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Chapter 1

Bea

8 September 1943. Three years later.

 

BANNED BOOK

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

 

 

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

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

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

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

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

‘You know what I mean.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Huh? Did you say something?’

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

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

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

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

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

‘I want to marry you.’

‘You’re up to something. What is it?’

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

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

‘When?’ she demanded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Panic slammed through her.

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

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

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

A story to tell the grandkids?

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

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

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

‘Oh, thanks very much!’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Are you barmy enough to be my wife?’

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

‘Certifiable.’

‘Is that a yes?’

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

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

He pulled something from his pocket.

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

‘I engraved it with our initials. See.’

JLM. BG.

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

She slipped it on her finger.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Three years on, this was what.

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

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

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

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

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

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





Chapter 10

Grace

 

 

BANNED BOOK

Ernest Hemingway’s writing was viewed by the Nazis as a ‘corrupting foreign influence’ and his books banned.

 

 

After a long hard winter at war, Grace’s thoughts turned to spring. It was the first Saturday in March and a sense of hope blossomed among the stacks.

She’d come in that morning to find dozens of donated books, so many in fact that she and Miss Piquet had to pile them up high in her office.

Grace and her library assistant had been working flat out all day recommending, stamping, shelving and dealing with the queue that at times threatened to snake out the door. 1943 had been busy, but 1944 was proving to be even busier.

As the occupation clamped its jaws ever tighter round islanders’ necks, it felt like everything was short but books. There was the cinema of course, but no one with a shred of self-respect would dare pass under the swastika, which now hung over The Forum on Grenville Street, to watch what amounted to German propaganda. West’s cinema was where the locals went, but sometimes it felt as if the only thing they’d shown over the past three years was The Wizard of Oz and Grace had decided there was only so many times she could follow Dorothy up the Yellow Brick Road. So the library it was – a refuge for tattered souls.

Grace took a moment to appreciate the book tower in her office.

One book caught her eye. The Book Lovers’ Anthology: A Compendium of Writing about Books, Readers and Libraries. Usually their donated books were a little on the tatty side, but this hardback looked like it belonged in a rare-books archive. Its burgundy embossed-leather cover and gold-tipped pages made it easily the most divine book she had ever seen. Grace picked it up, her fingers fanning the soft cream vellum pages. She held it to her nose, breathing in the musty tang of old paper. A note slipped out. Elegant looping words etched on tomato-packing paper.

I’ll never forget the sight of you reading Jane Austen by candlelight. R x

Grace smiled. How on earth?

The door opened a crack and Grace slid the note in her skirt pocket.

‘Hallo. Sorry to disturb. Do you have a moment?’

Albert Bedane, the physiotherapist, hovered at her office door.

‘For you Mr Bedane, always.’

‘Gracious, look at all these books.’

‘Donated would you believe.’

‘It’s your book club, Grace. It’s igniting a fire.’

‘I’m not sure about that, but I hope it offers a little solace, the chance to escape the churn of one’s thoughts.’

‘Which is why I’m here. Might we talk in private?’

He shut the door.

‘How can I help you?’ she asked, clearing books off chairs so he could sit down.

‘I’m after more books for my house guest, please,’ he said, pulling out The Secret Garden. ‘She romped through this.’

‘Of course. She’s almost exhausted my stock of romantic fiction.’

‘Have you anything more in the vein of The Secret Garden? Something about the the loneliness of the protagonist and the vivid descriptions of opening a secret door to a hidden-away garden . . . well, it spoke to her. She said it made her feel less alone somehow, reminded her of the beauty of nature.’

Grace felt her heart buckle. She couldn’t imagine not breathing country air, witnessing the magical twilight hour when bats flitted from the eaves of their old farmhouse. Of all those hazy summer hours reading under the apple tree in her garden. What must it be like to be hidden away in a cellar, breathing the same stale air, month after month?

‘She needs another world to roam. A metaphorical door to open.’

