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Author’s Note

This novel is inspired by real historical events and the extraordinary courage of those who resisted tyranny during World War II. While many details of Ravensbrück and the broader context of the Holocaust are drawn from documented history, some characters, conversations and incidents have been fictionalised or amended for narrative purposes.




Prologue

10 June 1945

Glasgow city looked gloomy and grey on a wet June morning. The pavements glistened in the silvery drizzle, and pigeons huddled under shop awnings.

Kate closed her eyes for a moment in the back of the black taxi as doubts rose to the surface again. Her shoulders sagged into the worn leather seat. Sister Benedict, the jovial young nun who had been sent to accompany her, patted her knee.

‘Are you sure you’re OK there, Sister?’

‘Sister, as I’ve told you before, you do not need to worry about me.’

She was tired of being fussed over by her companion, by all of them.

‘Sorry, it’s just, given everything …’ started the young nun.

‘Enough,’ said Kate gently. ‘All is well.’

She wore a careful smile despite her fears that the meeting was a mistake. Living through it once was hard enough. She had already submitted to an interview with British authorities in Sweden. Mr Clutton and Colonel Butler had been patient and sympathetic, and she did her best to answer their questions. Mr Clutton had remarked that she seemed detached from the experience, focusing on facts rather than any personal feelings.

What more did they want from her? Did they not understand? There were some places that could not be revisited.

She cleaned her glasses before her hands found each other again and took up their familiar wringing. She wished she could have worn a habit with its long sleeves, but the standard size no longer fit and she was still waiting for one specially tailored to her gaunt frame. Instead, she wore a black A-line wool dress.

She focused her gaze on the little raindrops that streamed across the window. She followed drop by drop, as they were caught and pulled by the wind, leaving snail-like trails in their wake. The radio was a distant hum in the background.

Kate had spent a sleepless night sharing with five other women in a city centre hostel in Glasgow – all fellow survivors. Tossing and turning in the darkness, she had prayed, longing for sleep. But each time she drifted, scenes played out like a horror movie reel inside her mind, and she was woken from the nightmare as effectively as an unseen hand shaking her.

She’d risen at dawn and knelt on the threadbare carpet, pressing her forehead against the bed’s quilt. A cold sweat prickled her skin, and she’d wondered how she would ever find the strength to relive the horror. Prayer came in fragments. Lord, I’ve built walls around the memories, not to forget, but to survive. Help me remember and survive, instead.

Outside the car window, the rain had stopped. Winding it down for air, Kate forced herself to take in the surroundings, the gaping wounds of bomb sites and rubble surrounded by a bustling, noisy city.

‘Nearly there,’ the driver said.

The rumble of the car engine faded as the taxi came to a halt outside the grand façade of the Grand Central Hotel. Sister Benedict got out and opened Kate’s door on the other side. Kate winced, a flash of pain shooting up her swollen legs as she struggled out of the vehicle.

‘Lean on me, Sister. I’m here to help,’ she said, and for once Kate was glad of it.

A doorman, clad in a black uniform with shiny brass buttons, tipped his hat and opened the entrance door for the two women.

The hotel lobby stretched before Kate like something from a film. Crystal chandeliers cast warm light over gleaming marble floors. The air buzzed with the soft murmur of conversation, the clink of silver on bone china and peals of laughter from elegantly dressed patrons in silk dresses and fine wool suits. The concierge glided past, tipping his hat at Kate and Sister Benedict. Everyone seemed to move with ease in this old-world grandeur, weaving around her as Kate hobbled across the lobby to the reception, head lowered.

‘Room ten, first floor,’ the clerk behind the oak desk said, gesturing towards the sweeping staircase. An eager bellboy in a jaunty red cap led the way. Kate had to stop to catch her breath at the top of the stairs.

Benedict supported Kate until they stood outside the door. ‘I’ll be right here waiting for you, Sister,’ she said, sighing with pleasure as she sat down into a plump chaise-longue in the corridor.

Kate hesitated for a moment, then knocked.

‘Come in, please.’

The walls were decorated with a violent profusion of pink and scarlet roses, and the Persian carpet underfoot blazed with crimson and gold. At the far end of the room, beyond an overstuffed chintz sofa and occasional tables topped with vases of colourful flowers, sat the man she had been sent to meet. Everything about the room felt like an assault on Kate’s senses.

The man rose from behind a mahogany desk and walked towards her, extending his hand. Tall and gaunt, with wisps of grey hair combed across his scalp, he appeared trim and neat.

