest.


Outside was like stepping into a burning hell. Olivia glanced at the house, saw it was intact, and inwardly sighed with relief. But across the road a house fire lit the night air, and the tail of a German aircraft was sticking up from the canal.


When they reached it and Olivia gazed down, she marvelled at how the canal, sparkling with the light of the many fires around it, carried on rippling its way around the German plane.


‘I’ll check the house first, Olivia. Our own are more important.’


Seeing a huddle of people, Annie went over to them. Olivia heard her shout, ‘Is everyone out?’


‘Yes, luv. We were making for our shelter, but the back wall collapsed, and we couldn’t get to it. We thought out ’ere in the road would be our best option. We can spy the buggers, and what they’re up to from ’ere.’


‘Make yer way over to our shelter, Ron. Take everyone, you’ll all fit in. Not to sleep, but you’ll get a seat on the bed. Tell the girls in there that I sent yer.’


‘Ta, Annie. Yer ain’t on duty, are yer?’


‘No, but once a copper, always a copper, so I had to come out and see if I was needed. I’m going to see if that pilot made it. If he did, I might bring him to the shelter. But don’t worry, he’s just another human following orders. If he needs help, we must give it.’


‘Yer right. ’E’s someone’s son, no doubt, so we’ll care for ’im for his mum and dad.’


‘That’s the spirit, Ron.’


Olivia smiled at Ron, obviously, by his age, the granddad of the brood he stood with, but she hadn’t expected any kindness towards any of Hendrick’s fellow men. It gave her hope for Stefan in the POW camp, and Hendrick, if ever he made it to England too.


Making their way down to the towpath was easy as the fires lit their way. Listening for the sound of anyone calling out was not so, as the noise around them hadn’t lessened.


To Olivia, it was horrific, and she wondered about the resilience of the people who lived here. People like Ron, comforting his family and talking to Annie as if they were in the middle of any ordinary night, and yet his house was burning down in front of him.


Taking courage from Annie, Olivia did as she was directed and carefully trod the reeds, calling out in German, ‘Ist jemand da?’ – Is there anyone there?


A movement near to her feet made her jump, then a hand grabbed her ankle. She stiffened with fear, calling out, ‘Annie, help me!’


‘Ich werde dir nichts tun. Hilf mir!’


In German, Olivia told him, ‘We will help you, but you must throw any weapons you have into the water!’


His reply, understood by Olivia, was, ‘No, you take my gun. It will keep you safe.’


Annie had made her way to them. ‘Is he hurt badly?’


The pilot told Olivia his legs didn’t seem to want to work.


‘Tell him that I am a police officer, and it is my duty to inform him that he is now a prisoner of war. As such he will be treated well. And tell him that I need him to hand over any weapon and then I will call for an ambulance for him.’


With this done, Annie pulled out her two-way radio and spoke into it. Within seconds someone answered. Olivia heard Annie tell them of the German pilot.


‘Right, that’s done. You can tell him that help’s on its way, and that we’ll stay with him until it arrives.’


It wasn’t long before the sound of ringing bells vied with the explosions and aeroplanes ducking and diving overhead.


When the stretcher bearers were in sight, the pilot grabbed Olivia’s hand. His whispered, ‘Come with me,’ held the fear of a child facing the darkness.


When Olivia told Annie what his plea was, Annie shook her head. ‘It won’t be allowed, luv. Tell him there will be interpreters at the hospital and that he mustn’t be afraid, he will be treated according to his rank.’


Olivia thought of their own prisoners of war and the stories Hendrick had told her of near starvation. This pilot was lucky. His war was over.


The bunker seemed packed to the rafters as Ron, his daughter, who Annie introduced as Rita, and her three children, Freddie, Mike and Philip, were sat on the edge of one of the beds.


All six children, including her little Karl, had terror in their eyes.


Annie turned to her usual fallback cure. ‘I’ll get the kettle boiling. We’ve cocoa for all, but the kids can have a mug each first as we haven’t many mugs.’


