

[image: ]




MARY CHAMBERLAIN is a novelist and historian. Her debut novel, The Dressmaker of Dachau, was published in 18 countries. She is the author of non-fiction books on women’s history, and Caribbean history including Fenwomen, the first book published by Virago Press. She lives in London.




ALSO BY MARY CHAMBERLAIN:


Fiction


The Mighty Jester


The Dressmaker of Dachau


Non-fiction


Empire and Nation-building in the Caribbean: Barbados 1937 – 1966


Family Love in the Diaspora: Migration
and the Anglo Caribbean Experience


Narratives of Exile and Return


Growing Up in Lambeth


Old Wives’ Tales: The History of Remedies, Charms and Spells


Fenwomen: A Portrait of Women in an English Village




THE HIDDEN


Mary Chamberlain


[image: image]




AUTHOR’S NOTE


The German invasion of the British Channel Islands began on 30 June 1940 and was completed with the surrender of Sark on 4 July 1940. All but twenty of the residents of Alderney had been evacuated to mainland Britain, along with many men of military age, and some women and children, from Jersey and Guernsey. The islands were not liberated until 9 May 1945. They were the only part of the British Isles to be occupied during the Second World War.


The governors of Guernsey and Jersey had been recalled to London shortly before the Germans invaded, and their responsibilities handed to the bailiffs, Alexander Coutanche in Jersey and Victor Carey in Guernsey, with instructions to continue administration of the island under the German authorities.


Between September 1942 and February 1943, residents who had been born in Britain were deported to internment camps in France and Germany. They did not all survive the war. Those Jews remaining on the islands (most, but not all, had been able to evacuate before the German invasion) were also deported in the same period to France and then to concentration camps in Germany or Poland, where many were murdered.


With no hinterland in which to hide and no assistance from London, resistance in the Channel Islands was limited to protests and acts of defiance. In Jersey there was a clandestine network of safe houses for escaped prisoners, organised by Norman Le Brocq, a member of the Communist Party who also distributed leaflets encouraging mutiny within the German forces. Some individuals engaged in clandestine protests like the ‘V for Victory’ daubings, or secreting notes disclaiming Hitler into German possessions, and a few clergymen protected members of the outlawed Salvation Army church; Charles Rey, the Jesuit priest, used his geological collection to manufacture crystal sets after the confiscation of wirelesses in 1942.


Islanders charged with resistance were also deported or, after August 1944, imprisoned locally.




PROLOGUE


St Helier, Jersey: June 1985


The chequered marble floor needed a scrub. Her heels clicked as she crossed it, echoed in the hollow house. The vast oak staircase was still there, though the balustrades were dull and dusty, the ruby carpet threadbare on the tread, the stair rods covered in verdigris. To her left was the officers’ bar, where she’d first heard ‘Lili Marleen’ being played on the gramophone.


Dora opened her mouth. The verses swirled in her head. She knew the words off by heart, even now, after all those years. She walked along the landing, up and into the attics. Her fingers were shaky as she turned the door handle. She was all alone. What if the door slammed behind her and she couldn’t get out? No one knew she was here and her cries would not be heard. But something was drawing her in, churning flashbacks into compulsions. Come closer.







CHAPTER ONE


DORA


London: a few months earlier, March 1985


Please forgive this letter out of the blue, but I am trying to trace a Dora Simons, or Simmons, last heard of in 1943 in Jersey. I believe she worked as a midwife…


It was dated 24 March 1985, written on headed notepaper, the Huntingdon Bed & Breakfast, Bloomsbury. Dora knew the kind of place well. Swirling carpets, nylon sheets, full English breakfast. Cheap.


Mr Joseph O’Cleary, of La Ferme de l’Anse, St Martin, Jersey, gave me this address…


Dora folded the letter in two and sat down hard on the kitchen chair. Her chest tightened, making her breathless. She had no idea who Joseph O’Cleary was. It stood to reason that someone else would be living in the farm after all these years, but how he had come to have her address was anyone’s guess. She’d given no one her details when she left. Nor had she met any Irishmen, or if she had, she’d forgotten. Whoever O’Cleary was, he’d got her name wrong. She was Simon. Not Simons. Or Simmons. An easy mistake, if you didn’t know her.


This could be a hoax. She’d reply and then be lumbered with a subscription to Reader’s Digest or some cookery club that she had no interest in. She received those letters all the time. Congratulations! You have won first prize in our million-pound draw. To claim your prize, take out a year’s subscription to…


Dora screwed up the letter. Walked over to the sink and filled the kettle. A cup of tea. Just the thing. How very English she’d become over the years, drinking tea through every crisis. She’d grown to tolerate it with milk. She turned on the radio. Something sharp and discordant was being sung. She reached for her cigarettes, eyeing the balled-up paper on the table. Whatever they were playing wasn’t music in her book. No melody, only episodes that jarred, upside down, back to front.


She opened the letter again and spread it flat, ironing out the creases with her fingers.


…although, as he indicated, it may not be current. If you are not Dora Simons (or Simmons), I wonder whether you would be so kind as to reply and let me know, so I can eliminate you from my searches.


She stood up, holding onto the back of the chair for support.


Yours sincerely, Barbara Hummel.


The writer gave no clue as to why she wished to contact Dora. It wasn’t a name Dora knew. Perhaps Barbara Hummel was one of the babies she’d delivered. She rarely learned what they’d been called. That all happened later, at the christening, and no one invited the midwife to one of those. Nor was Hummel an English name. More Scandinavian, perhaps. Or German. The English was perfect, but then, she thought, the continent was so much better at teaching languages than England. The continent, as if England was not part of it. As if she was not part of it.


Hummel could be a married name, of course.


She’d deal with the letter later: Dear Barbara Hummel. Thank you for your communication dated 24 March 1985.


Or ignore it, pretend it had never arrived, scrunch it up again and throw it into the bin. It could be a made-up name. It could be a criminal syndicate. What if they blackmailed her? She switched off the radio.


It was raining outside, and windy with it. The kettle turned itself off with a click and Dora poured the water into the pot. At least she hadn’t succumbed to the teabag. She wasn’t that English. She still used tea leaves, proper leaves that swelled in water and made good compost. She’d drain the dregs into a tidy in the sink, then add them to the bucket in which she put her peelings and apple cores and empty it all on the compost once a day. Her garden was her pride and joy. Uncle Otto’d had no interest in it. He’d been glad for Dora to take it on, Save me paying, he’d said. But that wasn’t the reason. He saw it as therapy for her, and he’d been right.