Her eyes alighted on the nearest box. Serendipity.

‘Alice in Wonderland!’

‘Isn’t that a children’s book?’

‘I’d say it’s a book for book lovers of any age. Alice falls down the rabbit hole and uncovers a strange subterranean world, filled with doorways she has to find a way to open.’

She sighed. ‘I adored this book growing up. I used to explore under my bed hoping to find a loose floorboard, a portal to another world.’

‘What did you find?’

‘Dust mainly.’

He laughed. ‘This’ll do nicely.’

‘I do hope it works, Mr Bedane, until the day comes when she can open her real front door.’

‘Please God that day comes soon.’

He looked up, Grace thought in deference to Him.

‘Allied planes flew over St Helier last night, Grace. British or American, I’m not sure. They were just visible to the naked eye. There were eighty-eight of them – I counted.’

‘Maybe that day will come sooner than we think,’ she ventured hopefully.

‘Here’s hoping.’ He picked up the book and tapped it. ‘Until that day, we have Alice.’

‘Tuck it in your bag,’ she advised. ‘I haven’t catalogued it yet, so it’s off the record. Actually, half a mo. If you get stopped with this book, it’ll look iffy.’

She glanced around her office and the idea suddenly came to her.

‘Here.’ Grace picked up a donated copy of Wayfaring Life in the Middle Ages, slipped off the dust jacket and popped it over the top of an indignant-looking Alice.

‘If you get stopped and searched, this’ll look an awful lot less suspicious.’

‘You’re a wonder, Grace!’

He hesitated, clearly something else weighing on his mind.

‘I . . . um . . . I don’t suppose you have anything else off the record, if you catch my drift.’

‘I’m afraid your drift must have slipped from my grasp, Mr Bedane.’

‘I’ll speak more plainly. I was happily making my way through some of Ernest Hemingway’s fine novels when the invasion happened and they just seemed to have well, vanished from the stacks.’

‘Yes, apologies for that. Our uninvited guests decided Hemingway is an author uncongenial to the regime.’

‘I was hoping to read A Farewell to Arms . . .’ He tapped the book on his lap. ‘Should the occasion present itself.’

She stared at him for a very long time, her thoughts ticking over.

‘I think we know that we can both trust each other, Grace. You must know that I, of all people, would never betray that trust. I have far too much to lose.’

Grace nodded, understanding.

‘Very well. Why don’t you bring back the cover of Wayfaring Life in the Middle Ages, and I’ll see what opportunities present themselves.’

He smiled as he rose to his feet. ‘You’re an enlightened librarian, Grace.’

‘One would hope all librarians are,’ she replied.

Fifteen minutes later, Mr Bedane left, happy with a concealed Alice in Wonderland, tucked in his physiotherapist’s bag.

When Grace emerged from her office she was startled to see the library even busier than before, with every seat and spare patch of space in the mezzanine Reading Room full.

‘Book Club time, Grace,’ Miss Piquet reminded her.

‘Gracious, already?’

‘You look how I feel, my love.’ Molly the florist laughed.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Grace said, flustered to have been caught on the hop. ‘We’ve finished Pride and Prejudice, haven’t we, but I haven’t had a chance yet to think about what next.’

‘Might I make a suggestion?’ piped up Mr Warder, the post-office engineer. ‘It might sound a bit silly.’

‘You wouldn’t believe the requests I get,’ Grace replied. ‘This morning, an elderly gentleman came in and asked me to look after his pet ferret while he went to market. Our Bibliothèque Publique certainly gives me a wide insight into the peculiarities of man.’

The library crowd fell about. The grumpy looking German censor in the corner looked confused.

‘Don’t worry, Grace. I’m not smuggling ferrets,’ Mr Warder chuckled. ‘I had a Red Cross message delivered from my wife Trix in Bournemouth. She used up her twenty-word allocation would you believe to tell me not about the children, but that she’s reading Footsteps in the Dark, by Georgette Heyer, and would I read a copy too, so we could feel together.’

