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To the memory of two lovely friends and members of my family who I lost during the writing of this book: Ann Geraldine Knowles, known to all who loved her as Geraldine, mother-in-law to my son James; and Margaret Gradwell, mother-in-law to my daughter Rachel. Brought to me by my children, you both enriched my life. Thank you – I miss you both.





Chapter One

Angelica

The Past Collides with the Present

1963

Pain seared every part of forty-four-year-old Angelica’s body. Thin and frail, she lay still, clinging on to the last thread of life she had left.

She couldn’t let go and die.

She had to stop this cancer taking her until her soul was ready to rest peacefully.

How can that happen when I have sinned? How can I hope to gain forgiveness and salvation?

‘Mama . . . Mama, it’s all right, I’m by your side.’

The tearful voice of her daughter, Mia, penetrated the pain and brought comfort, but didn’t allay Angelica’s fears. If anything, Mia’s very existence deepened the gulf she felt between gaining peace and forever living in the agony of hell.

‘The doctor will be here soon, Mama.’

Angelica opened her eyes. The usual bright light of the sun shining through the window was dimmed by the presence of a red bus standing at the bus stop outside their home in Globe Road, Stepney, East London. The hustle and bustle of life didn’t stop because she was about to die.

Her hazy mind reminded her of what a journey it had been, going from her beloved France in 1943 to living here in London, where she had lived for the past twenty years. A journey that was the cause of her angst today.

As she closed her weary eyes, another voice came to her – a distant voice from long ago.

‘Sœur Angelica, nous voulons sortir, s’il vous plaît. Laissez-nous sortir.’

Marcia begged her to let her and the other Jewish children come out of the hot, stuffy cellar. But Sister Angelica, as she had been then, could not allow it.

The Nazis were at the gate of the convent. If they discovered the children she loved and cared for, it would mean their certain death.

Angelica floated back in time to when it all began – she was a young woman of twenty-three again. Her clothes weren’t of the modern day. Instead, she was wearing the timeless flowing gown of a nun.

1942

Sitting on her favourite bench in the convent grounds, under the large oak tree that shaded her from the hot August sun, Sister Angelica found no peace. Her huge hazel eyes were saddened and her mind troubled as she looked at the children playing during their break from lessons.

Run as a boarding school, the Maria-Madeleine Convent, near Limoges in the south-west of France, housed over fifty children aged between six and sixteen. Children from all walks of life. Mostly from rich families, though some were the children of fighting soldiers, and some were orphans. Children whose lives were safe and closeted here in the convent, in a world untouched by war and hunger, though occasionally by loss.

A letter from the Archbishop of Toulouse, Jules-Géraud Saliège, had been read out in mass that morning and had troubled Angelica. He’d written it to his own diocese of Toulouse, but a copy had found its way to them and was very relevant to what was happening around Limoges:

In our diocese, disturbing scenes have occurred, the bishop had written. Children, women, men, fathers and mothers are being treated like lowly herds. Members of a single family are separated from each other and carted away to unknown destinations. The Jews are men, the Jewesses are women. They are part of the human race. They are our brothers, like so many others. A Christian cannot forget this.

To Angelica, the words were a rallying call not to sit back and do nothing, but to help in some way.

She couldn’t help the adults, she had no means of hiding them, but their children . . . Somehow she must help the Jewish children!

The bell of the gate tolling interrupted her thoughts as she looked around for Sister Frederica, the nun on duty. But when there was no sign of her, Angelica rose and went to see who the visitor was.

The hem of her habit brushed the pebbles of the path as she walked, calling out, ‘I’m coming.’

Quickening her pace as another chime rang out, Angelica stumbled on a stone. Her sandals didn’t give much protection from the pain of this and unwittingly she let out a curse. ‘Damn and blast!’

The sound of male laughter from the other side of the door made her blush. She hadn’t meant for her slip of the tongue to be heard!

The gate creaked open.

‘So, you’re human in this convent after all! And here was me shaking in me shoes, as for sure I thought I was going to be turned away, or you wouldn’t be for understanding me. But that curse was in English!’

Angelica smiled. ‘Yes, I speak English, and for a curse it is the better language to use as the children don’t understand. God always understands motive, so I’m sure He won’t condemn me.’

The visitor chuckled. His twinkling, liquid-blue eyes would have given his heritage away even if his accent hadn’t.

‘I am used to the Irish way of speaking too,’ Angelica told him. ‘I trained in Ireland. What can we do for you, and how is it you are so far from your country?’

‘I was captured at Dunkirk, but the little people were with me, and I escaped. I made me way down here and found the Maquis Resistance workers. They have cared for me since, and I am honoured to do their work with them.’

‘And what part of that work brings you to our door today, Mr . . .?’

‘Shane. Shane Flannagan . . . We need your help. Will you be asking me in?’

‘I would have to speak with the Reverend Mother before I could let a gentleman in. Can you tell me what it is you want?’

‘The Maquis have come across many Jewish children hiding in the forest. We have been taking food to some of them, but more need to be found and given help, and all need a safe shelter.’

‘It is as if the Lord himself has sent you. I have been pondering on the question of the safety of these children . . . So, some are in the forest, you say?’

To Shane’s nod, Angelica straightened her back and in a determined voice that would brook no argument, said, ‘Well, I have my free time at this very moment. I will come with you and see them.’

‘Won’t you be needing permission?’