‘I’m George Robey, working as part of the British legal team for the war crimes trials. Please, do sit down.’

Kate’s gaze shifted to the woman who also rose from a seat near his desk. Her blonde hair was pinned neatly under a black peaked hat, and she wore bright red lipstick. But it was her black uniform with its silver buttons that gave Kate pause as she shook the young woman’s hand. For a split second, she was looking at a female guard in black uniform staring back at her – one of Dorothea Binz’s crows.

‘Constable Hamilton is here to assist with any concerns you might have,’ Mr Robey said.

He settled Kate into the wingback chair before returning behind his desk, covered in neat stacks of documents. The air hung thick with his pipe tobacco, but he quickly tapped the pipe’s contents into an ashtray.

‘Sister Marie-Laurence, you are most welcome here, or would you prefer if I call you Miss McCarthy?’

‘Kate is fine, thank you.’ The room felt airless despite its size. ‘Might I have some water, please?’ Her voice came out smaller than she intended.

Constable Hamilton rose smoothly from her seat nearly opposite Kate’s. ‘Of course. I’ll fetch some immediately.’

Robey began. ‘As you will have gathered, my job is to collect evidence that will be crucial in the coming war trials. I’ve received a briefing from Mr Clutton of the Foreign Office, who interviewed you in Malmö. So … he tells me you are the Nun of Ravensbrück.’

Kate felt a rush of heat travelling up her cheeks. She looked to the tall windows, longing to be anywhere but here. Glasgow’s afternoon light filtered through lace curtains, but she remained in the shadow of a world she needed to forget.

‘I am the Irish nun.’ She paused, her silence demanding an explanation. ‘There was another – a French sister. Sister Magdalena. I never spoke to her, but I saw her on a few occasions—’

Her voice fractured as she thought of the final time she had seen her, the embodiment of grace in the darkest hour.

George Robey’s voice softened.

‘Please don’t distress yourself, Sister. We’ll take this at whatever pace you need. If you require a break at any time, you just have to ask.’

Constable Hamilton returned with a glass of water and resumed her seat, her pen poised over her notepad. Kate sipped and shut her eyes. She felt the room shift. A coolness brushed against her neck, soft as a whispered prayer. She heard a gentle rustle and reopened her eyes to glance towards the source of the sound. And there she saw them, gathered together in the room in front of her, translucent as morning mist – René with his boyish grin and handsome dimple. Jules, clutching his crumpled photograph, the faces of his children still visible through the worn creases. Robert, giving her a curt nod. Boris, his pale eyes bright. Sister Magdalena, her dark gaze still filled with her gentle compassion. And most precious of all, the one she called her little sparrow, whose green, smiling eyes she would never forget. They nodded to her, these ghosts who were more real than the floral wallpaper around them. Their lips moved without sound, but she heard them, urging her on. We are still with you. We can no longer speak, but you can.

Her hands were steady now, and so was her breathing. The spectres around her seemed to lean forward, their presence supporting her.

And so she began.




PART I

Resistance
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Béthune, France, five years earlier

April 1940

Kate stood on the platform at Béthune railway station, a shabby brown suitcase by her feet. Her brown habit reeked of smoke, from fellow passengers and the steam engine. Black smuts streaked her face and wimple.

Her tiring journey from Louisiana had included an eight-day Atlantic crossing on rough April seas, followed by long hours on a local train from Paris, stopping at every halt. Yet, as she looked around the familiar station, exhaustion gave way to elation.

The platform was nearly empty, apart from a few passengers disembarking in the fading afternoon light. The air bit through her wool garments – so different from Louisiana’s heavy warmth. Her eyes settled on the two military policemen at the station gate, rifles slung over shoulders. They glanced at the tall nun before lighting cigarettes and resuming their expressions of bored indifference. The sight unsettled her. It echoed her first day in France, twenty-seven years earlier.

The previous day, at Le Havre, she’d felt invigorated as she struggled down the gangplank of the transatlantic liner with her suitcase. Clean, crisp air had filled her lungs, and she’d smiled. She was back on French soil – a country where she felt destined to live. The oppressive humidity of Louisiana was already a fading memory, and she remembered her eighteen-year-old self arriving at the same spot all those years back, where her life as one of the Franciscan Sisters of Calais had begun.