Loes put in, ‘And there’s still some of those oat biscuits that I baked and put into a tin the last time we were down here. Do you remember, Karl?’


‘I do!’ Beth piped up. ‘I liked them, Loes!’


They all grinned at Beth, who seemed the only youngster not fazed by all that was going on.


When the children had drunk their cocoa, cooled by adding cold water from a huge jug Annie had brought in with her, Olivia could see their eyes getting heavy.


‘Right, who’s for a story?’


To cries of ‘Me! Me!’, Olivia scooped up Karl and sat in the place he’d occupied, hugging him to her. With the gesture her heart stopped racing and she felt in charge of her fear. The other children snuggled up around her.


She began to read from Farmer Boy by Laura Ingalls Wilder and by the time she reached the line Down a long road through the woods, a little boy trudged to school . . . Karl and Beth were asleep, Karl with his head on her shoulder and Beth resting her head on her lap. Olivia closed her eyes and allowed the joy of this to seep through her.


‘Tell us some more, miss.’


This eager request came from Freddie, who Olivia had learned was the youngest of Rita’s family and the same age as Ian. His freckled face melted her heart. When he lowered his head a little, golden curls fell around his face.


‘I will, but let us get these little ones tucked up, shall we?’


Loes helped with this.


Soon all the youngsters were sleeping and tucked up in a top-and-tail fashion in the largest of the beds.


Ron looked over at Annie. ‘What facilities ’ave yer got in ’ere, Annie? Only Rita’s in need of the lav.’


With this, Olivia realized how much she needed to pee too. Feeling hot inside at the thought of what she must do, and seeing how it didn’t seem to worry these folk, once more brought home to her that for all she’d suffered, it was nothing to what these Londoners had been put through. Taking a deep breath, she said, ‘I’ll come behind the curtain with you, Rita. I can’t hold it much longer.’ And though dying inside with embarrassment, she made herself do what had to be done.


Olivia was no longer the rich girl, the cossetted daughter of her wonderful father, but still she had far more than most.


Once tucked up in bed, Olivia thought about her aunt and uncle, of Wallington Manor in Cornwall. How she wished she knew how they were. She hadn’t seen them since 1936, when they’d visited her and Annie in the hospital after the tragic train crash. And the last letter from them was just before the German invasion of Guernsey. She didn’t even know if they were still alive!


Sleep eluded her as her thoughts went to Hendrick. Had he made it to Switzerland where he’d told her in that last fateful message he would make for? Was he safe?


If only she could hear from him.


Her heart ached for news, and her body ached for his touch. Just to be held in his arms.


Turning over for the umpteenth time, a hand found hers. She knew it was Annie. Had she lain awake worrying about her Ricky?


Squeezing Annie’s hand, she hoped it sent a message that she understood.


The next morning, it became apparent that Ron and Rita couldn’t return to their family home. There was nothing left of the large house but gaping holes, twisted, blackened beams and smouldering ashes.


Olivia held Rita as she broke down in tears. Ron shook his head. ‘We ain’t much for going to one of them hostels, Annie. I don’t know what we’re goin’ to do.’


‘I have two flats empty here, Ron. Me mum’s and Cissy’s.’


‘Yer mean yer’d let one of them to us, girl?’


‘Of course I would. I think Cissy’s would be best. It has two bedrooms . . . Oh, this is Bertie that I told you about . . .’


Bertie had come up the stairs. ‘Is everyone all right? That was some air raid. Had me shaking in me shoes.’


‘We are . . . well, alive anyway,’ Annie told him and then introduced her neighbours, telling him what had happened to them. ‘They lost everything . . . I’ve offered them the flat that I offered you, Bertie.’


Ron piped up, ‘And we’ll very gratefully take it, Annie. Ta, girl . . . Pleased to meet yer, Bertie. I ’eard last night ’ow yer saved Annie’s mates.’