‘Some things are best done without asking. But if I can see the plight of the children, then I can put a case for them. I’ll be with you in just a moment. I must tell Sister Frederica – the sister on duty today – that I am leaving to go for a walk. Please wait for me.’

‘But, Sister, it can be very dangerous. I was for thinking that if you can take them in, I’d be waiting until it is dark and then be bringing those I know of to you.’

‘That way I won’t be able to see where they are for future trips to find others, or what help is needed. No. I will come, Shane. I am not afraid of the Germans, or Pétain’s men. They are unlikely to question a nun.’

Turning and closing the gate before he could protest further, Angelica sucked in her breath. She had the chance to do something, and she wasn’t going to have that taken away from her by asking permission that might be refused. She almost skipped into the large hall where she knew she would find Sister Frederica at a small desk – probably snoozing and not paying attention to her duties.

This was exactly what Sister Frederica was doing.

Always playful, Angelica slowed her pace and crept over to her. ‘Boo!’

‘Oh, may all the saints have mercy! You frightened the life out of me!’ A girlish giggle followed this and Angelica laughed out loud. ‘Ha! I caught you napping on the job.’

Frederica playfully hit out at her. ‘You bad girl! What do you want?’

Still giggling, Angelica informed her that she was going out for a walk and asked if Sister Frederica would sit outside and watch the children.

‘You’re a one, Sister. But hurry back as the convent is not the same when you are missing.’

‘Ah, come here.’

Sister Frederica, a small, chubby woman, came into Angelica’s hug. She patted her back. ‘I’ll be about an hour. Then we’ll sit together, and I can tell you of any adventures I have had.’

Unsure whether she would tell of the children or not, Angelica left that decision until she saw how things were and what she could do to help.

Shane looked apprehensive when she opened the gate and joined him. ‘Have you no ordinary clothes, Sister?’

‘No, none.’

‘I have come under the guise of a farmer delivering vegetables to market. You will draw attention if you are in me cab dressed in your habit.’

‘Right, help me up onto the back of the truck and put that tarpaulin over me. I’ll be fine.’

Though looking astonished at the request, Shane did as she asked.

‘It is that the sacks here at the back of the truck contain the veg. Those at the front are full of straw to be giving the appearance of a full load. Make your way to them, and I’ll be for throwing the tarpaulin over you.’

They hadn’t gone far before Angelica regretted her impulsiveness. The swaying of the truck threw her from side to side, but she knew it wouldn’t take long to reach the edge of the forest and from there they would have to walk.

Suddenly the truck halted. An angry French voice demanded to see Shane’s papers. Sweat beads trickled down Angelica’s face as she heard, ‘What is it you are carrying and where are you going?’

As if born in rural France, Shane told of his cargo and direction in a word-perfect country accent.

Angelica held her breath. The jolt of them coming to a halt had sent her body towards the cab and she was now wedged between it and a sack of straw, but she dared not move.

‘Vegetables, you say . . . Raphael, prod those sacks!’

Angelica’s breath caught in her lungs; her heart fluttered with fear. But then, knowing she must do something, she inched herself further into the gap until she was on the floor of the truck. As she did, a vicious blow missed the sack and hit her foot. She bit down on her lip willing herself not to cry out. At last, she heard, ‘On your way!’ and felt the truck move forward.

Trapped as she was against the cab, Angelica’s body moved with every bump and twist in the road, scraping the skin from her thighs.

Tears ran down her face. But she quickly wiped them away when the truck came to a halt once more.

‘Sister! Sister, are you for being all right?’

‘Help me, Shane. I’m trapped.’

The truck shook as Shane climbed aboard, then two strong arms lifted her. ‘Be Jesus, how did you get yourself down there? But then, if you hadn’t, you would have been discovered. Are you hurt?’

‘My leg . . . it’s bruised but I can manage once I’m on my feet. Are we in the forest?’

‘That we are. You’re safe now. But we must hurry.’

Stepping down from the truck, Angelica winced with the pain in her ankle, but then as she looked around her, it was as if she’d been transported to a wonderland.

The branches of trees formed a canopy as they met above her, letting through rays from the sun and throwing shadows over her that made a lace pattern on her black habit.

In front of her was an archway over a path, ready to welcome her tread. The air was full of twittering birds disturbed by their presence, and the sweet aroma of pine floated on the breeze.

But then, she thought, this may look like a little piece of heaven but it was probably hell to the lost and hungry children taking shelter here.

They hadn’t gone far when they heard a sound as if someone had started running.

Once more in his country-sounding French, Shane called out, ‘Don’t be afraid, it’s me . . . Shane. I’ve brought someone with me to help you.’

Angelica looked into the frightened eyes of four children, now huddled together as they came out onto the path. Her heart went out to them. She opened her arms. ‘Come.’

Four shivering bodies almost knocked her over. But she stood firm and held them to her. ‘Are there any more of you?’

‘Yes, many. They are deep in the forest. We came foraging for food.’

Dark, red-rimmed eyes looked up at Angelica.

‘What are your names, little ones?’

‘I’m Noah.’ This was said by the tallest of the children. ‘And this is Ruth, my sister.’

The little girl, no older than six or seven, didn’t speak, but just stared out of frightened eyes.

A girl of around twelve spoke next. ‘My name is Rona.’