He looked embarrassed. ‘Sounds like terrible sentimental piffle if you ask me. I’m more of a P.G. Wodehouse man myself. Could we possibly read it together in book club?’

‘What a wonderful idea of your wife’s and as for sentimental, not a bit of it. Georgette Heyer is a first-class writer, full of dry wit and charm. Her research on the British Regency period is second to none.’

While Miss Piquet hurried off to fetch the book, Mr Warder rooted around in his pocket, fighting off tears.

‘Sorry, sorry . . . I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’

‘Nothing wrong with you,’ Queenie said, handing him her handkerchief. ‘You’re a human being with a beating heart. You’d have to be made of stone not to be missing your wife and kiddies.’

Mr Warder nodded, rubbing his eyes with the heel of his hands and Grace pushed back her own tears. Every day the horror of this god-awful war showed up in her library.

While she watched the book club’s show of solidarity, she suddenly realised two things, both of which made her feel disconcerted.

Firstly, Peter wasn’t there. In the franticness of the day she hadn’t noticed he wasn’t in the library. Usually he was like her little shadow and he never missed book club. Secondly, while they had closed ranks around Mr Warder, the Wolf had sneaked into the library and was sitting at the back, whispering something into the German censor’s ear.

The easy atmosphere of earlier evaporated as one by one the book club noticed the most notorious German on the island, sitting at the back of the library.

‘Miss La Mottée, I wanted to see what all the fuss is about,’ he said, his odd accent piercing the still of the library. ‘Please, act as if I am not here.’

‘Fat chance of that,’ Queenie muttered under her breath.

Grace began to read from the book, feeling as if every word might trigger a timebomb, her anger growing as she turned the page. This book club was supposed to be their sanctuary from the enemy, a safe space to escape from the war.

When she reached the end of the chapter, she shut the book and forced herself to focus on Mr Warder.

‘I bet the author would be delighted to know that, despite being separated by an ocean, you and your wife are reading together. The book is like a bridge between you.’

His rich laughter filled the library. ‘A bridge indeed. I rather like that.’

‘Let’s continue this book next week, shall we. Take care everyone.’

The room was filled with the sounds of chairs scraping back as weary islanders reluctantly reached for coats and bags.

She felt his presence behind her before she saw him, his hand, stained with earth, touched her arm and she froze.

‘Grace, I’m in a fix,’ he whispered.

She turned, the blood in her veins turning to ice.

Red was in the rough workman garb of a country farmer, not so unusual for a Saturday afternoon when many from the rural regions came into town, but there was no way his English accent would stand up to an interrogation.

The censor and the Wolf had positioned themselves at the door to the library, questioning everyone as they checked their papers.

‘Get in my office now,’ she hissed, her heart thundering in her mouth.

Red slipped into the side room and Grace walked as casually as she could through the library, making a point to chat as convivially as she could to everyone as they left.

‘You get off now, Miss Piquet,’ she said as the room emptied. ‘I’ll close up.’

Eventually, it was just her, the censor and the Wolf, standing in a puddle of late-afternoon light.

‘I’ve been observing you, Miss La Mottée. You’re rather like a priest taking confession.’

‘I run a library, Sergeant Wölfle, not a church.’

‘You won’t mind if I take a look around, check there are no irregularities.’

‘Be my guest,’ she said, as the whirring inside her ears reached a screaming pitch.

She positioned herself behind her circular desk, so he couldn’t see her legs shaking as he and the censor made a show of checking round the stacks and under the tables.

‘I can’t think what you’re looking for,’ she said curtly.

‘There are Russian workers on the loose and several American aircrew at large on the island.’ He smiled at her contemptuously. ‘It’s for your own safety.’

He glanced at her office door.

‘What’s in there?’

‘Old books mainly. It’s my office.’

She closed her eyes as he swung open the door.

Moments stretched out like hours.

The door slammed and she jumped.