Bertie smiled. ‘Well, it’s down to us all to do our bit . . . I’m pleased to meet you too, but sorry the circumstances are such. If you need any help, let me know . . . Oh, and if you don’t want to be huddled in the shelter with the ladies, Ron, you’re welcome to keep a bedroom in me flat. It’s safe down there.’


‘Ta, I’ll see what Rita ’as to say about that when we can ’ave a chat. At the moment, we’ve a lot to sort out, and would be glad of yer ’elp to see whether we can salvage anything before the scavengers move in. And I reckon a visit to the Red Cross is on the agenda too, then we need to get some shopping in.’


Bertie shook his head. ‘The salvage I can help with, but I don’t know where to start with your other problems. Mind, I’m going to look at buying a motor today, so I’ll be more help to you then.’


Olivia smiled. She could see the two men were going to get on and thought that would be lovely for Bertie, who had faced the prospect of a houseful of women.


Annie, as always, took charge, taking these thoughts from her as she said, ‘Right, I’m sure everything will be sorted. Now, let me show you the flat.’ The keys she took from a hook on the wall of the hall, where they were all kept, rattled in the silence that had fallen.


As the door opened, Olivia could almost feel Cissy’s presence. Cissy had so loved her little home. Much of the furniture had come from Olivia’s father’s flat and seeing this and having Cissy so vivid in her mind struck pain into Olivia’s heart.


How she even functioned with so much grief weighing her down Olivia didn’t know. She only knew that as long as Annie could do it, she would too.


It was later that day when Ron and his family and Bertie were engaged in bringing what they could save from Ron and Rita’s home, which didn’t look much, that Olivia decided to start to get her own affairs in order and go to see her father’s solicitor.


She was glad of Annie saying she would come along too.


‘I’ve to drop into the police station first, Olivia. Then I can drive us out west to see your solicitor.’


When they reached the police station in Stepney, Annie said, ‘Come in with me, luv. The sarge’ll be pleased to see yer again.’


‘Pleased’ didn’t describe the sergeant as he bawled at Annie to come into his office the moment he caught sight of her.


Annie glanced at Olivia with a look that told of her trepidation.


‘You need to come in too, Olivia. I have a very serious matter to take up with you both.’ The sergeant’s face looked as grim as he sounded.


As soon as his office door shut behind them, he said, ‘Right, Annie. You’re in trouble, girl!’


‘But—’


‘Sit down, both of you.’


With her stomach churning as different scenarios occurred to Olivia for why the sergeant could be so angry, she took the seat he offered, and looked around her. There didn’t seem to be any privacy for the sergeant or anyone as this was a corner of the office that his officers worked in. Nor was there much natural light. Three of the partition walls had glass around the top half and the window to the outside looked out at another wall.


‘I have to tell you, Annie, that you are in danger of being arrested for possibly sheltering an enemy. A very serious offence.’


Olivia’s heart dropped. Annie looked aghast and, like her, obviously hadn’t a clue what was going on.


‘I think you referred to her as Loes? How long has she resided with you? Why wasn’t her presence reported to me? Annie, I’m shocked by this. You’re one of my best officers. What on earth possessed you, girl?’


‘Loes isn’t an enemy!’


‘That ain’t for you to decide, Annie. You – all of us – must report all foreign nationals for assessment immediately.’ Turning to Olivia, he said, ‘And you will be culpable in this if proven, but in the meantime, you must report to the War Office this afternoon, Olivia . . . And you too, Annie. I’ve been ringing your phone all morning to tell you of this new arrangement, Annie . . . Now, I’ll send Betty around to your house to pick up Loes.’


‘No, Sarge, please. Let me and Olivia bring her in to you . . . Please, Sarge . . . And, I’m sorry. Truly sorry. But the Netherlands have been neutral; they didn’t want to be occupied and fought valiantly not to be. But just because they lost that doesn’t make them the enemy. Besides, Loes has lived in Guernsey for the past four years. She is Jewish and knows nothing of what has happened to her family. Her imagination gives her nightmares. And their fate, whatever it is, would have been hers had she not left the Netherlands and gone to work for Olivia!’