‘Hello, Noah, Ruth and Rona. Now, what is your name, little one?’ Angelica looked into the almost defiant eyes of the fourth child, also a girl of around twelve years old. When she spoke, her words held a challenge. ‘My name is Madeleine . . . Are you going to help us?’


‘I am going to do my best. How long have you all been here?’

‘Many weeks.’

Angelica could see they all had a harrowing story to tell, but decided not to press them. She would let them tell her when they were ready.

Madeleine, it seemed, was ready now.

‘I was the last one to come into this forest. The Germans came along our street. They were taking our neighbours. Mama went out to ask what was happening. One told her that they had to go with them. Mama ran inside and told me and my sister, Marcia, to run . . . I lost Marcia . . . I don’t know if she fell. I just kept running. We come from Toulouse.’

The bishop’s letter came into Sister Angelica’s mind, confirming to her that her mission was to help these children.

Madeleine was now saying, ‘Mr Rodkin, our baker, saw me and picked me up. He brought me over the border into free France . . . I – I hid on a train, then jumped off when the trained slowed and ran into this forest.’

‘We found her,’ Noah added.

‘Well, you are safe now. You’re coming back to the convent with me.’

With this snap decision Angelica trembled with nerves. Would the Reverend Mother accept the children? And if so, would she take in more of them?

But then, how many more? These children spoke as if there were hordes hiding in the forest . . . Could they feed them all? Yes, their produce was plentiful, and their cupboards were stacked with jams and preserves, and flour that had been milled from the wheat they’d grown in their field. They also had plenty of vegetables growing in their garden, but already they had many mouths to feed, besides helping the poor who begged at the gate.

But then, what else could she do? These children needed protection, love and food. Somehow, she and her fellow sisters must provide it.

A hand came into hers. She looked down into the huge, tear-filled eyes of Madeleine. ‘You will find Marcia, won’t you?’

Angelica couldn’t speak. She just held the head of soft dark hair to her and tried to soothe the little girl’s pain.

1963

‘Mama, Mama.’

There it was again – the voice that brought her back to this world where all she knew was pain and anguish.

Mia, her beloved daughter’s voice.

‘Please don’t fret, Mama. Lie still and rest.’

‘But I must find Marcia . . . I – I left her, Mia.’

‘Who’s Marcia, Mama? Is she someone you knew during the part of your life you never talk about? Your life with Papa and before?’

‘Yes. She came to me. I loved her . . . She came to us, like so many children . . .’

‘How, Mama? And who is us? Do you mean you and Papa? . . . Oh, Mama, why have you not told me about your past and my papa?’

‘I – I could not . . . I made vows . . . I – I must find Marcia . . . I must. I need her forgiveness.’

‘I will find Marcia, Mama, I promise. But where shall I look?’

‘The Maria-Madeleine Convent, Limousin.’

‘A convent!’

Angelica closed her weary eyes. She wanted to tell Mia all she was reliving but she hadn’t the strength and was afraid of her judgement. But in going back down the path she’d chosen and looking at the life she’d given up, she hoped to find some peace.




Chapter Two

Marcia

Acceptance Leads to Freedom

1942

Marcia crouched in the long grass next to the river. Her breath came in short pants as fear clutched at her heart. Were her mama and Renée, her lovely little sister, safe? And what had happened to Madeleine?

When their neighbour had warned them that the Germans were coming and were knocking on everyone’s doors seeking out Jews, and that they had a list too and were asking for Jews by name, Mama had told Marcia and Madeleine to run. To make their way into the forest, imploring Marcia to care for her sister.

But Madeleine could run like the wind and had gone ahead of her. She dared not call out for fear of being heard, and then Madeleine had disappeared. Would she make it to their aunt who lived in the free zone of France?

Marcia trembled. Her thick black hair fell over her face, where beads of her sweat dampened the tresses and stuck them to her cheeks. And yet, she was cold – cold and hungry. She’d been lying in the damp thicket for weeks, eating only berries and drinking from the river. Always she hoped Madeleine would come back to her. And always she was thinking of her Mama and little Renée. But in the dead of night, tales that had circulated for months of the fate of those Jews who’d been captured had frozen her body with fear.

A tear plopped onto her cheek. With it, she made up her mind to return to her home and to try to find out what had happened to everyone.

When darkness fell, stiff-limbed Marcia rose from her hiding place and made her way back. She needed to check if perhaps Madeleine had returned. And she needed to find food.

What met her wasn’t home as she knew it, but a hollow emptiness.

Her voice calling out for her Mama, Renée and Madeleine echoed around the kitchen, until realization dawned: they had gone . . . Would she ever see them again?

The sound of the wooden chair scraping along the stone floor as she pulled it out from under the table enhanced the loneliness and the fear that vied in Marcia for prominence.

Her bottom bruised as she flopped down onto its hard surface, her head bent forward with the weight of her despair.

The door opening and the gentle voice of their neighbour, Madame Conté, asking who was there lifted Marcia. Maybe she had news?

Looking up into Madame’s lovely face, whose tiny features always looked smiley and were enhanced by her deep blue eyes, Marcia asked, ‘Did they escape, Madame Conté?’

Arms were opened to her. Marcia jumped up and ran towards the comfort offered, but she knew by the soft strokes of her hair and the whispered, ‘All will be all right, ma petite,’ that all wasn’t all right.

‘Where is it that you have been, ma chérie?’