It had taken her years to knock it into shape. The shrubs were thick and tall now, the herbaceous border lush and colourful and the cherry tree – her father’s favourite fruit – mature and productive, even if the birds ate the fruit before she could. It wouldn’t be long before the cherry blossomed. It always came with the camellias, after the magnolia, a waterfall of pink that filled the garden from week to week. She’d planted clematis and climbing roses, wisteria and hydrangea, and as the season progressed, they spread a floral palette and filled the garden with the sweet nostalgia of scent.


The daffodils would flower soon, too. Tough, were daffodils. She watched as the wind bent them over and the rain pummelled the buds. The cloudy sky indicated no let-up. She’d have to brave the elements, put on her mackintosh and waterproof hat, her stout walking shoes. She’d be dry enough. She’d shake off the water and bounce right up, like the daffies. Couldn’t abide umbrellas. They took up space and blew inside out.


Perhaps she could write to this Barbara Hummel and ask her why she wanted to trace Dora Simon. Could she do that without admitting who she was? I am in contact with Dora Simon (please note the correct spelling) who has requested me to ask you why it is you wish to trace her.


Enough. She was fine. Breathing normal, hands calm, crisis passed. There was nothing to this letter. She twisted it up again and put it in the bin. She pulled her shopping trolley out from the cupboard under the stairs, checked she had her purse and keys and looked into the hall mirror to make sure she looked presentable before she set off.


Since when had her hair become so white? It was still thick and wavy, but its rich summer colours had long turned to winter. Like an Arctic fox or a mountain hare. Perhaps she should colour it. Nothing too brash, too brassy. A rinse, perhaps, a soft shade that would tone in. Her crowning glory. She kept it in a bun now, away from her face, curls pulled flat and taut. It made her look strict, stand-offish.


‘People think you’re hard to get to know,’ Charles told her once. ‘Detached. Forbidding.’


‘Easy on the budget,’ she’d said. How could she afford a regular hairdresser on her pension from the university? She could have applied for promotion, but she’d never had the confidence. Been happy to stick at the top of her grade for her entire working life.


Her heart had died in the war, she knew that. Her body had lingered on, but the years had caught up with her now. She looked old. Would it suit her short? Release the curls? A good cut could last months. She sucked in her cheeks, turned to one side, looked at herself from the corner of her eye. It would take years off her.


She was rigid in her ways, she knew. Charles told her that all the time.


‘Plain stubborn.’


‘I have routines,’ Dora said. ‘They’re different.’


But she’d never had to adjust to anyone else, to accommodate their needs, not after Uncle Otto died.


She pulled on her rain hat, turned down the brim. Dora paused, eyeing the bin where the scrunched-up paper was. That letter was tugging her back into a place she thought she’d never have to visit again. It made her uneasy. She didn’t like to be discombobulated. Now that was a word. Worthy of German, in its way, with all those syllables. Tipped off balance. She’d kept a tight rein on her life since the war, but restraint was a flimsy prison, its bars soft as a spider’s web. No wonder she wanted to change her hair. Why not get a fake tan while she was about it? Or a facelift? Escape into somebody else. Was she really so forbidding?


Library books. She checked the shopping trolley. Of course she’d put them there once she’d read them. Habit of a lifetime. She must be getting old. Forgetful. She had strategies against that. She kept herself busy, especially now, after retirement. ‘Never be bored,’ her father used to say. ‘But don’t be afraid to be idle.’ He was full of sayings. She thought of him every day, even though it was more than fifty years since he’d died. That’s how the dead lived on, became immortal. Who would remember her? She had no children of her own. ‘Dust to dust.’ That was what her father used to say. ‘Science gives us the answers. Who needs rabbis and priests?’


She played bridge competitively, practised compulsively, dealing herself tricks on the kitchen table and going to the club three nights a week. Trips to tournaments in Eastbourne or Scarborough. Choir every Thursday, taking the bus to Tufnell Park. She practised the clarinet, too, bought sheet music from Boosey & Hawkes in Regent Street. Dinner with Charles once a week when he came up from Kent, her place or a restaurant.


‘Why don’t we just live together,’ he’d say. ‘You don’t have to marry me.’


‘I like things the way they are.’


And her garden. That was her true joy. Weeding and pruning and cutting and trimming. It looked wild, but it wasn’t disordered.


La Ferme de l’Anse had wisteria, a gnarled, seasoned plant that hugged the front of the house and crowned in May. She could see it now, the magnificent scented pendants in shades of amethyst and purple. Roses too. Wild pink climbers in the hedgerows, standards in the border, white or burgundy with a heady perfume. She’d never recollected it before. She could feel the sweat under her arms, her trembling legs and hands. She gripped the edge of the table. Steady. Steady. Breathed deep. Pull yourself together.


Had her unconscious been trying to recreate it? A stem memory? Frail and unformed, now multiplying and morphing like a cancer cell. Was her garden nothing but a memento mori? Of what? A time?


A love?
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A whole week had gone by. The scene at the front of the house could have been Brighton beach after a bank holiday. Pizza delivery boxes, scraps of tin foil, orange peel, juice cartons. Newspapers. Empty wine bottles. They were now required to put out their rubbish on the pavement, which meant the foxes had first pickings, before the dustmen came. She’d told her tenants again and again not to put unwanted food in the garbage. But they did. This was what greeted her every Wednesday morning. It was always Dora who had to clear up the mess.


She wore a pair of rubber gloves and carried a large black plastic sack. Scooped up the detritus and the ripped bags, crammed them into the new one. The foxes had been particularly active that morning. Every dustbin had been tipped over, including, Dora saw, her own, even though she was meticulous in making sure there was nothing to tempt the animals.


And there it was again. Dora picked the letter off the forecourt, was about to ram it into the bag. Pocketed it instead. She’d have one more look at it. She stood up, heard the rumbling of the dustcart, secured the top of the black bag tight. She’d have a word with the dustmen when they came. Ask them to clean the mess in future. What did she pay her rates for, if it wasn’t to clear the rubbish and light the streets?