‘Good day to you, Miss La Mottée. Don’t stay too late. I should hate to have to fine you for missing curfew.’

He and the censor left and Grace stood rooted to the spot, forcing herself to count to a minute before she dared to move.

The air in the library seemed to crackle as she moved softly to the library door, locking it.

Something fizzled and the lights snapped off, plunging her into darkness.

Cursing, she lit a candle and went to her office, pushing the door open.

Her fear had assuaged, replaced by anger.

‘Red,’ she hissed.

In the far corner of her office, where she had piled up all their donated books, she heard a scuffling noise. Red’s face poked out behind the tower of books in boxes.

‘Boy, just as well I lost so much weight. I’d never have squeezed behind here six months ago.’ He shot her a reckless grin. ‘That was a close shave.’

‘What is wrong with you?’ she cried, slamming the candle holder down so hard shadows danced over the room. ‘Are you trying to get yourself caught? Why can’t you just stay in the countryside like Dr McKinstry told you?’

Red looked taken aback at the force of her anger.

‘This isn’t a game, Red,’ she continued. ‘This library is my life. Why are you taking these risks?’

Then to her embarrassment, she burst into tears.

He covered the room in two easy strides and pulled her into his arms, so close she felt the warmth of his body pulsing against hers.

‘I think you know why, Grace,’ he whispered. ‘I’m falling in love with you and there’s not a darn thing I can do about it.’

He reached down and her eyes flickered shut as his mouth found hers. This time the kiss was real: sweet, tender and searching. Grace surrendered to his touch, kissing him back with a passion she hadn’t realised she was capable of.

Finally he broke off and a silence fell over the library like a velvet cloth.

‘But why?’

‘Only a librarian would ask that,’ he teased.

‘But if you must know, I love the way you’re passionate about this library and the people who use it, the way you make me feel when you read.’ He winked. ‘Your knockout smile.’

‘I . . . I don’t know if I can say those words back to you,’ she said quietly.

His fingers trailed softly down her cheek and she could feel the heat coursing through them.

‘I don’t need you to say anything.’

Red cupped her face and kissed her again, softer this time, slow and deep, his fingers probing the naked skin of her neck.

‘You’ve no idea how many times I’ve dreamt of this moment,’ he murmured, his voice husky, his eyes all leaping flames as he lowered his lips back to hers.

After the kiss they both froze, as if movement would shatter something so fragile and precious.

‘I’ve never been kissed in the library,’ Grace murmured eventually.

For some reason, it made them both laugh.

‘Have you had a sweetheart?’ He watched her reaction in the flickering light. ‘Sorry, I’m being too American aren’t I!’

‘No it’s all right. I’ve never had a suitor or a gentleman friend.’ Grace laughed. ‘I sound like something out of a Mills & Boon.’

‘Never?’

‘All I’ve ever really loved is books,’ she confessed.

Grace thought back over what books had meant to her. The time Bea came knocking and she hid under her bed as she was so close to finishing Black Beauty. Or the nights she would fall asleep with her cheek pressed against a book, waking up with the spine etched on her face.

‘I guess this was a good choice then,’ he remarked, reaching for the The Book Lovers’ Anthology on her desk.

‘How did you get this?’

‘The people I’m staying with have got the biggest library I’ve ever seen in a house. I told them about your Wartime Book Club and they were impressed.’

Grace shook her head, speechless at the gesture.

‘I wanted to prove to you that I love you, Grace.’

He smiled down at her. ‘In fact, I want to know everything there is to know about you. Favourite childhood book?’

‘Impossible to whittle down to one, but growing up I used to love Moonfleet.’

She laughed. ‘I made Bea read it after me and she was hooked. She convinced me there was a shipwreck out by Bouley Bay so we once made a raft and went in search of the notorious Blackbeard and hidden treasure. But the raft broke apart half a mile out and we had to be rescued.’

Red burst into laughter. ‘Did Bea often get you in trouble?’