Shivering and near to tears, Marcia told of how she had not travelled far, of how she had lost Madeleine, and how she’d been torn between returning and going on.

‘I will make you safe. I will take you to my sister tomorrow. She lives on a farm on the outskirts of Montressor village. She will take care of you and find you work on her farm. If you are busy, you will not have so much time to think or to dwell on the bad things that are happening.’

‘Madame Conté, why are these bad things happening? What have we Jews done that makes the Nazis want to get rid of us? . . . Is it true . . . are they murdering us?’

‘Ma chérie . . . you must not talk of such things . . . Non . . . I – I mean . . . Oh, ma petite, we do not know the truth, but you will be safe, I promise you, and we must hope that Madeleine is too. Come, you can sleep on my sofa tonight, then we will go in the morning. I have prepared coq au vin. Monsieur Conté says that no one can make better!’

Madame Conté puffed out her chest with pride.

The thought of the chicken dish made Marcia’s tummy rumble. She went gladly to the cosy welcome of Madame Conté’s kitchen, with its shutters still open letting in the light of the low September sun.

How could the sun still shine when nothing seemed real any more? It hadn’t been since her papa had left. Where was he? Why did he go?

These thoughts crowded Marcia.

Papa had left to go on business weeks ago. But what business? He had a jeweller’s shop in Tours, but he never travelled further than that or for any other reason than to open his shop and his workshop.

But one night, he didn’t return at his usual time. Mama had been fretful, but she’d told them that Papa had sent her a note saying he had to go away and would be away for a long time, but that they weren’t to worry as he’d left money in an account for them and would write when he could.

But no letters, or messages had come from him . . . Realization made Marcia gasp and pull away from Madame Conté.

‘What is it, ma chérie?’

‘Papa . . .’

The way in which Madame Conté quickly took hold of her once more and her head shook from side to side confirmed for Marcia the awful thought she’d had. ‘The Nazis have taken Papa!’

‘There, there, everything will be all right.’

Marcia came out of the hug. ‘But it won’t! It can’t be! Mama . . . Renée . . . Papa . . . The Nazis, they’ve taken them all!’

Madame Conté didn’t deny it but stood as tall as her tiny frame would let her and put on a stern voice. ‘Well, they’re not going to take you! Ma sœur et moi, we will not let them!’

Suddenly, though heartbroken, Marcia did feel safe. Madame Conté had said that she and her sister would not let the Germans take her and she believed her.

‘You, Marcia, you will live for your family. You will make them proud. You will grow beautiful and have children that you know your mama and papa would love and will always watch over. You will do this for your family and for all Jews everywhere.’

This made Marcia want to stand tall too. She felt a trickle of the courage she’d always been known to have find its way into her heart. She would be strong. Nothing would stop her. She would live for her family.

Life on the farm with Madame Slater proved to be almost ideal, if only Marcia’s nights weren’t haunted by the images conjured up by the rumours. Rumours of gas chambers that the Jews were forced into and never came out of; of mass shootings and long graves into which the bodies fell, after being piled high on top of each other and then bulldozed into the ground.

Sometimes she wanted to join them and lamented that she wasn’t there, holding Mama’s, Papa’s and Renée’s hands as they faced death together.

Always her pillow was wet with tears.

During her sixth week on the farm, Marcia did as she had done countless times and searched through the letters that had plopped through the door, hoping one of them would be from her aunt telling her that Madeleine was safe and with her. But this time, as before, there was nothing.

As she finished searching through the letters, a knock on the door made her jump.

Opening it, Marcia found a young woman standing there, dressed in a light grey wraparound coat. She was tall and wore a navy small-brimmed hat perched on one side of her head. Her dark hair curled under in a smooth roll. Her pale blue eyes didn’t show any expression as she asked, ‘Marcia Karmi?’

‘Oui?’

‘May I come in? I have come from your aunt.’

Feeling wary of this stranger, Marcia called out to Madame Slater. ‘We have a visitor, Madame!’

As Madame Slater arrived, the young woman was taking something from her handbag. ‘I have come from Marcia’s aunt, Madame. I have been asked to take her over the demarcation line to the safety of her aunt’s home. My name is Mademoiselle Layla Henchman. I work with a group that are trying to save the Jews. Here, I have a picture of Marcia’s aunt, to show that I am genuine.’

Marcia’s heart flipped over when she cast her eyes over the photo, for there were her mama and her aunt. Two loving sisters, smiling out at her.

Memories flooded her of their giggles whenever the families met. Mama and Aunt Felicia had such a wicked sense of humour, often one that only they understood.

Tears stung Marcia’s eyes. How had her aunt taken the news of Mama and Renée having been captured by the Nazis?

‘Do you want to go, Marcia?’

Marcia looked at Madame Slater and nodded. As she did her tears plopped onto her cheeks.

Madame Slater reached for her and held her close. A buxom woman, there was always a lovely feel to Madame’s cuddles. One that soothed and reassured.

‘Oh, I do. I am sorry, Madame, to leave you, but I would like to be with my family.’

‘I understand. You go and pack your things while I give our guest some refreshment.’

Layla spoke then. ‘We must hurry, Marcia, you cannot pack your things. We must not look as though we are going on a journey to stay somewhere different as that would raise suspicion, but rather we must appear to be on a shopping trip. See, I have nothing with me, and I have travelled from over the border. The trick is to wear two pairs of knickers, so that you can discard the pair next to your skin and feel fresh. But other clothes will have to last you. We will journey by road. I have my car outside the gates of the farm. I have papers for you . . . but I must make changes to your appearance in case we are stopped, as one look at you will give away your heritage.’