When she thought about it, this woman was looking for Dora, last heard of in 1943. So she must only be interested in the time before. La Ferme de l’Anse. She could talk to her about those days. A wartime affair. You know how these things go. Flash in the pan. Whirlwind romance.


She’d write to this Barbara Hummel after all. Though she may have left the hotel already. It was not the sort of place you stayed in long term. That would be the best of all worlds. Dora would have replied, the woman would never have known.


Dora smiled, stepped onto the pavement, flagged down the dustmen.




CHAPTER TWO


JOE


Jersey: May 1985


Joe fingered the halter in his hand. The air was still, save the melody from the fields, the rustle of the grasses as the mice and the beetles scurried about their business, the hum of the bees as they dipped inside the clover blossoms.


He pulled the letter out of his pocket. It had been sitting there for a couple of days, forgotten. He was getting absent-minded. It had a Jersey postmark and the sender’s address written on the back of the envelope. B. Hummel, c/o Hotel de France, St Saviour’s Road.


Dear Mr O’Cleary,


Thank you for your help. I am pleased to report that I have traced a Dora Simon (not Simons, or Simmons). I am hoping that I may be able to meet her in London next time I visit and will be able to report back more about your friend.


Dora Simon wasn’t a friend. Not even an acquaintance. It was forty years since he’d pushed himself into the scrum surrounding her that day as she’d crouched on the ground with her dress ripped and locks of red curls lying on the paving stones like boiled shrimps. It was the Red Cross that had given him her details, and he’d kept her address, at the time, meaning to write. But he never got round to it and then forgot he even had her details, until a couple of months ago.


Still, he was glad to hear that the woman was still alive. He presumed she was well, though none of them were spring chickens anymore. He’d be seventy himself this year. Fit as a fiddle, mind.


I’ll be back in Jersey in early May. If I may, I’ll drive up to your farm to make your acquaintance.


Why would she want to do that? He’d written to her once already, c/o the PO box number she’d given in the paper. The photograph is that of Dora Simons, or Simmons, a midwife. Last known whereabouts, Jersey, 1943. That’s what the old man had told Joe. What more did she want?


‘No.’ Joe said it out loud. He didn’t want to make the woman’s acquaintance. It was hard enough living with himself as it was. A bit of a recluse, that’s what they said about him. A bit of an eccentric. Well, that suited him fine. He had the farm, he had the birds, he had fresh air and food. He kept himself clean, if not always tidy. His trousers were old and held up with binder twine, but there was wear in them still. His jacket was torn, but he had another for town and a black tie for funerals. He shaved twice a week and that was enough. He didn’t want any more company than he had already. Spying and prying. Busybodies. Ghouls. He did not want to meet a stranger who’d stir up memories.


But he owed it to Geoffrey.


For how had this Barbara woman come across Dora Simon’s photograph, if she didn’t have something that might be of interest to the old man?


He heard a car slow, change gear, turn the corner, enter the end of the lane. He looked at his watch, a newfangled digital Casio which showed the date as well as the time. It was too early for Pierre. He cupped his ear towards the distant murmur. He used to know the make of every car from the sound the engine made. But this car. He listened hard. It was one of those cheap imported jobs, from Italy or Japan. Ran on wound-up rubber bands, sniggered. Pierre had a Land Rover, a sturdy diesel number that brayed like a deer in rut. Nor was it the inspector’s car. That was a Ford. He didn’t want the inspector out, not today. Besides, it was a Sunday. No inspector worked Sundays.


The cry of a curlew broke the quiet. Joe dropped the halter, lifted his binoculars, trained them to the cliff edge, left, right, up, down. Crou-eee, crou-eee, the bird was howling like a pup. Curlews were common enough round here, but he still thrilled to see them. There she was. Silhouetted, and the sky full of tubby clouds with blown-out cheeks. Fair weather. Some clouds were angels, high in the icy heavens, willowy and graceful, others puckered like wet skin. But cumulus, they were his friends, even when they blocked the sun and shrouded the blue. They were no threat.


He followed the bird as it glided across the sky. Up there were thermals that wings caught and floated on. Did they swim in the air for joy, for the pleasure of the wind blowing through the dappled feathers, stroking the skin? The curlew’s long, curved beak and its outstretched legs made a crescent in the sky, but on land its beak looked too long for its head. Like Pinocchio’s nose. Was a curlew a liar too?


Joe had watched the birds for as long as he could remember. Awake with the light, he’d gazed through the attic window from the bed he shared as a child with his brothers and sisters until the girls got too old. They’d shove him close to the glass so he caught the draughts, but it was worth it. He had a ringside seat of the Owenmore estuary as the gannets and the petrels dipped and circled, their cries like the calls of old friends. He knew who was out there and why. He cherished those dawns.


‘Just look at you,’ little Bridey, the sister nearest to him, said. ‘No bigger than a sparrow yourself. Would you want to fly away with them?’


Yes, he wanted to say. Yes. Their daidí was a hard man. Never gave a thought for Joe, unless there was a fist behind it.


The bird dived below the cliff as Joe trained the binoculars on the house. The car came into view, bumped across the pitted farmyard and stopped outside the front door. From where he stood on the slope, he couldn’t be seen. Handy, he could check the visitor before he need show himself.


It was a while before the door opened and a woman stepped out. Her back was towards him but he could see that she was dressed in a plaid coat and a purple beret. Not from round these parts. She went into the porch, knocked at the door. You’re wasting your time. He used to hope little Bridey would come knocking, but now, after all these years, if she did, he’d say the same to her. You’re wasting your time. The woman was bending low, peering through the letter box. Much good may it do her. The plywood he’d nailed over the opening stopped the busybodies as well as the draughts. She wouldn’t see a thing. Besides, local people knew that they never used the front door, hadn’t since the war. Knew also that the old man inside was as deaf as a post.


The woman turned back to the car. It had to be that Hummel woman. If it was him she was after, she’d have to come back another day. Now was not convenient.


She walked away from the car, through the farmyard. There was a path at the end that led down the cliffs onto the beach below. Strange to be dressed up with a hat and all, to go walking on the beach. He hoped she wouldn’t be long. Pierre would be here soon. They’d wake up the old man and get the business started.


Betsy was grazing, pulling at the grass so it screamed, flicking her tail over her dun, worn hide. She jumped as he came close, kicked up her hooves and skittered away.