Now, even the seagulls, wheeling and shrieking, seemed to welcome her return. Kate, you’re back! At last! Dock workers yelled and hauled rope nets from the ship’s belly as passengers milled around, dragging trunks and greeting loved ones. Her heart had sunk when she’d seen the checkpoints and sandbags piled high on the quay walls and suddenly become aware of the military presence surrounding everyone. France was yet again preparing for war.

Seeing the military personnel at Béthune railway station was another reminder. She touched the worn rosary beads at her waist, seeking calm. It’s only a precaution, she told herself. The Nazis may never come. France might be spared.

She waited patiently. Mother Angelica had promised that someone would meet every train until she arrived. Would anyone still recognise her? At the thought of St Jean’s Hospital, memories of laughter and kindness came flooding back. It had been two decades, but Kate didn’t feel much different from that young woman who had left France in 1919, called, along with five other sisters, to America, to nurse at a new hospital set up in the South. Although the intolerable Louisiana heat had taken a toll on her physically, her drive and spirit shone with the same intensity as they had in her youth.

‘Sister Marie-Laurence! Marie-Laurence!’

A voice rang out in a familiar Scouse lilt, calling her by a name she had not heard in some time – that which she had taken at her final vows. Kate turned to see Sister Marie-Ursule dashing through the gate, waving. Kate laughed, seeing her friend’s bright smile, unchanged.

They embraced. A grey curl had escaped Marie-Ursule’s wimple, the only sign of passing time.

‘Look at you – hardly aged a day in twenty years!’ Kate said, framing her friend’s face with her palms. Sometimes it surprised Kate when she caught her own reflection in a mirror, but if Marie-Ursule noticed the lines on her face, she didn’t say.

‘You haven’t changed either!’ Marie-Ursule beamed.

They hauled Kate’s battered case to a waiting horse-drawn cart. The middle-aged driver, his cap pulled low against the chill, puffed his pipe, paying little heed to the sisters. Kate noticed his left sleeve was pinned at the elbow – another casualty of the last war.

‘Sister Marie-Laurence, welcome home!’ said Marie-Ursule as they sat on the wooden bench.

‘It’s been too long,’ Kate replied. ‘But I never expected to return, to tell the truth.’

Only weeks earlier, doctors had warned that Louisiana’s heat was harming her heart and circulation. Mother Bethanie had reluctantly sent her back to the milder climate of northern France, so she could continue her nursing career.

She looked down at her swollen ankles and sighed. At forty-four, life had upended her again. She was grateful she could still nurse – it was her vocation. But leaving all she loved behind had felt like a blow. She reminded herself that she’d been happy in Béthune before the Great War. Yet the signs of conflict she’d seen on arrival had shaken her. It felt like waiting for a storm.

She nodded at an army truck rumbling towards them. ‘Is this really happening again?’

She didn’t miss the shadow that crossed Marie-Ursule’s face.

‘You probably haven’t heard – Germany’s invaded Denmark and Norway. Everyone thinks they won’t stop there.’

Kate shook her head. Hadn’t France endured enough? Its innocent citizens had been thrust into the blazing centre of what they had all believed was ‘the war to end all wars’. No – Kate stubbornly refused to believe it. Fate would not inflict such devastation twice in a people’s lifetime.

‘God will protect us,’ she said firmly. ‘France will be spared this time.’

The cart rolled through the steep-roofed streets of Béthune, and Kate drank in the view. When she’d left in 1919, much of it had lain in rubble. Now, orderly streets stretched before her again, as if time had wound back to her first arrival in 1913. The centuries-old belfry stood proud once more in the Grand-Place, its restored pinnacle gleaming.

Ahead stood the stone buildings of the Franciscan convent and hospital. Damaged but still standing, St Jean’s stirred something deep within her. She hadn’t cried on leaving Louisiana – but now tears pricked her eyes. As they passed through the gates, Kate looked up at the stone cross above the entrance – the cross of Lorraine, which St Joan of Arc had carried into battle. Kate turned to the horizon where, just over two decades ago, artillery flashes had lit the night sky. For now, all was quiet. But for how long?

She looked around with familiar fondness. St Jean’s had been built in a square around a leafy courtyard. Three sides housed the hospital, the fourth the convent of the Franciscan Sisters of Calais, whose residents formed the majority of the hospital’s nursing staff. The fourth wall of the building also contained the entrance gates, the porter’s lodge between them.

‘I thought I’d never see this place again,’ Kate said, eyes on the red-brick walls. ‘I believed Louisiana would be my eternal resting place.’