With this, Layla took a pair of tweezers from her handbag.

‘I will be grateful for a drink, Madame, and while you are preparing it, I will make Marcia’s eyebrows much thinner and apply make-up to her, to make her look older. We must pass off as two friends going on a fun day. I will also dress your hair in a modern style, Marcia.’

When all this was accomplished amid many instructions from Layla as to how to conduct herself, Marcia could not believe that the young woman looking back at her from the mirror was truly her.

Her hair was parted in the middle and swept off her face into a fold at the back, with tiny tendrils left on her forehead. Her eyebrows were shaped like the film stars’, thin and bowed, and her skin appeared much paler than its usual olive colour while her lips looked fuller due to the dark red lipstick. She now resembled a fashionable lady of French, but not Jewish origin. In some small way, Marcia felt like a traitor to her people, but she so wanted to live. To do all Madame Conté had said she should do. And she knew that this disguise would help her to do all of that.

When she was handed her papers, she was told that her name was Maria Dubois and that she was nineteen years old. That she lived in Tours and was spending the day exploring and shopping in Bourges.

‘The Germans like to think of us living our lives as normal under their rule but are very suspicious of us too. Try not to look as though you have something to hide, rather flirt a little as is the French way, and giggle in a girlie way. We will practise as we drive . . . And Marcia, do not worry. Where I am taking you to, you will be safe.’

‘You mean, we aren’t going to my aunt’s?’

‘No, that is not safe for you . . . Yes, I know, your aunt lives in Vichy, which is still under French rule, but its leader, Pétain, is not to be trusted. We fear that one day he may give in to the Germans’ demands of rounding up the Jews.’


‘Will I be able to let Madame Slater know how I am?’

‘She will know.’

It was strange to Marcia how accepting she felt of these arrangements. It was as if she’d entered a new phase where the most important thing was to protect her life – she wanted to live. She didn’t want to die.





Chapter Three

Angelica

Returning from the Forest

1942

Sister Angelica breathed a sigh of relief as Shane pulled his wagon up to the gates of the convent.

They hadn’t been stopped and challenged and were now safely back with the children. Sister Frederica opened the gate before the chime of the bell had ceased.

‘Angelica! Oh, my dear sister, where have you been? You’re late and we were all afraid for you . . . But . . . what have you here?’

‘We must hurry, Sister Frederica. This is Shane, he is a Resistance worker. Together we have found these children and brought them to safety. We must get them inside quickly; they are in danger!’

Not waiting for a reply, Sister Angelica called out, ‘Come along, children! Jump down, hurry!’

Four small bodies scurried past Sister Angelica and the surprised Sister Frederica.

‘I’ll be on me way then, Sisters. Thanks for looking after the kids, it is a good deed you have done.’


‘But, Shane, when can you come again? We must bring more in.’

‘I am not sure that I am able to, Sister Angelica. I can only do what the leader of my group is telling me I can. Everything must be planned so that nothing leads the gendarmes or the Germans to the Resistance workers. It is sorry that I am.’

With this, he was gone.

‘Sister, have you gone mad? Who are these children?’

‘I can only tell you that they need our help, Sister Frederica. God has sent them to us. He is calling me to do his work – to save these children . . . I must speak with the Reverend Mother. Will you take the children and feed them? I will be with you shortly, as after they are fed, they will need bathing and to be allocated beds. We will need to get more beds from the cellars.’

‘You mean, they are staying? But we are full!’

‘We have the left wing. It hasn’t been used for years but is always kept aired. We can get many beds in there . . . Please believe me. These children’s lives are in danger, we must hide them and care for them. God is calling upon us to do that.’

Sister Frederica shook her head but didn’t object further. ‘Come with me, little ones. There is some soup that only needs heating and plenty of bread that was baked today. I will feed you and then we will see.’

Putting her hand up to shield her words, Sister Frederica said for Angelica’s ears only, ‘Good luck with the Reverend Mother. I hope you’re not trying to rehome these children in the morning, but I fear you will be.’

This parting shot filled Sister Angelica with trepidation as she turned and ran up the stone steps to the Reverend Mother’s office.

And the feeling deepened when she knocked on the door and a cross-sounding voice called, ‘Enter!’

She swallowed hard as she prayed, Holy Mary, mother of God, be with me and help me to achieve the safety of these Jewish children.

‘Sister Angelica! And what have you to say for yourself? You have been missing for a long time and we were all frightened for your safety. And you didn’t make evening prayers, which were mostly said for you. Where have you been?’

Sister Angelica held her head high and in a strong voice that didn’t show any fear, or signs of begging, she recounted all she’d been doing and the decisions she’d taken. To her, being late back and missing prayers paled into insignificance in the face of the plight of the Jewish children.

The Reverend Mother’s face showed astonishment and then, to Sister Angelica’s relief, softened. Her ready smile beamed. ‘So, you have answered the call of the Archbishop? And of course, God, for He guides the Archbishop in all his teachings. I am very proud of you, Sister Angelica. We will of course help the children.’

‘Oh, Reverend Mother, thank you. There are many of them. I have only found four and brought them back with me, but I wish to make further trips and to find them all . . . I – I took the liberty of asking Sister Frederica to open the left wing.’