‘Betsy girl,’ he said. ‘Don’t make it hard.’ He fished in his pocket for the lump of salt and held out his hand. She walked towards him, one slow hoof at a time, smelled him with wet nostrils, curled her tongue and rasped it over his hand. She bucked as he pulled the halter over her, tried to run away, but he held firm.


‘I may be small,’ he said. ‘But I’m still strong.’ For wasn’t he the bantamweight champion of Ireland, even if it was before the war? But what would Betsy know of that?


He led her down the field and through the gate. He’d get her bedded down before Pierre came, calm and quiet so fear didn’t taint her meat. Pierre wasn’t due for an hour or so, and the woman would be gone by then. And even if she wasn’t, Pierre liked his drop of Jameson before he did his business, as well as after, and the old man always had a nip with him, so she had time to walk to St Brélade’s and back for all he knew.


It was inconvenient of the woman to leave her vehicle here, as if it was a public car park. He led Betsy past her car, into the barn. He’d prepared her stall, the single chute at the end with the head gate that he used to keep a cow steady for impregnating. Nothing was done nature’s way anymore and though it was a messy job, sticking your arm up the animal’s backside and feeling around inside, he had to admit it had more chances of success than running a randy bull with an unwilling cow. He’d secure Betsy later, when Pierre was here. For now, she had the freedom of her stall, with fresh hay to eat and water to drink, clean straw to bed on and the familiar smells and sounds of home.


She’d be content there. Betsy had served him well, and hadn’t he been kind to her? He owed her this. He’d learned how to slaughter from his father, and butcher the beasts. He put up a new salt block. She walked towards it and curled her tongue around its edge, licks rough as a file, a line of drool falling from her mouth.


‘Enjoy it, Betsy,’ he said. ‘Enjoy.’


He walked back out and over to the car. A Toyota. It was hired, he could tell by the number plate. He tried the driver’s door. It opened. Inside was empty and clean, freshly valeted. If she had a bag, she’d taken it with her. He leaned over and opened the glove compartment. A duster. A log. He pulled it out. Avis, service history. If she didn’t come back soon, he’d give them a ring, tell them it was causing an obstruction.


He slammed the door shut and set off towards the cliff. There was still some time before Pierre was due. She was most likely on the beach. He’d ask her to move her car somewhere else.


Most of the path had eroded into scree, slippery unless you knew how to walk it. Joe took firm, even steps, flat onto the sole of his boot, like he had done as an altar boy on the Saints’ Road, up the Brandon Mountain, Holy Mary Mother of God. The voyagers’ saint was Brendan, a Kerry man.


His binoculars hung round his neck. Zeiss lens, picked up at the end of the war, victors’ spoils. He’d had them now for over forty years, and they weren’t new then. Best glasses he’d ever had, even better than the Dollands. They’d see him out now, the adjuster as sensitive as ever and the lenses pristine, without a scratch.


He jumped the last two feet or so onto the rock – how that woman got down was anyone’s guess – and strode out across the sand. Strange that he couldn’t see the woman anywhere. She must have walked fast, and far.


Joe clambered back up the cliff and walked behind the barn to where his caravan was parked. He’d never felt right about living in the house, not since the war, even though he kept it draught-free and in good repair. He’d even put in a bathroom for the old man, with an indoor lavatory, bought the toilet paper once a month from the cash and carry. He checked on him three times a day, got him his meals and sat with him of an evening, used the house to take a bath twice a week. But the old man couldn’t hear a thing, so talk was hard, and what could they say to each other now, after all these years? Better he stayed in his caravan with his sunken memories and shattered dreams and the old man lived in the house with his.


He kicked off his wellington boots and stepped with stockinged feet into his van. He doubted it was roadworthy now, but then he wouldn’t want to go anywhere. It was too large for the lanes of Jersey and had caused enough difficulty when he’d brought it down the road and manoeuvred it in place. He’d broken up the old Streamlite that he’d bought after the war with a sad heart, for it had stood him well. But thirty years was a good life for a caravan, and the Knowsley Juno that he had now was better for all-year living with its styrofoam insulation and double-glazed windows. He eased himself into the corner seat and picked up a copy of yesterday’s Evening Post.


He turned back to the letter. There was a PTO at the bottom and an arrow. He flicked the paper over.


PS My mother had some connection with Jersey and has various mementos from that time, including some newspaper reports. Were you also known as the ‘pugilist priest’, Father Joe O’Cleary, boxing champion in 1943? It would be too much of a coincidence to have a Joseph and a Joe O’Cleary on that tiny island!


Well. He might have something to say about that.




CHAPTER THREE


DORA


Jersey: February 1942 – January 1943


The phone call came through late that afternoon and there was no one but Dora to take it. Duty midwife. She’d have to brave it and venture out. It had been nearly two years since the Germans had occupied the place, but she’d never got used to them. It got worse, if anything. Borrowed time. She should have listened to Uncle Otto. ‘Don’t go. You’re safe in London.’ He had been right on that. ‘Why don’t you settle down? Charles has a soft spot for you.’ He’d winked. ‘He’ll go far.’


‘I’m young, Uncle Otto,’ she’d said. ‘I want to enjoy myself.’


He’d huffed and puffed, but he’d never married, so why force her? Jersey was far more inviting. Dancing and singing, sun and sea while London hunkered down with its ARP wardens and Anderson shelters. Where was the danger in Jersey?


What if the Germans were here to stay, like they said? The ‘Thousand-year Reich’.


The wind was dancing like a dervish, thrashing the sea up against the promenade. Dora headed out across the island with her medical bag, head down low over the handlebars, against the storm. It was a farmhouse, she was told, La Ferme de l’Anse. This was not a part of the island she knew well, but the caller had insisted this was an emergency. The phone went dead before she could find out more.


Clouds banked grey and heavy behind the hills. A fork of lightning cleaved them apart and thunder thumped the ground. The clouds rolled closer and rain began to fall in large, thick gobs. Dora could barely see. Some of the road signs were now in German but the caller had used local names and Dora wasn’t always sure. She had no idea what the emergency was about. Hoped it was just the usual panic of the father, ‘come quick, my wife’s in labour’, as if his wife was the first woman to have a child.