Sister Marie-Ursule took her hand. ‘Maybe God has brought you back when we need you most.’

The flicker of joy Kate had felt faded. She hoped her friend was wrong.
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A Nun with a Gun

Warm morning light filtered through the linden trees as Kate stepped into the courtyard garden the next morning. Marie-Ursule, who was waiting for her on the stone bench, glanced up, but her usual smile was absent.

‘Sorry, Marie-Laurence, I’ve had bad news about a friend.’ Marie-Ursule’s fingers twisted in her lap. ‘Edith – a doctor from Berlin. She worked with us here in the hospital.’

‘A German doctor, working here?’

Marie-Ursule sighed. ‘Yes. After the Nazis stopped Jewish doctors practising in Germany five years ago, Edith moved in with relatives in the town – the Levins, who run the fabric shop – and she worked here instead.’

The morning breeze stirred the leaves above them as Kate waited.

‘I’ve just heard that she’s gone.’ Marie-Ursule stood abruptly and began pacing the narrow path between the rose beds. ‘Edith and the entire family have vanished.’

Kate’s chest tightened. ‘Lantial told me last night that Jewish families have been disappearing in some local towns,’ she said.

‘The doorman hears everything,’ said Marie-Ursule, slumping down on the bench beside her friend. ‘German Jews are regarded as “enemy aliens” now, and the government has a detention camp for them here in France.’

‘Surely not—’

‘Yes, thousands are being interned near the Pyrenees.’

Marie-Ursule turned, her face pale in the dappled sunlight, and Kate reached for her hand. ‘They’re smart people. They left Germany – maybe they decided it was time to flee France too.’

Marie-Ursule shook her head. ‘Edith would never have left the hospital without a word. She would never have abandoned her patients. The Levins closed their shop as usual one evening last week, and they haven’t been seen since. I think they’ve been taken.’

Kate’s words of comfort died on her lips as the convent bell tolled the hour.

Marie-Ursule escorted Kate on a brief tour of St Jean’s before they began work that morning. Kate’s footsteps only slowed as they approached the open doors of St Clare’s ward. She hesitated on the threshold. The familiar smell hit her first – a blend of disinfectant, beeswax polish and dampness. The north-facing windows cast the same thin light across empty beds. The new colour on the walls – cream, not the grey she remembered – couldn’t disguise the memories transporting her back through the years.

Two faces from the past surfaced in the cool light, both young Irish men, only seventeen years old. She remembered them clearly – Clement O’Reilly, freckles stark against his pallor, and John Lynch, his dark hair matted with sweat.

Her pen had scratched across paper in this room – Dear Mrs O’Reilly, your son wants you to know – while Clement’s breathing caught between words. Mustard gas. She recalled guiding John’s feverish hand to form letters that his mother would treasure – Tell Da I was brave. Their hands had gripped hers, small hands that reminded her of her younger brothers at home. She had given whispered assurances to young Lynch, smoothing the damp hair from his forehead even as his breathing faded. These were the only lies that came easily to her. John’s lips had moved in silent prayer. She had opened her Bible, her voice steady as his breath grew shallower. ‘Do not fear, for I am with you – do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you and help you.’

Her gentle words had felt hollow in the face of the raw fear that stared back at her.

The ward stretched before her now, beds in neat rows. But Kate could still feel those young hands in hers, hear the rustle of turning pages, and see the frightened eyes of boys who should have lived to be men. She vowed to visit their graves in Béthune’s cemetery, far from the homes they should have returned to.

But it wasn’t only memories that troubled her now – it was what lay ahead. She could almost hear the danger rumbling like distant thunder before a storm.

The mood was solemn when the sisters sat around the refectory table for supper that night. News of the war filled the conversations, and one of the younger sisters grew tearful and upset.

‘Enough war talk now,’ said Mother Angelica, her sharp knuckles striking the wooden table. ‘Soeur Marie-Laurence, you have travelled to places we have never seen. Regale us all with one of your great adventures in Louisiana!’

Kate was one of a long line of storytellers in Cork, and she responded with an easy smile to the Reverend Mother’s request.

‘Picture this,’ she began. ‘A place filled with dark marshes and swamps, home to crawfish and slinking alligators hunting for their next meal.’

The younger sisters exchanged glances, and Marie-Ursule raised an eyebrow. ‘And in this wilderness they built a hospital?’