‘That is an excellent suggestion. Well done. I will get all our sisters to lend a hand. The dormitory in that wing will take no time to get ready. What else is needed?’

‘Clothes, medical help, comfort and . . . Oh, Reverend Mother, above all, secrecy. It is best that only you and I know where the children have truly come from and their heritage. Maybe just tell the others that they are orphans, which isn’t a lie. That way, no one can unwittingly betray them. I have instructed them to tell the other children that they have come from a Paris orphanage that is overflowing.’

‘You mean, we cannot tell our sisters?’


‘I cannot ask you to lie to them. But perhaps you can find a way of not telling the truth? You see . . . Well, I believe we will be putting them under a great deal of strain if they knew. Maybe just tell them that though you had been informed of the children coming, some have come a lot sooner and you sent me to pick them up? Perhaps I can take uniforms with me when I go to collect more of them? That way the children will be safe when we are travelling.’

‘My goodness, you have thought this through . . . But yes, I agree. And we have many uniforms in the basement donated by past pupils. But we will need help, Sister Angelica. You and I cannot launder, mend and press the uniforms in readiness. The sisters will be curious.’

‘But our story covers that. I am collecting them from a train bringing them from Paris. They have nothing. And you wanted them to fit in when they arrive, so that they will be accepted by the other children.’

‘Mais oui, that is a good suggestion, and we’re not lying, we’re doing God’s work.’

‘Oh, Reverend Mother. Thank you. I will be sure to instruct the children. They are used to saying and doing things to save their own and other’s lives. Poor mites, they have lived in fear and have lost their families and need help.’

‘Mama, Mama! Oh, Mama, you were so peaceful, now you’re upset again. Are you in pain?’

‘Mia?’

Angelica fought through the fog in her brain. She tried to grasp on to her daughter, but then, how did Mia get here?

‘They’re safe, Mia. We’re going to care for them.’

‘Who’s safe? You haven’t told me anything, Mama. Nothing of whatever it is you’re playing out in your head . . . But rest now. It’s time for your pain relief and that will help you. I will get it for you and then you will sleep.’

Everything was so vividly real to Angelica that she didn’t question how it was that she could talk to Mia, and then be back as she was – the young nun trying to master the monster of a car she drove to and from the forest on her missions to find as many Jewish children as she could and to save them.

Suddenly it was two weeks after her first trip with Shane and here she was with another six Jewish children!

This meant the count would be twenty altogether. Twenty beautiful little souls who might have died of hunger or been caught and murdered by the Germans. But instead they had been given a happy home with good food and were carrying on with learning and playing and doing what they should be doing but within the safety of the convent walls.

Not a good driver, Sister Angelica rounded a bend and sent a farmer jumping out of her way and running for his life. She had no time to stop and apologize, she had to concentrate on swerving around the cattle and trying to slow the enormous car she had no control of.

The children screaming in her ears panicked her further. Then fear gripped her as ahead she saw a checkpoint, and she swerved to miss a stupid cow that had changed its mind over which direction it wanted to go.

Finding the brake at last, the car came to a halt.

‘Children, do not say a word. If any of the soldiers speak to you, just nod or shake your head. They will have no reason to suspect you are anything but pupils of mine.’

None of the children acknowledged she’d spoken. She could feel their anguish – she shared the same feeling, for one day it could happen that the soldiers did not believe her and they could take the children from her.

A gendarme came sauntering over.

‘Sister, you need more lessons in how to drive, you will end up killing someone.’

‘I’m sorry. None of the other sisters will take to the wheel and the children need to be taken for appointments. I am improving and will master it.’

‘No doubt, but in the meantime, you should not be practising with children on board. Who do you have with you today? I don’t seem to recognize any of them, as I didn’t on the last two times I stopped you.’

Sister Angelica froze for a second, but then took a deep breath. ‘That’s because we have so many, and once they have been to the doctor’s they don’t need to go again, but others may.’

Another officer came up to them.

‘So, where have you got these children from? I saw you going past earlier, and you had no passengers.’

‘These are a new intake. We are taking more and more children whose fathers have been killed in this awful war. Every day we are approached by convents in occupied France who cannot cope with all the children they take in.’

The first gendarme sighed. ‘Well, you do a good job, Sister, but please find someone who can teach you to drive properly. Good day.’

Sister Angelica nodded as she grated the gearstick in a desperate attempt to get away quickly. At last, the car moved off, did one or two kangaroo jumps, then glided ahead as if it was being driven by a professional.

It was getting dark as they approached the convent gates. In the shadows of the tall trees outside the wall, there was a movement. Sister Angelica’s reaction was to tell the children once more not to talk if they were questioned again.


But as she pulled the car up outside the gates, two figures appeared – two young women.

Winding the window down, she looked into the darkest eyes she’d ever seen, and a face she thought for a moment she recognized. Glancing towards the older-looking woman, she asked, ‘Can I help you?’

‘We hope so, Sister. It is known to the Maquis that you take in Jewish children.’

‘Who are you?’

‘I am a Resistance worker with the Maquis, and I have brought a girl to you. Her name is Marcia. Please take care of her. She has escaped the Germans, but lost all of her family.’

‘Where is Marcia from?’

‘Toulouse.’

Sister Angelica glanced at the frightened-looking girl. ‘Have you a sister named Madeleine?’