Dora wished she had a torch. The rain was thick, the dusk inky. Hedges were gashed apart, trees bent double. And over. A sycamore with a broken back and jagged roots filled the road in front of her and she came to a stop. She would have to turn, approach the farm from another direction, but it was too murky and wet to read the map and it would be easy to make a mistake in the labyrinth of lanes. An emergency. Behind her she heard the scream of a branch, its slow agony as it ripped from its trunk, its roar as it plummeted and fell with a thud onto the road.


She left her bike by the side of the road, grabbed her bag, pushed her way through the tree ahead, twigs and branches snagging at her legs and cape. The wind lifted and propelled her forward, faster than she could run, so she stumbled, caught herself before the gale laid her flat. She had memorised this last part, straight on and right, left and right again. The evening was made darker by thick ebony clouds. There’d be no light in the farmhouse, not with the blackout, and Dora wasn’t sure she’d find it on a night like this.


Her cape and skirt hung in sodden swags, stuck to her body, wrapped round her legs, making walking hard. Head down deep and shoulder to the wind, she saw the bobbing light of a torch and then there was a woman’s hand on her elbow.


‘Thank God, nurse, thank God.’


She followed the woman into the farmhouse, through the kitchen, up the stairs. The house was cold and unlit, save for an oil lamp in the bedroom.


A man sat on the edge of the bed, rocking a woman in his arms. He was lowing, like a wounded beast. Dora went over, lifted the woman’s swollen hand. There was no pulse.


She freed the body from his embrace, laid it on the bed, fished the torch from her pocket, lifted a puffy eyelid and stared into the glassy vacuum. Delved into her bag for her Pinard horn, even though she already knew the baby would be dead.


‘She was having fits.’ His voice quivered, his face haggard in the glow from the lamp. ‘Stomach pains.’


‘We rang as soon as we could,’ the other woman said. ‘But the lines were down. We had to go into St Martin.’


‘Put the kettle on,’ Dora said. ‘Bring me some warm water and make some tea.’ She turned to the man. ‘Do you have more lights?’


‘The electricity’s gone,’ he said. ‘The storm–’


‘Do you have more lights?’


‘In the shed,’ he said. ‘With the cows.’


‘Fetch them.’


Dora took the lamp and placed it closer to the woman, touched the chalky skin and felt the chill of death. Rigor mortis had not yet set in. Her limbs and face were bloated, stomach bulbous with her unborn child, her hip bones sharp and angular against her flesh. Fits. Pains. Oedema. Pre-eclampsia. There was little she could have done even if she had arrived earlier, and the baby, that little frog of a child, dead within her. She was, Dora noted, young.


The man returned with two storm lanterns, and the woman came in with a pot of tea.


‘Give it to him,’ Dora said. ‘Sweeten it, if you can.’ She took one of the lamps, laid it by the bed. ‘What was your wife’s name?’


‘She–’ he broke off, swallowed. ‘Margaret,’ he said. ‘Margaret.’


‘And yours?’


‘Geoffrey.’ His voice was flat. ‘Geoffrey Laurent.’


‘I am so sorry, Mr Laurent,’ Dora said.


‘A doctor came this morning,’ Geoffrey went on. ‘Said the baby wasn’t due for a couple of months and there was nothing to worry about.’ He stood, a lantern in one hand, and began to sob, clasping his free hand across his eyes. ‘She had a headache. He told her to take an aspirin.’


He was a big man, farmer’s muscles, labourer’s hands. Dora walked round the bed and took the lantern from him. Shudders of grief convulsed his body. She wanted to put her arms round him and pull him close and let him weep it free against her shoulder.


There was nothing to do except clean and wash the body and lay it out ready for the undertaker. She’d start the formalities tomorrow. The man was not in a condition to understand any of that now. He slumped in the chair by the bed, elbows on knees, fists balled tight, staring with glassy eyes at the young woman.


‘Nurse,’ the woman said. ‘I have to go. Get back to my husband. He’s not well, you know.’


‘That’s fine,’ Dora said. ‘I’ll stay with him awhile.’


The woman tiptoed out of the room, as if Margaret was sleeping.


‘Mr Laurent.’ Dora kept her voice low. ‘You’d be more comfortable downstairs. I’ll light the fire.’


He shook his head again. ‘The cows,’ he said. ‘Milking.’


He pushed back in the chair, stood up and left the room. Dora heard his steps on the wooden stairs, the thrash of the outside door as the storm slammed it shut.


Dora washed the woman, changed her into a clean nightdress, combed the hair and laid her arms across her stomach. She drew the sheet up and over.


It was nine o’clock by the time she went downstairs, lighting her way with the lantern. The man was sitting on a chair by the kitchen range, his hands on the armrests, still as death. The gale was screeling round the chimney, blasting draughts through the gaps in the windows and under the door. She wouldn’t make it back by curfew. She’d have to stay the night, push the chairs together for a bed. At least the kitchen was warm, the stove giving off a deep, steady heat.


‘Mr Laurent,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you should go to bed. Get some sleep.’


His breathing was slow and ponderous, as if the gale had blown away the oxygen in the house. His eyes were heavy and his cheeks lined with pain.


‘She was going to christen the baby William, if it was a boy,’ he said. ‘Billy, for short.’


‘That’s a nice name,’ Dora said. There was a grandfather clock in the hall filling the silence of the house, tock, tock.


‘And if it was a girl,’ she said. ‘What were you going to call her?’


‘Dorothy,’ he said. ‘Dotty, for short.’


‘My name is Dorothy.’ Dorothea, but she didn’t say that. ‘My father always called me Dora.’


‘Dora,’ he said. ‘I like that.’


Tock, tock.


There were some logs in a basket. She fed the Aga. The hospital had heavy iron radiators that pumped heat and warmth throughout, like the old apartment in Charlottenburg. This stove just warmed one room.


‘Can I make you some more tea?’ she said. He nodded. There was a large brown pot on the dresser nearby and the tea jar was on the shelf. She opened the lid, smelled it. Real tea. She scooped some into the pot, poured on the water, turned the teapot three times. They stirred it in England, but she preferred this gentler German method.


‘Milk’s in the larder,’ Geoffrey said. ‘And some cake.’