‘Mother Marie de Bethanie Crowley from Cork brought me to Louisiana in 1919. I was very happy to go – she was an inspir-ation to me when I was growing up, and one of the reasons I decided to take the veil. By then, she and a handful of almost exclusively Irish sisters had built a hospital among the dark bayous – a place called Monroe,’ explained Kate. ‘With the hospital came all the troubles of that area. The wards were divided – white patients only in some, coloured patients confined to the others. Sister Mary Reginald Slattery ran the coloured ward.’

‘Another Irish sister,’ Marie-Ursule said, pointing a warning finger at the French novices. ‘Soeur Marie-Laurence told me they were everywhere in Monroe. We can’t escape them and thank God for that!’

Laughter rippled around the table before Kate continued, her voice lowering. ‘One August night, when the air hung thick as molasses and cricket song filled the darkness, lit torches appeared outside the St Francis Sanatorium.’

The dining table fell silent.

‘Sister Reginald was tending to patients when she first heard the shouting. Through the window, she saw them – maybe thirty men, their faces anonymous in the flickering light. A lynch mob had come to hang one of her patients.’

A young sister pressed her hand to her chest. ‘What did she do?’

‘She went running for her coloured assistant, a man called John Allen,’ said Kate. ‘He kept a hunting rifle, for possums.’

Kate held the room in the palm of her hand.

‘Sister Reginald planted her feet at the front door of the hospital. Picture her – barely five feet tall, in her white nursing habit.’ Kate mimed the motion of lifting a rifle. ‘She aimed that rifle and stared down thirty men. Sweat ran down her face. Her hands shook. But she did not budge.’

The sisters held their breath as Kate continued.

‘The mob had expected panicking nurses, perhaps a male doctor to reason with. They had not expected … a nun with a gun!’

Kate looked around the room, her audience rapt.

‘They yelled at her to get out of their way, but Sister Reginald refused to move an inch. She was frozen in this stand-off with a mob. It continued for one minute, maybe two. It seemed forever to her. Voices muttered in the darkness. Some shouts and arguments. Then, one by one, the torches lowered and the men melted back into the bayou. No one wanted to take on the nun with the gun.’

‘But what if they had kept coming?’ asked one sister. ‘Would she have fired?’

Kate laughed out loud, breaking the tension. ‘The gun wasn’t even loaded, and she had never held one in her life before. John had only seconds to coach her on how to go out brandishing it like a professional.’ She shook her head at the memory. ‘The men were rattled, meeting a wolf in sheep’s clothing. They saw a woman of God ready to die for her patient. They didn’t dare fight her.’

Kate settled back into her chair.

‘For weeks afterwards, John Allen would sing “Sister Reginald from Ireland is as brave as Davy Crockett” whenever she made her rounds. The patients would cheer, knowing they slept under the protection of their very own frontier nun.’

The dining hall erupted in applause, all thoughts of the looming war forgotten. Mother Angelica beamed with amused pride. ‘What a story, Kate! She sounds like a singular woman.’

‘She was, Mother. She died two years ago and left a lesson for us all,’ said Kate. ‘She showed the courage that’s hidden in quiet service, and the great bravery it can require to stand by our beliefs.’

Mother Angelica invited Kate to join her for tea in her parlour that evening. The Reverend Mother sat by the fire in her overstuffed armchair, her tiny feet hardly touching the ground from her chair, her hands tucked away in her habit’s wide brown sleeves. One of the novices laid a silver tea tray on the table before her.

‘Welcome back to St Jean’s, Soeur Marie-Laurence,’ Angelica said, waving Kate towards the armchair opposite her. ‘I have heard much about your time in America – all good, I might add.’

The older nun poured tea with practised grace, her movements unhurried. Her eyes, when they met Kate’s, held both compassion and steel. Even though war loomed, she explained that the Order was determined to continue running St Jean’s. A few of the youngest novices would be sent away, but most of the staff would remain, whatever happened. As she spoke, Kate’s heart became heavier. The Mother Superior believed that the invasion of France was imminent.

‘We must be ready, Soeur Marie-Laurence, to honour our vow.’

It was a much younger Kate who had made her vows in 1913, but she held that pledge sacred and had sworn always to uphold it. ‘We promise to take in and care for every poor stranger passing,’ Kate answered firmly.

‘And that, my dear child, is precisely what we will do, no matter what or who tries to stand in our way.’
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Invasion

A thunderous pounding ripped Kate from sleep. Blinking rapidly in the semi-darkness, she took a few seconds to realise it wasn’t a dream – someone was banging on her door. Switching on her old bedside lamp, she squinted at her watch and struggled out of bed. It was shortly after dawn, and she had been in France only a few weeks. What in all of heaven was happening?