‘Yes, yes, I do! Do you know where she is?’

‘We have a Madeleine here who came from Toulouse and who lost contact with her sister Marcia. Praise the Lord, it is you.’

‘So, you will take her, Sister?’

‘I will, and any others you know of. Bring them to us but be careful. Never come this early again.’

Once inside the gates, many sisters came to help with settling the new children in and making them feel at home, taking them off to feed and wash them and introduce them to the other children.

All had been instructed of the stories they should tell even to the other nuns, and how they should never show signs of being Jewish, except when the dormitory was meant to be still for the night, then they could pray together, swap stories and find comfort from being with others who had the same tales to tell and the same beliefs.

‘I will see to Marcia,’ Sister Angelica told the other sisters. ‘Please have Madeleine come to see me.’

Tears pricked Sister Angelica’s eyes as she watched the two girls hug, cry, ask questions and then weep with distress and grief.

After a while she took them both into her arms. ‘You will be all right, girls. You’re here now. Your mama, papa and little Renée may be safe somewhere. Hang on to that and pray for them every day.’

Within days, Marcia had proven that she was far too grown-up to be classed as one of the children and had taken on the role of teaching the smaller ones about their faith and helping the older ones with anything they needed of her. To Sister Angelica, she was a rock, helping to settle those who were finding it difficult to understand all that had happened to them and their families, and instructing in the kind of foods the children could and couldn’t eat and what each day meant to them.

Marcia encouraged one of the older boys to take prayers on a Friday night and instructed that until Saturday night the children must observe prayers and fasting.

To Sister Angelica, it was all fascinating, but secretive too, as all had to be carried out without raising the suspicions of the other sisters. And so it was mostly done in the dormitory after the children had retired so that it was only them who knew they were observing the Sabbath the next day.

Everything ran smoothly – the runs to collect more children and the settling of them – until there were now fifty Jewish children in residence.

To Sister Angelica, her mission was complete. They hadn’t heard for a good while of any new children, the raids of houses were lessening, and the walls of the convent contained a happy routine for the children and the nuns.

Worryingly, though, Pétain was allowing more and more German intrusion into their lives. Every time Sister Angelica went into the town, which was often as she was the only driver and she had to fetch the supplies they needed, she always encountered a German soldier or two, leaving her feeling afraid and threatened.

That threat increased one day when the bell rang in a way that demanded attention. Sister Angelica sensed danger, and this was confirmed as Sister Frederica hurried across the garden to open it and a distraught Marcia grabbed her arm.

‘Sister, it is the Germans!’

‘What . . .? Why . . .? Oh, my dear God in heaven, have mercy on us . . . Hurry, Marcia, we must get all the Jewish children into the cellar. It is undetectable so you will be safe . . . Make a game of it, so as not to frighten the children.’

As Marcia scurried away, Sister Angelica ran over to where a group of her fellow sisters were huddled together staring at the uniformed men who were now demanding to be let in.

‘Sisters, I cannot tell you why, but please do not mention the children I have been bringing in. It’s a matter of life and death that you don’t.’

To her surprise, the eldest of them, Sister Benedict, replied, ‘We understand and have from the beginning. We will protect the Jewish children.’ She turned then to the others, ‘Right, come on, let’s occupy the rest of the children and keep them from being asked any questions . . . Hurry now. We’ll gather them all into the playground and begin exercises with them.’

Sister Angelica felt a sense of relief that all knew and would work alongside her to protect the children as she turned and walked as if nothing was untoward to the room at the back of the convent to access the cellar. She needed to reassure herself that the children were all down there and were okay.

All was quiet. But before she rolled the carpet over the entrance, she lifted the heavy wooden door.

‘Sister, please let us out. It’s hot and stuffy and hard to breathe.’

‘I dare not, Marcia. The German soldiers haven’t gone away. They must not have a chance to question any of you. The young ones may give you all away.’

‘But it is unbearable.’

‘Marcia, you are to rise above that and soothe the younger children. Look at Madeleine, she is shivering with fear because you are showing weakness. She, and all the children, look to you to reassure them.’

A tear ran down Marcia’s face. Her young shoulders bore so much, but all that was at stake depended on her and the older boys being able to keep calm.

‘God is with you, my dear. Now, I must close the hatch and put the rug in place.’

Feeling like a jailer, Sister Angelica made everything seem normal as she replaced the huge, faded, musty-smelling rug and stamped out any rucks.

Her own face was wet with tears as she prayed that the children would be safe.

Brushing her tears away, she ran through the maze of whitewashed stone-walled corridors, her feet squeaking on the red-tiled floor, polished till it shone, as everything was in the convent, from wooden carved banisters to heavy mahogany furniture. As the Reverend Mother would say, ‘Cleanliness is next to Godliness.’

Taking a moment to catch her breath, this last thought made Sister Angelica reflect on how hard the sisters worked, keeping this huge building with its chapel, assembly rooms, classrooms and dormitories, not to mention its many washrooms, clean and sparkling. And on top of that they kept the gardens looking neat and tidy and the kitchen garden well stocked with fruit and vegetables, besides teaching and looking after the children. It made her feel tired to think about it all.

She was tired, she realized. Tired to her bones . . . and unfulfilled.

Shocked at this last thought, she crossed herself and asked for forgiveness. And yet, did she really want forgiveness? Could she help being herself? Help having feelings of not being where she should be, that she’d somehow drifted into becoming a nun – or had she been steered into becoming one?