‘Too often yes,’ she said ruefully. ‘She reminds me of you actually.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’

He bent down to kiss her again, but this time she rested a finger on his lips.

‘Enough excitement for one night. You’ve got to go. For all we know the Wolf’s still outside watching the library.’

‘You’re the boss.’

He pulled his cap down low over his face and looked at her longingly.

‘You have never looked so beautiful, Angel Grace.’

He jerked a finger at the office window. ‘Where does that lead?’

‘An alley and some bins.’

Before she had a chance to stop him, he pushed the top of the sash window up and eased his tall body through it until he was sitting on the ledge.

‘Before you go, Red.’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you remember when I asked you why you signed up and you told me about that mobile library in London, Books for the Bombed?’

‘Course.’

‘I never asked. Did you visit it, when you got to London?’

His face lit up at the memory, his wide smile creasing his cheeks into dimples.

‘Sure I did. Oh man, what a kick. I waited outside St Pancras Town Hall and this big old library bus trundled round the corner. Blew my mind to think of it delivering books throughout the Blitz. They even let me borrow a book.’

‘Don’t tell me, The Call of the Wild?’

Red’s smile stretched wider. ‘See now. You know me better than you think you do.’

He shook his head. ‘I tell you, Grace. Life is extraordinary. Three years ago I was bumming around Boston, working out what to do with my life. Now I’m visiting all these incredible libraries. And I’ve met the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. This is the greatest experience my generation can ever hope to have!’

He laughed – such a big infectious noise of incandescent joy that she realised he wasn’t reckless. He just loved being in the thick of life.

The breeze rustled in through the open window, ushering the scent of salt, tobacco and wood smoke into the library. The pocket of air between them shimmered, charged somehow from Red’s confession.

He sighed, his heart and head doing battle.

‘Go on, shoo,’ she laughed.

‘Oh boy, Grace, you got me hook, line and sinker. Until next time.’ And then he was gone, his long lean body slipping out the window and clambering across the library roof.

Grace shut the window behind him, her head still spinning at the turn of events.

For a long time she sat at her office desk, running her finger down the spine of The Book Lovers’ Anthology.

Red’s confession had sent a ripple of undiluted joy through her, a gentle thrum that began in her toes and cascaded through her chest. She might not be able to admit it to him yet, but she could admit it to herself. She was falling in love with him. Any man that was prepared to risk everything to bring her the essential anthology for bibliophiles had to be worth a punt, didn’t he?

But there was something nagging at her subconscious.

Suddenly, in the dark void a grubby voice came back to Grace.

Interesting child, a simpleton so my informers tell me . . .

A cold feeling slid over her, bursting her euphoria.

Peter!





Chapter 11

Bea

 

 

BANNED BOOK

The works of German author, Thomas Mann, recipient of the 1929 Nobel Prize for Literature, were banned by Nazi Germany. In 1933 only his political writing was blacklisted and burned, but after he claimed solidarity with other banned writers, the Nazis stripped him of his citizenship.

 

 

‘All right, all right, keep you flamin’ hair on. I’m coming,’ Queenie grumbled, standing up creakily and pushing back her chair.

Bea had been darning socks at the table, but at the sudden rapping of the door, dropped the needle and thread, pricking her flesh.

‘Who is it, Mum?’ Bea asked, wincing as she sucked her finger. Door knocks like that usually came from a German fist. A cold tendril of fear unfurled inside. This was how it would come. The heavy boot tread. The knock at the door. Then she would be dragged down to Silvertide.

‘The devil himself by the sounds of it,’ Queenie said.

But it wasn’t the Wolf and his men.

‘Grace, love, whatever’s wrong?’ her mum asked. Any relief Bea felt that it wasn’t the Secret Police quickly dissolved when she saw Grace’s panicked face.

‘It’s Peter Topsy. He’s missing. I just knocked at his home and his mum hasn’t seen him since yesterday morning – not that she cares. That’s two visits to the library he’s missed now. That’s not like him. He’s in trouble, I just know it.’