She heard Marie-Ursule’s voice as she tugged on her moth-eaten dressing gown and slippers and opened the door. Tears had carved tracks down her friend’s face, and, in the dim light behind her, other sisters hurried past like shadows.

‘It’s happened, Kate. War has come to France,’ said Marie-Ursule.

As if to confirm her words, there was the sound of low-flying planes and both nuns looked up in fearful unison. Kate knew, in that instant – Friday, 10 May – that she was listening to the sound of the world she knew being shattered forever.

She shook her head, hardly believing the world had come to this again.

Everyone gathered in the chapel, cloaked in the flickering warmth of wax candles, an island of calm in the outside chaos. Mother Angelica stood at the foot of the altar, the statue of St Francis gazing down. Her male nurse and orderly, André Bar, towered at her left elbow. On her right stood the hospital chaplain, Canon Bouchind’homme. The three were the picture of composure, waiting patiently for the sisters to assemble.

Dull thuds echoed, and lights flashed through the chapel windows. Panicked exclamations from younger nurses broke the quiet. The Mother Superior clapped her hands sharply.

‘Calm now, Sisters, I implore you,’ she said, casting a disapproving glare towards the pew of novices. ‘We knew this day might come. We must be ready to receive those who will need us. Pray now, for a few moments. Ask God for His guidance and strength, then proceed to your stations. We will have much to do.’

Kate tried to banish the doubts churning in her mind. Perhaps Marie-Ursule was right – perhaps it was God’s will that she had returned to France for this. She was no longer the frightened young nun of the last war. This time, she was the one meant to lead and shepherd the young sisters. Others led me, she thought – now it is my turn. With His help, I can do this.

But, deep in her heart, guilt stirred. She wanted to be anywhere but war-torn France again.

All morning, the sisters heard the drone of what were almost certainly squadrons of German Junkers flying overhead. Kate tensed at each one, bracing for the whistle of falling bombs that never came. Instead, news arrived that La Bassée, just fifteen kilometres east, was under heavy attack. The injured began arriving within hours, exhausted and in shock. Kate tended to one bleeding veteran accompanied by two small grandchildren.

‘I never thought I’d see such carnage again after the last war,’ he said grimly. ‘Nothing prepared us for this savagery.’

Kate checked that the two solemn-eyed children, sipping the milk she’d given them, were out of earshot. ‘What happened in La Bassée today?’

‘The Germans started bombing at first light. It was a stampede from town, a rout of frightened old and young. Everyone was pushing and rushing like great currents down winding roads. We had no idea where we were going – just south, away from the Boche and the horrors they were bringing.’

She hadn’t heard the term Boche, short for German ‘cabbage head’, since the Great War. Silent tears slid down the man’s lined face as he continued.

‘We fled like everyone else, but later we heard the planes coming after us on the country roads. It’s terrifying, Sister. You hear them before you see them, those Stukas. They were over us so quickly. Then they dived, sirens screaming, that high-pitched howl getting louder and louder as they closed in.’

He shook his head, reliving the horror.

‘Machine gunfire tore the air apart. We just threw ourselves into a ditch. I had my granddaughter Lily tied to my wrist with a piece of twine so I wouldn’t lose her. I held her underneath me to protect her. Look at her out there, Sister – her poor face, all nettle stings. I saw children sitting on the roadside, crying, lost in the chaos. But what could I do?’

He hesitated, then continued.

‘My wife had young Tommy under her,’ he said, nodding towards the child in the hall. ‘We all lay face down. All I could hear was gunfire and screaming – on and on it went. Then the planes turned and left. I looked at my wife of forty years … her dress, her hands, her face – all painted red with her blood. She didn’t last long.’

Kate’s heart ached for the old man.

‘Where will you go, monsieur?’ she asked. The hospital was already overwhelmed and could only keep the most severely injured. The two children sat across the hall, their wide eyes never leaving their grandfather.

‘I have a brother further south. But first, Sister, I must find a way to bury my wife.’

By afternoon, throngs of refugees were pouring through Béthune, fleeing the advancing enemy. Kate and several junior sisters set up a table at the hospital gates, handing out cups of cool water to fleeing townspeople and offering bread and milk to their children.

She watched as people passed by, carrying whatever they could save. Some had carts and wagons – others lugged belongings in flour sacks over their shoulders. Mothers and grandmothers struggled to keep small children moving. Shock and fear were etched on their faces.