She was glad of that. She’d missed tea, and supper, and her stomach felt hollow and empty. She wondered if Geoffrey had eaten. She poured the tea, added the milk, handed a cup to Geoffrey. Dollops of cream floated on the top. She wondered if she’d ever get used to drinking tea with milk, but people thought it odd to drink it black and she didn’t want to draw attention to herself more than was necessary.


Dora settled into the chair on the other side of the fire. She would have pulled her cape around her, but it was still damp.


Geoffrey dozed off after a while. She watched him opposite her, putt-putting in his sleep, she a soft companion to his softer silence.


Dora slipped away in an amethyst dawn. The storm had blown itself out, left the sky opaque and tender and the earth with a trail of branches and scattered leaves. By day, Dora could see how the house was set in a dip on the cliff, in the face of the wind, overlooking the escarpment and its spinney of gnarled trees and, through it, the beach fenced off with the deadly bracken of barbed wire. The sea still moiled from the tempest, the waves breaking on the shore with a rhythmic roar, but beyond, the ocean and its cupola of sky melted into one and soared to eternity.


Dora stood for a moment and breathed in the briny air. She wrapped her cape round her arms and set off, sidestepping the puddles and debris of the storm. The back roads were tricky, but after St Martin the route was clearer.


She passed some children on their way to school. They were thin, knees red with cold, knobbly and undernourished. Lots of the schools had been commandeered by the Germans, Dora knew, and the children had to walk farther to their new classrooms. She wondered how many had had breakfast that morning, how many mothers had gone without.


‘You must eat too,’ Dora would say. ‘If anything happened to you, what would the children do?’


‘It’s all right, Nurse.’ She’d heard this so many times. ‘I’ve already eaten.’


But everyone felt the bite of hunger now, were thinner and shabbier than they would like, mended and made do. Dora wondered whether she would taste a torte again, lick the chocolate and cream off her fingers, stick her fork into soft plums and crumbling pastry, or savour the sweet custard of baked cheese.


There was the drag of death about the island. That’s what her father would have called it. The drag of death. Der Sog des Todes.
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Midwives and sisters were allowed to live out, in approved digs. Dora and five others lived with Miss Gladys Besson who supplemented her income by taking in lodgers in the small terraced house she had inherited from her parents.


‘Paying guests,’ she said. ‘I prefer to call you my paying guests.’


She let her lodgers use the parlour, a dingy room with velvet curtains and chintz chairs, plaster cats and dogs lined up on the windowsill. She had made patchwork covers for the cushions and crocheted antimacassars which draped in virginal swathes. There was a screen in front of the fire, embroidered with an image of a country cottage and garden. Horse brasses hung on leather straps either side of the mantelpiece. Her harmonium, an ugly beast, stood against one wall and would wheeze and heave on Sunday evenings as she thumped out ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’, looking at Dora to make sure she was singing too. Miss Besson grew potatoes in her back garden and stored them in sacks in the hallway and kitchen. She insisted that they all take turns to peel and grate the tubers, soak and drain the pulp and lay it out to dry, ‘now that we can’t get flour’.


The potatoes stained Dora’s fingers, so she had to scrub them clean with a pumice stone. Miss Besson made tea out of carrot and coffee out of parsnip, boiled sugar beet for sweetener and sea moss for gelatine. She watered down the jam and eked out the meagre supplies so they stretched four days instead of three. Rationing and shortages were her métier, Dora thought. She was a naturally mean woman.


The kitchen was out of bounds.


‘Private,’ Miss Besson said. She always locked it, kept the key above the door jamb. She and her brother, Pierre, used the kitchen. He was younger than Miss Besson, a short man, with Brylcreemed hair and foul breath, a chain-smoker who lit one cigarette from the embers of the last. Dora wondered where he got them, or how he could afford them.


Miss Besson did the cooking, and ate with the nurses most days in the dining room at the back of the house. They were expected to take it in turns to sit next to her and make conversation. Dora dreaded those days. Miss Besson had little talk beyond the good works of the Ebenezer chapel and the sins of others, never conversed, rarely asked a question of her neighbour, and Dora learned fast to nod and smile, although she always felt under scrutiny, without knowing why.


Miss Besson pulled on a pair of wire-rimmed glasses, hooked them behind her ears, put her hands together at the table.


‘When thou hast eaten and art full, then thou shalt bless the Lord thy God for the good land which he hath given thee. Amen.’


Dora peered into her soup, a light-brown liquid in which chunks of turnip and carrot floated.


‘I hear you were up at La Ferme de l’Anse the other day, Nurse Simon,’ she said.


‘Yes,’ Dora said. ‘But I arrived too late. The woman was dead. I don’t think I could have saved her anyway.’


Miss Besson pinched her mouth and closed her nostrils. ‘For the best,’ she said.


‘That’s a shocking thing to say.’


Miss Besson raised an eyebrow. ‘He knows what He is doing,’ she said. ‘Visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children, and upon the children’s children, unto the third and to the fourth generation.’


‘What are you saying?’ Dora asked.


‘Just that,’ Miss Besson said. ‘Just that.’ She dipped her spoon in the soup and sucked its contents with a noisy slurp. ‘Have nothing to do with that man, if you know what’s best.’ She paused, her spoon halfway to her mouth, her lips pinched into an oval. ‘He’s considered a pariah in these parts.’ She put down her spoon, stirred the soup, scooped up a lump of turnip. ‘But how would you know that? You being a foreigner.’


Miss Besson scraped the dregs of the liquid from the bowl and laid her spoon down with a clatter.


‘I went to an auction today,’ she said, taking Dora’s bowl and stacking it on her own. ‘The last of the Jew-boys’ shops.’ She gave a stiff smile, added, ‘I bought you all a present.’ She took the bowls to the sideboard, opened a drawer and pulled out a small package. ‘Soap,’ she said. ‘Lux. He was hoarding it, can you imagine? But that’s the sort of thing they do. Not a care about anyone else. Wouldn’t you say?’


Dora looked down at the tablecloth, turned her knife over, and back. Dared not look up, sure her face would give her away. Say nothing. She hoped one of the others would answer, but they sat in silence.


‘I’ll divide it up after dinner,’ Miss Besson went on. ‘So you all have a piece. Our Christian duty is to share.’


Dora pressed her fingers against the prongs of her fork. She could sense Miss Besson leaning over the table, a pot of stew steaming on the mat.