‘Grace, love, calm down,’ said Queenie. ‘He’ll be with a pal pinching eggs out in the countryside.’

Grace shook her head. ‘No . . . not Peter. He’s not like most boys his age.’

‘So what do you want to do?’ Bea asked, setting aside her darning.

‘We need to get a search party together and start looking before curfew. His mum doesn’t even care that her son’s missing. It’s up to us to find him.’

Queenie was already reaching for their coats.

‘Come on then. Let’s see how many of the book club we can get together. Meet in the Royal Square and we can start the search party from there.’

 

Thirty minutes later they had raised most of the book club based in St Helier, including Billy, Nobby, Mr Warder, Eric and Harold from the post office, along with Albert the physiotherapist, Dr McKinstry, Molly and the counter staff, Winnie, Doris and Gladys.

‘We’ll split up and go on our usual town rounds and see if anyone’s seen the young chap,’ said Nobby.

‘I’ll go to the offices of the Evening Post and see if they can run a front-page appeal for information,’ said Mr Warder.

‘And I’ll try the hospital, see if he’s there,’ said Dr McKinstry.

‘Come on, Grace,’ said Bea, tugging her arm. ‘We’ll go to St Aubin’s Bay, search along there. Maybe he was hunting for limpets and lost track of time.’

They got on their bikes and cycled down to the coast, backs hunched against the cold. A capricious wind whipped the sea into boiling, frothy white peaks and sent the gulls tumbling inland. The air was charged and static. A queer sulphurous yellow stained the horizon. A storm was brewing.

Bea suddenly felt queasy and pulled over, resting her foot on a bollard. She stared in subdued silence over the wide sweep of bay back to Elizabeth Castle. The brooding Elizabethan castle had been cut off by the tide and stood isolated and alone.

Grace’s voice rose over the wind. ‘I’ve known you long enough, Beatrice Gold, to know when something is wrong. You’re keeping secrets from me.’

‘Don’t be daft,’ Bea replied, scuffing her foot against the kerbstone.

‘Please, Bea. You can confide in me. Whatever’s troubling you, you don’t have to go through it alone.’

Just one more comforting word and she’d crack.

‘Girls.’ A figure was running towards them, waving her arms.

‘Molly, what’s wrong?’ Grace asked.

The florist was shaking, her face bleached white as bone.

‘A body’s washed up on the shore.’

Bea and Grace began to run towards the clot of people gathered on the beach.

‘Is it Peter? Please let me through,’ Grace yelled.

Bea’s breath was rasping by the time she caught up with Grace.

She touched Grace’s shoulder, eased her way through the crowd.

A woman lay sprawled on the sand, her waxy face bloated, her lips bruised






































































































































Author’s Note

 

I fell in love with Jersey on a trip to the Jersey Festival of Words in September 2019. I defy anyone who visits not to. Its colour and charm are spellbinding. Warm pink-granite farmhouses. Glittering blue seas. Lush green meadows. The wild flowers that smother the countryside fill the air with their fragrance. But there is something else in the air in Jersey, a tangible sense of history, a connection to its cataclysmic past.

You see reminders of it in the glimpses of bunkers and other German fortifications buried beneath the wild brambles and hedgerows. But for me, history isn’t about guns, fortifications and bunkers, it’s about oral history. People. The most powerful reminders of the Occupation come from the people themselves.

I was privileged to interview many islanders about their memories of this time in my five visits to the island between 2019 and 2022. Some came in the form of pre-arranged interviews, others came when I pitched up at Age Concern coffee mornings and sat and listened spellbound to the back-and-forth memories, the unfiltered gush of social history that brings the past alive. Some islanders were suspicious about ‘what sort’ of book I was writing, fearful it would oversimplify or focus on the clumsy and tired collaboration narrative. But I was always treated with warmth and hospitality.