‘Where are we to go?’ more than one woman asked. A man told her that all roads leading south were jammed with desperate refugees. Pas-de-Calais, the northernmost tip of France, was haemorrhaging its population.

In the following days, the hospital swelled with wounded refugees and French and British soldiers. Patients filled overcrowded wards, lined corridors, and even spilled into the convent vestibule. Kate arranged for the cellars to be cleared of storage. Broken statues and decades-old detritus were piled in the courtyard. The dark, cool rooms below ground offered relief from the heat and soon housed over seven hundred and fifty people.

Kate and her fellow nurses spared no effort. During those unseasonably hot weeks that marked the start of the invasion, they mopped sweat from their brows as they worked. Kate moved from room to room, cleaning wounds and offering quiet encouragement. The British soldiers, especially, lay listless, propped against thin pillows, their eyes fixed on some distant point beyond the ceiling. They had arrived in France a year earlier as part of the British Expeditionary Force. But within ten days of the German advance, most British and many French forces were trapped in a pocket of northern France that included Béthune. The situation was deteriorating fast, and troops were retreating towards Dunkirk.

As a native English-speaker, Kate made time for the British soldiers, urging them to talk about home. Private Jennings, only seventeen, asked for her daily.

‘I’m goin’ ter be OK, ain’t I, Sister? You see, I have to get back to me ma. I’m all she has in the world – me da copped it in the first war.’

He spoke of missing his mother’s cooking and the kiss she gave him every night before bed.

‘Sister, I want to go home,’ he said. ‘I have to get home.’

So do I, child, she thought, the same desperate longing rising in her. She wondered how long it would be before she saw her own family again. She pictured the farm in west Cork, where her little brothers and sisters were now grown. She hadn’t seen them in years. When she’d returned to France, she had hoped the Order might allow a visit.

Where has the time gone? she thought. She imagined green fields, soft rain, cool breezes. But with every passing hour, as the advancing forces sealed off more of the country, she wondered if she would ever see her beloved homeland again.
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Battle for Béthune

News soon came that the Germans were advancing on Béthune. Kate flurried from room to room, helping to board up windows and doors.

‘Higher,’ she instructed André, watching him hammer boards across the panes until only slivers of sunlight remained.

With his massive frame and considerable girth, André reminded Kate of a taller, fleshier version of her brother Dan. She had to resist the urge to praise the hospital infirmier – whenever she did, a flush of red crept up his cheeks and settled under his bushy moustache.

Together, they pushed heavy oak tables against the doors, barricading the already crowded wards from the outside world. Outside, the porter, Monsieur Lantial, and the sisters had shut and reinforced the gates to both the convent and the hospital.

Everyone held their breath as German tanks rolled through Béthune’s main street on Friday, 24 May. Infantry battalions followed and dispersed into the narrower roads. They soon encountered British and French forces, ordered to delay the German advance and protect the retreating Allied troops. That day, open warfare erupted on the town’s streets. A grenade exploded nearby – close enough to send clouds of white plaster dust cascading from the ceilings. Gunfire rang out in sharp bursts. Explosions echoed throughout the day, mingled with screams that made the hairs on Kate’s neck stand on end.

André climbed the narrow attic ladder to survey the town from the highest dormer window.

‘The square is a slaughterhouse,’ he said grimly as he descended the rungs, his face ashen. ‘No point upsetting everyone, so not a word to the younger sisters.’

Inside, as the fighting raged beyond the walls, Kate and the nursing staff laboured in stifling heat. The air hung motionless and thick behind the shuttered doors and windows. Beneath her heavy uniform, sweat trickled between Kate’s shoulder blades, but she continued her rounds, moving from patient to patient, offering reassurance wherever she could.

One explosion was so close that the entire building shook.

‘We’re sitting ducks!’ cried Private Jennings, his eyes wide with panic.

Kate reached his bedside in a few strides and placed a thermometer under his tongue. ‘Jennings, you must be brave, or you’ll frighten the young sisters,’ she whispered. This was a line she used to instil calm on every ward – she would plead with the terrified soldiers to keep composed for the young sisters’ sake and order the novices to wear a brave face for their patients. All that day and into the next, she maintained her steady pace, keeping fear at bay with a firm tone and soothing words.