‘By the way, Miss Simon,’ she said, pushing the pot towards Dora. ‘A letter came for you this morning.’


Dora looked up. Perhaps Uncle Otto had managed to get something through. Perhaps the Red Cross had opened a link with the internment camp. Dora couldn’t think who else would send her a letter.


‘Unpalatable though it is,’ Miss Besson went on, ‘we need to work with the authorities.’ She picked up the serving spoon, handed it to Dora. ‘The letter is from the Chief Aliens Officer. I wonder what he wants?’


Dora gripped the spoon hard so her hand wouldn’t shake. ‘I wonder,’ she said.


Miss Besson shifted in her chair and studied Dora over the rims of her glasses. ‘I say you can always tell a Jew,’ she said. ‘They’re very dark and shifty-looking. Don’t you agree?’ She delved into her pocket, pulled out the letter and handed it to Dora. ‘Before I forget.’


Dora tucked it under her plate. She was not going to give Miss Besson the satisfaction of opening it in front of her. She probably knew the contents anyway. Steamed it open. Or island gossip. Dora wondered how many bars of Lux she’d kept for herself. She stuck her fork into a potato, blew on it to cool it down.


‘May I ask a personal question, Nurse Simon?’ Miss Besson said. She didn’t wait for Dora’s answer. ‘Do you dye your hair, or is it naturally that colour?’


‘Where would I get hair dye from?’ Dora said.


‘Just wondering,’ Miss Besson said. Dora had seen that look before. Refugees. Can’t be trusted.
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It was a clear day but cold, with the hoar frost hanging like lace and a lemon sun hovering low. Dora pulled her bicycle free of its ramp, set off with a thermos of tea and a round of sandwiches. She longed to suck the bluster of the sea wind into her lungs, feel its dance pirouette through her hair. The coastal road was closed and guarded now so she headed north, for Rozel Bay. Perhaps there she could clamber down to the beach and climb among the rocks.


She arrived at St Martin’s village, spotted the little church. Apart from Mr Laurent, there had been no one else at Margaret’s funeral. Even the neighbour had not attended. Dora had been puzzled at the time, but if he was, as Miss Besson said, a pariah, that would explain it, though it was harsh not to pay respects to the dead, whatever their sins in life. The priest was young, she’d thought, barely into long trousers. Mr Laurent had shuddered in the front pew and the priest came over, put his eulogy away and his hand on Mr Laurent’s shoulder.


She should see how he was. Whatever Mr Laurent had done to incur Miss Besson’s vitriol, he was still a man who had suffered. Besides, it took little to disturb Miss Besson for her to spit out poison. Dora had learned to brush off her venom. It was nearly three months since Margaret had died. La Ferme de l’Anse was not so far away.


The farmhouse was long and low, with three gable windows in the roof and an ancient wisteria trained along the front. There were rose bushes in the beds. The door faced the lane, but there were barns at right angles on either side of the house. With the buildings and the hill, it formed a courtyard of sorts. There were cobbles on the ground with a skin of winter mud, white with frost where the sun had not visited.


Dora propped her bike against the wall of the house and knocked on the door. There was no answer. She wished she had a paper and pencil, could leave him a note. I was passing and called to see how you were.


She turned. He was coming down the hill across the field, leading a Jersey cow with a dun hide and gentle face. He opened the gate and led the cow through.


‘Nurse Dora.’ He wiped his spare hand against his trousers, held it out. She took it, rough skin and dry, but for all its strength, a generous hand. It was hard to tell how old he was. The outdoor life weathered faces. Forty. Perhaps fifty. Older than she remembered. His black hair was flecked with grey at the temples. He had dark eyes and a crooked nose with the remnants of a scar across the bridge. Nasal fracture, Dora noted, badly set.


‘I was passing,’ Dora said. ‘Came to see how you were.’


‘That’s very kind,’ he said. ‘Let’s go into the house.’ He slapped the cow on her rump and she skipped, then ambled towards the barn.


Sitting in Mr Laurent’s kitchen, her hands round a blue striped mug of tea, Dora noted the order of the place, with its plates and cups, the Aga in the chimney breast, the scrubbed pine table and the polished tiled floor. It had a very different feel from the kitchen in Charlottenburg, for the kitchen here was for living, not just cooking, and Dora guessed that at night, when his work was done, Mr Laurent pulled up the Windsor chair close to the range, the same chair he’d sat in the night Margaret died, opened a book or turned on the wireless and wound the day down before bed.


Mr Laurent was a practical man. He cooked for himself, he told her, washed his clothes, cleaned the house and swept the yard.


‘Can’t dwell on grief. Life goes on. But it’s hard, Nurse Dora.’


‘I understand that,’ Dora said. ‘Can you not get a housekeeper?’


‘Why would I do that?’


‘Without a wife to keep house–’


‘Wife?’ His forehead creased in deep puzzle lines.


She wanted to haul that word back in, wife. It had tripped out, was too soon to remind him. ‘Margaret.’


‘Margaret was my daughter,’ he said.


‘I’m sorry,’ Dora said. ‘I assumed she was your wife.’


He shook his head. ‘She was my only child.’ He paused. Dora could hear his hesitation, the sharp breaths before he spoke again. ‘Her mother died long ago.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Dora said.


He shrugged. ‘It happened. I brought Margaret up by myself.’ His voice began to crack.


‘And Margaret’s husband?’


He stared out of the window. It was a while before he answered.


‘Margaret could be a little headstrong at times,’ he said. His body tensed and he clasped his hands tight. Don’t ask more. It was a moment before he turned and faced her.


‘She wasn’t married. You may as well know. You’ll hear it sooner or later from the gossips round here. The baby’s father was a German.’


His voice was flat, and Dora couldn’t make out whether it was resignation or sadness.


‘Plenty abandon those children,’ he said. ‘Pack them off to the Westaway Creche. I wouldn’t let her.’


He wanted to talk, Dora could sense.


‘Why punish the child? It didn’t ask to be born.’ He turned to Dora, a smile on his lips. ‘My own flesh and blood.’


His eyes were almost black, the lashes thick and dark, like the kohl-lined eyes of a film star. That would explain why so few people came to her funeral. Who’d mourn a woman who went with Germans? Was carrying a bastard child of one of them? That also explained Miss Besson’s venom.