I took only one major creative licence, I hope. By the time of World War II, Jersey was largely rural and agricultural and there was little movement between the parishes. I have some characters moving freely between town and countryside. This was necessary for the plot development. I did speak to people who cycled daily between rural regions and town, but it was a tremendous schlep, especially on a bike with hosepipe wheels.

As I write this in 2023, it marks 78 years since the end of the Occupation and for some, these stories have rolled from islanders’ lips many a time. But for others, they were telling it for the first time. ‘I don’t know where that came from’; ‘I shouldn’t really be saying this’; ‘I haven’t thought of that for years’ were common refrains in interviews. After so many years, the need to share overcomes the desire to forget, for this truly is an island simmering with stories.

I love interviewing our wartime generation. The more I listen, the more I hear. It can start off about the day-to-day stuff, tea dresses and Spam, Victory waves and vermilion, but then it graduates to the guts of wartime life, the pain and the loss, the hopes and the dreams. When I start a conversation without knowing where it will lead, the past is no longer dusty and sealed off behind a door, but bright, fantastic and vividly real.

Some of the most tantalising memories were the ones I didn’t get. I met a lovely lady at an Age Concern group. On hearing me ask a question about Silvertide, the notorious headquarters of the German Secret Field Police, she handed me her address. ‘Come and see me tomorrow. I have a true story for you, something that happened to me and my family.’

I duly went along to the address.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, opening the door only a crack. ‘I’ve changed my mind. I can’t speak with you. You can go away and forget what I told you, but I will have to live with it all over again, going round and round my head. I’m sorry.’ The door closed in my face and I walked away, deeply saddened at her turmoil.

If I have learnt one thing from writing historical fiction and non-fiction, it’s that the past never fades, only festers. Unshared stories tend to build up and then burst like a dam. We all have a story to tell, we none of us have lived in a vacuum so there must be millions of untold stories still to tell, especially from the war years.

I am enormously grateful to all those people who took the time to answer my questions and walk me into the past and I hope you find something in this book that speaks to your experiences.

I have nothing but respect for the people who survived five long years of Occupation and faced devastating moral choices, privation, starvation, fear and boredom.

The Channel Islands’ Occupation in books tends to be framed by the narrative of collaboration vs. resistance, which remains contentious to this day.

On one of my trips, a tour guide told me how an elderly woman went into a care home recently and was roundly ignored by all the other women in the communal lounge. Her crime? She was a Jerrybag. Memories are long in the Channel Islands, as they are in all countries which have withstood war. As I write this, I am listening to a report on the BBC news about pro-Russian collaborators being targeted in the Ukraine. Occupations inject poison into the areas which have lived through it.

And yet not every woman who fraternised with a German was a collaborator. Sure there were some who slept or socialised with Germans, especially officers, for the gifts they bestowed on them, inspired by greed, malice or, in rare circumstances, ideological sympathy. But there were also a large number who simply fell in love. Fewer than 90 illegitimate babies were born as a result of these liaisons, despite press reports citing far higher numbers. And sometimes it gets more complicated.

A popular story recalls the girls who worked in a laundry, who were having relationships with Germans and therefore branded Jerrybags, but who refused to wash German uniforms and were even sent to jail for it.

Resistance such as that seen in occupied France simply wasn’t possible. The geography of the islands meant that there were no vast forests or mountains to hide out in. The Channel Islands were simply too small and the scale of the German presence too vast. In France there was one German for every hundred civilians. In Jersey there was one German to every three civilians. (Though some sources say one German to every four civilians. Either way, there were a heck of a lot of Germans on a small island!)

My overriding sense is that we will never know the true extent of resistance. It might have been largely unorganised and organic, but there was a tribe of spirited men and women operating in a clandestine and subversive way to do their bit to strike back against a totalitarian regime. And the really wonderful thing about many of these stories is that they are only now, decades on, coming to light.