Marie-Ursule lifted the mood in the hospital by appearing in a soldier’s tin helmet strapped over her veil and fastened tightly under her chin. ‘I’m ready for the Germans!’ she declared at every opportunity – until the Reverend Mother spotted her and ordered her to remove it immediately.

Kate’s hands trembled as another blast shook the hospital. She pressed her palms flat against her thighs and forced herself to breathe slowly. More dust drifted from the ceiling. Through a narrow gap in the barricades she caught glimpses of muzzle flashes – sharp bursts of light in the darkness, like deadly fireflies. She closed her eyes and whispered the prayers that had carried her through the Great War, through other nights when death had lingered just beyond the walls. When she opened her eyes, her voice was steady.

‘We’re going to be fine,’ she said – and almost believed it.

By midday on Sunday, the Germans had taken control of Béthune. The gunfire stopped, and civilians slowly emerged from their barricaded homes. In the hospital, a collective sigh rose – they had made it through the invasion unharmed. Kate helped remove the barricades, and, as the shutters came down, light flooded the hospital again. On Monday, Kate picked her way through the pockmarked cobblestones, her empty basket swinging by her side as she searched for food. The memory of the Jewish Levin family lingered like ghostly echoes in the town, their shop shuttered, the once-bright façade now dulled and lifeless.

As days passed, however, what astonished her most was how quickly normal life resumed under the control of their invaders. Children darted about, playing games between ruined buildings. Sounds of laughter emerged from knots of housewives as they queued for supplies. German soldiers, neat in grey uniforms, practised their French on blushing teenage girls. Others loitered in the square, posing for photographs before the belfry as though they were tourists. Kate watched them, her jaw tight.

Nearby, three old veterans sat in the shade, with weathered hands leaning on canes. Their faces were etched with sorrow as they watched a young German officer march across the square, head high and shoulders set. Kate’s heart ached for them. She could only imagine what it must feel like for these old war survivors to witness the second German occupation of their lives.
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The Witness

Kate’s steps faltered as she rounded the corner towards the hospital’s front desk. The attending doctor was standing rigid before a burly soldier from the regular German Army – the Wehrmacht. Between them lay a military green stretcher, its canvas occupied by an unconscious British soldier. A second German, red-haired and sullen, stood behind, his rifle trained on another British prisoner. That soldier was swaying, both hands locked behind his head. Dried blood matted his hair and face.

The smell hit Kate first – that sweet rot of decay mixed with the metallic tang of fresh blood. She knelt by the unconscious man, casting a trained eye over his wounds. Dr Louis Dhénin was arguing for both men to be admitted. The German was insisting that they could be bandaged up and sent for detention.

Her gaze travelled down the young man’s body to where a bone jutted through torn flesh below his knee. The grey pallor of the wound confirmed its severity. Thank God for sulfa powder – during the last war, such a wound would have meant certain amputation.

When the second German stepped forward to join the argument, Kate took the opportunity to examine the prisoner with the head wound. His eyes met hers for a fraction of a second – pale blue, bloodshot and desperate.

‘Sister, that man’s story must be heard,’ he whispered, nodding towards the stretcher. ‘Le Paradis – ninety-seven British are dead. Do you understand?’

Kate glanced at the Germans, still locked in animated debate with Dr Dhénin. She nodded, face neutral. The hamlet of Le Paradis lay only ten kilometres away. His urgency needed no further explanation.

Dr Dhénin won the argument. Stretcher-bearers were summoned for the unconscious man, while the prisoner was led to a ward, his German guard glowering.

Kate knew at once what she had to do. If information about Le Paradis was true, the Germans would not want any witnesses. But she needed Dhénin’s help. Marie-Ursule had confided that she thought the doctor to be rather dull, but Kate saw soulful eyes behind his thick spectacle lenses and was sure she recognised a quiet kindness there. From everything she had observed of Louis Dhénin, he had a clear commitment to care and healing. She must trust her instincts.

‘We have a problem, Dr Dhénin,’ she said quietly. ‘The Gestapo may come looking for these men. Their admission date needs to be recorded … earlier.’

Her heart pounded when he gave no immediate response. Was he ignoring her? Did he not understand?

He moved to the hospital register, running a finger down the page.

‘Those British soldiers, Albert Pooley and William O’Callaghan,’ he said carefully. ‘They were admitted … last Wednesday, correct, Sister?’

Kate nodded firmly.

He turned back a page and began to fill in the details.

Her relief was immediate but fleeting. What if the Gestapo checked the ledger? What if the red-haired German contradicted the admission date? Every time she passed
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