After the train crash that had killed her parents, and having no other relatives but an elderly grandmother, who died shortly after from the shock, she’d been taken in by the sisters of this very convent.

Staying her progress and leaning against one of the walls that seemed to suffocate her at times, Sister Angelica closed her eyes against the rush of emotions attacking her.

She could see her laughing mama calling out, ‘Stop, Albert, put her down!’ as her handsome papa swung her round above his head.

Clenching her fists, Angelica swallowed hard as the pain of the much-visited scene stabbed her heart.

These walls had become her sanctuary ever since, the sisters her saviours. She’d done everything to please them. And when it was suggested that she was sent to a convent in Dublin for a retreat of prayer and learning to help her to make her mind up about joining them, she’d been broken-hearted at leaving.

But had it really been her choice? As now it all seemed to have been part of a plan to guide her along this path.

They must have known she would do anything to please them. That she loved them and wanted to be like them. Surely it would have been better to have sent her out into the world to have different experiences, and then if she was still of the same mind, to help her to become a nun?

At first it had seemed to be her destiny, her calling, but doubts began to creep in when she started caring for the children schooled here, or the orphaned or abandoned children they took in. Suddenly, longings awakened inside her – she wanted children of her own and to know the love of a man.

She gasped against the impact of the pain this gave her – against her own betrayal of God.

Once more tears ran down her face. Why am I visited by these doubts? And why now, when there is danger to us all?

Feeling remorse, she made her way to the chapel. There, she slid into a pew and closed her eyes once more as she bent her head in prayer.

But no matter how hard she begged of God to help her, she didn’t feel at one with herself. Somehow, in her mission of finding and looking after the children, she had lost herself and with that had allowed the part of her that didn’t feel right in the life she led to come to the fore. But there was more to life, wasn’t there? Couldn’t she serve God in other ways . . . by being a mother? Remorse clothed her in guilt . . . Forgive me, Father, forgive me.

The door bursting open made her jump. With her sleeve she wiped her tears and turned around to face the Reverend Mother.

‘Oh, I have found you . . . Sister Angelica, why are you so upset? Were you afraid?’

The wooden bench creaked as the Reverend Mother sat down and slid along to be by her side. ‘What is it, my dear? Did you lose faith that God would help us in our mission? Because He has. The Germans have left, though it is obvious that something has raised their suspicions.’ Sister Angelica felt the warmth of the Reverend Mother’s hand as she took hold of hers and squeezed it. ‘I appealed to the Christian side of them – if you can call the facade that they put up of being Christians a true faith. Anyway, it worked, and they left, so you have no need to be afraid any more.’

Removing her hand, the Reverend Mother put her arm around Angelica. ‘But it isn’t that, is it, dear Sister Angelica? It isn’t fear that has you in this state . . . You know, we all have our inner battles. You will win yours, believe me.’

At this moment, Angelica didn’t think she would. The truth had been shown to her: the vocation she’d believed was hers had been stripped away, leaving her with longings she didn’t know how to deal with. She’d let her demons have a voice, and now knew they would never quieten again.





Chapter Four

Mia

An Instant Attraction

1963

At the gasp from her mother, Mia shot from the chair she was sitting in to a standing position. ‘Mama . . . Mama?!’

Mia’s heart banged heavily in her chest, but as she looked down on her mama, she could see that the sound hadn’t marked her end as had been Mia’s first thought.

Taking hold of her mama’s hand, she gazed at her anguished face. ‘Are you in pain, Mama?’

‘No. Only . . . only the pain of all my wrongdoing.’

‘Mama, dear, tell me about it. It may help you.’

There was no response to this. Mia sighed. ‘Mama, the doctor will be here soon. Try to rest. I don’t want to give you any pain relief just in case he wants to prescribe different medication.’

Her mama’s hand going slack in hers told Mia that she was resting once more. ‘I’ll be back soon, Mama. I must be downstairs to hear the doctor knocking, and to let him in.’

With no response to this, Mia went down the stairs of the two up, two down terraced house she and her mama had called home for as long as she could remember. As she did, she puzzled over it all. Every word Mama uttered – even though there weren’t many – told of a dramatic happening that had something to do with someone called Marcia. And that it happened in France.

She knew, of course, that her mama was French, and that she had come to England with Papa during 1943, but that was all she knew. She’d never known her papa and had asked many times about her mama’s past – what she did during the war, who her family were. But all she’d been told was that her mama had been orphaned as a young girl, nothing more. If only her mama would tell her now, maybe she would find some peace. But the cancer had rendered her weak and hardly able to function, let alone talk much. Oh, Mama, how am I to bear losing you? And yet, how I long for you to rest and not suffer this torture of your mind any longer.

Sighing, Mia glanced in the mirror at the bottom of the stairs. The image that looked back at her had the same features as her mama – large hazel eyes, long lashes, dark brown hair that had a natural wave to it, and the same slight figure, which some called dainty.

But as a young woman, Mama had lived in a different world to the one Mia knew. Her world hadn’t had the freedom of today. War had raged, persecutions were happening, death and fear. What part did Mama play in it all?

A knock on the door took these thoughts away and had Mia begging that this would be the doctor calling on his promised visit.

On opening the door, a young man greeted her and introduced himself as Doctor Granger. Tall, slim and with blond
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