After appearing in the Jersey Evening Post with an appeal for stories, Jenni Illien got in touch to tell me about her sister-in-law Doris Illien (née Waters):

 

Doris’s husband Ray was serving with the British Army during the Occupation so, as far as we know, she had lived a lonely, uneventful Occupation.

But then one day, in 1995, my husband Bernie and I were at Doris’s house having tea. The doorbell rang and she asked me to go. A handsome man in a smart grey suit asked me, ‘Is this still the house of Doris?’ He was obviously French. I said it was the right house, could I help him? He said I had perhaps tell Doris to sit down and tell her it was Roger.

Tears and hugs followed. To our amazement Roger told us that aged 16 he had been picked off the street in St Malo by German soldiers and brought to Jersey as forced labour. He was taken to Elizabeth Castle where he was forced to break rocks.

After many weeks he saw a man shot for stealing a loaf off the back of a lorry. Before he confessed to the theft, the Germans had shot three men and Roger was next in line. That night, he decided to try to escape as he had nothing to lose.

The tide was low and he somehow got to the shore undetected. The first Doris knew of him was when she found him in her garden. She brought him in, cleaned him up and fed him. She then kept the escaped prisoner in the house for the remainder of the war and told us that towards the end, with victory in sight, she was worried sick as he kept going into town! She was well aware that she could have been arrested and deported for harbouring him. After the war, she never breathed a word.

The purpose of his visit was to invite Doris to be guest of honour at his daughter’s wedding later that year, for as he said, ‘No Doris, no me, no family’. We were bursting with pride and asked her why she had never told anyone. She said after the war no one would be interested and she didn’t want to boast.

 

Doris would probably have carried that secret to the grave had the Frenchman not turned up on her doorstep all those years later. This is the epitome of quiet heroism.

This comment left on an active Channel Islands Facebook page sums it up for me:

 

Although there were collaborators and informers here, there were also incredible feats of selflessness, compassion and bravery. My grandma stayed during the war and it was a nightmare which still resounds in some quarters of the islands. In extreme conditions, there will always be people that will collaborate or help the enemy. I would say, until you are the one in that position, you don’t really know which side of your personal morality you’d come down on. Without the amazing effort of ALL the Allied forces, who came together from all around the world to fight tyranny, we’d all be in a much different position.





Book Club Kit

 

Every book should have its own Book Club Kit to enable its readers to get the most out of it, but that’s doubly true of a novel about a book club! So it’s my great pleasure to share this with you and your book club. I hope you find something useful in it.

Kate x

 

Book Club Questions

 

1. The Wartime Book Club is set during the Occupation of Jersey in World War II. They might not have had to contend with the Blitz, but they were forced to live alongside the enemy for five years. How do you think you would have coped living under the Occupation and can you see yourself landing in hot water with the German authorities?

 

2. Book censorship is one of the themes of the novel and I chose to start each chapter with details of a book banned by the Nazis. What is the effect of this and why do you think book censorship is on the rise once more?

 

3. The Occupation was a quagmire, presenting islanders with impossible moral dilemmas. The staff at Jersey Post Office found themselves in a position that would have been unthinkable before the war, steaming open letters instead of delivering them. Discuss the rights and wrongs of this. What would you have done in their situation?

 

4. I try to highlight ‘hidden histories’ of women whose stories are rarely discussed. Why do you think working-class women’s social histories get overlooked?

 

5. Grace and Bea are close friends despite being very different from one another. Discuss their different attitudes to risk and the ways in which they are similar.

 

6. I set the Epilogue during the anniversary of Liberation Day and we see an elderly Bea finally reveal her stash of stolen German letters. Discuss why you think she waited all those years. How do you interpret the following phrase: The need to share overcomes the desire to forget?

 

7. Reading was the only true form of joy and solace, the only intellectual freedom they still possessed. Discuss the importance of books to the war-weary book club.

 

8. If your book club was banned like Grace’s, do you think you would continue and how would you find ways to carry on sharing your love of reading?
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