‘All these things are mitigating circumstances, Annie, but did you know that Loes’s father is German?’


Olivia heard Annie’s gasp. It matched her own. She had no idea of this. How could Loes not have told her?


‘And what I say to you, Annie, is that as upholders of the law, our job is to follow it to the letter and ensure it is being followed by others.’


‘But I always have! Those in Britain from the Netherlands weren’t on the list of aliens to be reported, Sarge. I knew nothing of the nationality of Loes’s father . . . What will happen to her, Sarge?’


He let out a sigh and shuffled some papers on his desk.


‘Her being a Jew makes her vulnerable in more ways than one. And it is more likely to lead to her being sent to a camp . . . Now, don’t look like that! This wouldn’t be decided on the basis of her being a Jew, but for her own safety. It would put her out of reach of the clutches of those who would exploit her position – her own father, even, who we now know is collaborating with the Nazis.’


Olivia’s blood ran cold. Would her Hendrick be classed as having done this? Would his work as an interpreter and translator for the Nazis make him an enemy, even though he used his position to transmit vital information to help Britain? And what of Loes? Why hadn’t she mentioned her father once war broke out?


But then she remembered that the information that came to her about Loes from the agency who’d supplied her was that she’d been brought up by her mother alone. No mention of her father.


‘May I say something?’ she now asked.


‘Yes. And I hope it’s something that can be of help.’ For the first time, the sergeant looked kindly.


‘I don’t think Loes knows her father.’ Olivia related what had been written about Loes by the agency and how there was no mention of her father. ‘At the time I assumed he must have died when she was very young, but it wasn’t my business, nor did it have any bearing on whether she was suitable for the position of nanny, so I didn’t ask questions about it and it was never mentioned.’


‘Do you still have a copy of what you were told? It would help your and Annie’s case if you can prove that you had no idea about Loes’s German connections. Especially as it was the agency who passed the information to the authorities. They supplied their original interview paper. Loes had listed her father as German. Though she did state that she hadn’t lived with him since being a five-year-old. They said that they only rediscovered her information when your payments to them stopped coming. They understood the reason, of course, but it prompted them to open a new file on Loes so that they could claim back payments in the future.’


‘I haven’t got a copy of what they told me about Loes, all my papers are still in Guernsey, but the agency must have. Surely, they would have kept all correspondence between us? I can assure you it didn’t contain anything like this.’


‘Yes, I imagine they will have. They seem very efficient. They probably didn’t think it relevant at the time. It would greatly help your case, and Annie’s, if we can show that you didn’t know and if Loes will state that she hadn’t told you . . . This is why I must insist that I send Betty to bring Loes in. If I allow you both to do that, it could compromise your position as it could be argued that you begged her to say that she’d never told you.’


Olivia could see this. She looked over at Annie and saw the fear in her eyes. She understood the seriousness of their situation and that Annie would be torn by the sergeant’s last statement between her loyalty to Loes and her need to protect their position. But she also knew that she had to show Annie she was on her side and in agreement. ‘Annie, the sergeant is right.’


That simple statement visibly relaxed Annie.


‘I agree, Olivia, but what will Loes think of us? It feels like we are betraying her.’


It was the sergeant who answered. ‘I will have Betty tell her the reason why I would not let you bring her in yourself, Annie.’


‘Ta, Sarge. Will we be able to see her?’


‘Only in my presence with Betty attending too. I’ll just go and have a word with Betty now.’


When he’d left the office Annie reached out. Olivia took her hand.


‘Betty’s a good sort and a great police officer, Olivia. She can be a bit short with people, but she’s my friend and knows how much I think of Loes. She’ll treat her with kindness, I’m sure of that.’


Olivia could only nod. She found her whole body was trembling. First Stefan and now Loes. What would be the fate of her beloved Hendrick if he made it to England? Somehow, she must stop him. If only he would contact me! But then, he doesn’t know that I have escaped Guernsey. Taking a deep breath, she clung on to Annie’s hand as if it was a lifesaver. Please, God, help us.
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