‘My father brought me up too,’ she said, trying to change the subject.


‘Then he must be proud of you.’ And did Margaret let you down?


‘He wanted me to be a doctor,’ she said. She was talking too much, added, ‘But I was a woman. They wouldn’t accept me. So I became a midwife, instead.’ That was a truth, if not the full truth.


‘That’s a fine profession.’


‘It is,’ Dora said.


‘And your father?’


‘He died. A few years ago.’ She hadn’t uttered those words for a while and the pain kicked out fresh as yesterday. ‘Out of the blue.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that, Nurse Simon,’ he said. ‘Truly. We’ve much in common.’


Smiling, his face, with its crooked nose, was a kind face, for sure.


‘Come and see me again,’ he said as Dora lifted her bike free of the wall and pedalled off down the lane. She wanted to say, I’d like that, very much, but thought it might be fast. There was something compelling about Mr Laurent that she couldn’t define, a gentle, alluring pull.
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Jurat Clifford Orange, the Chief Aliens Officer, had a round face with grey hair and moustache and thick black eyebrows.


He coughed, a polite ahem. It didn’t fool Dora.


‘Distasteful business, this,’ he said, pulling out a handkerchief and wiping his mouth. He looked behind him, nodded to the man sitting there, a notepad on his lap. Dora wondered if he was a secretary or a reporter. ‘For me as well as you.’


‘Oh?’ She wasn’t going to make it easy for him.


‘The German authorities,’ he paused.


Authorities? What authority did they have? They were occupiers. She resented the way this Jurat and Miss Besson, the Bailiff and the States, all of them, conferred legitimacy on the invaders.


‘The authorities,’ he repeated, as if that absolved him of culpability, ‘need to be sure of,’ he searched for a word, ‘the background of all alien residents on the islands.’ He sniffed. ‘I have been tasked with the responsibility of finding out.’


He shook his head, studied her for sympathy with large doe eyes.


‘Distasteful, as I said. But what can we do?’ He smiled, as if this acquitted him too.


You can resist, she thought. Resign. You don’t have to do their dirty business.


‘Under the rules of the Hague Convention, we are obliged to obey’ – everything? she wanted to ask – ‘all reasonable demands.’ The Chief Aliens Officer stared at her, eyebrows raised. ‘We consider this a reasonable demand,’ he said. ‘A chap needs to know who he’s dealing with, after all.’


The man behind him leaned forward. ‘Who knows,’ he said, ‘what they would do if we refused to comply with their requests?’


Dora moved her gaze from the Jurat to the man.


‘Sir Leonard de la Moye,’ the man said, standing up and extending his hand. ‘I’m just sitting in on this. Ignore me.’


Dora was uneasy. The Jurat alone was bad enough. Two of them made it an interrogation. Keep calm, she told herself. Say nothing. Background. That was the Jurat’s euphemism. Couldn’t bring himself to say, Jewish.


‘You are, as I understand it, a German. Am I right?’


She took a deep breath. She hadn’t been brought up to lie, wasn’t sure how well she could do it. Sir Leonard sat without moving, his eyes fixed on her.


‘No,’ she said. She heard the Jurat start, elbows sliding forward on the shiny surface of his desktop. There would be no evidence to the contrary, she knew, at least, not in Jersey and they couldn’t turn to London for proof. Besides, Hitler had declared her a non-German.


‘I was born in Sweden,’ she said.


That had been Matron’s idea. ‘I’ve destroyed your papers,’ she’d said. ‘Put down you’re Swedish.’


The Jurat raised one eyebrow.


‘Sweden,’ she added, ‘is neutral.’


He leaned back in his chair, stroked his chin. ‘But you came from Germany, I understand. What were you doing there?’


‘My father worked there.’


‘Why did you leave?’


‘My father died,’ she said. That was true.


‘Why didn’t you return to Sweden? Why come to England?’


‘My uncle took me in,’ she said. ‘I was a minor. I didn’t have much choice.’


‘And he was in England?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


‘I don’t know.’ She thought fast. ‘His work, I think.’


The Jurat leaned forward and began to count on his fingers. ‘Sweden, Germany, England. Quite the cosmopolitan family, wouldn’t you say?’


She was trembling inside, nerves hot and tingling, sweat under her arms.


‘Wanderers. Like Jews,’ the Jurat said. ‘Do you have loyalties, Miss Simon?’ He stared at her, grey eyes narrowing from beneath his black eyebrows. Took a deep breath. ‘Are you Jewish?’


‘Jewish?’ Stay calm.


‘Don’t make this difficult,’ he said. ‘It won’t do you any favours.’


He looked at her and she looked back at him. Behind him, Sir Leonard nodded. She hoped her face did not betray her, that it stayed serious even though her heart played havoc within.


‘Are your parents Jewish?’


‘No,’ she said.


‘You’re quite sure?’


‘Of course.’


‘Are any of your grandparents Jewish?’


‘No,’ she said. Her voice came out loud, too loud. She could see Grandfather now, sitting with his black kippah pinned to his hair and his gnarled old-man’s hands together. Hear, O Israel.


‘You’re quite sure?’


‘Yes.’


He sniffed. ‘Simon is a Jewish name.’


‘It’s a common English name too.’


‘Your first name is Dorothea,’ he said. ‘Not Dorothy. Your second name is Susannah. That sounds a Jewish name.’


‘Swedish. English, too,’ she said. ‘French. Italian.’ She spoke too fast, nervous, smiled, with a lopsided anxious turn of her lips. ‘We Europeans have many names in common.’


The Chief Aliens Officer leaned forward and twisted a pencil on the desk, lead, lead, end, tap-tip, tap-tip. ‘Are you Christian?’


She shook her head. Perhaps she should say she was a Quaker. She knew they weren’t quite Christian, not enough for the likes of this Jurat. But she had lied enough as it was.


‘Then what are you?’


‘I was brought up agnostic.’ Secular, but agnostic was less of a confrontation.


‘Communist?’ the Jurat said.


‘I didn’t say that.’


He thumped his fist on the desk. One side of his face twitched, lip, eye, an angry synchronised tic.


‘At least you don’t look Jewish,’ he said, staring at her hard. Dora stared back, until he averted his eyes. ‘Get out.’ He stood up, Sir Leonard behind him.
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