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‘But though I wanted to hear,

I did not want to listen.’

Deborah Levy, My Muse Appeared to Me in a Dream





Chapter 1

Guernsey, 1940

Émile may not hear trouble coming, but he always knows when it’s on the way. As he sweats in the greenhouse on this plump June afternoon, while the sea rails against the jagged cliffs and gusts of wind whip up the salted scent of the Channel, Émile feels as if the pulse of the island is quickening in time with his own. When the shadow of the first German plane lengthens over him and the vibrations on the glass sting his palm, he stares after it, and wonders whether he would feel more afraid if he could hear the roar of the engine. Another follows and then another and although he’s seen them before, they are lower than usual, close enough for him to see the monochrome markings on the underside of the wing. A blast of warm air courses through the greenhouse and then they are gone, and all is still again.

Émile looks at his watch and curses. Maud should have been here half an hour ago: there are still a load of tomatoes to pack and annoyance curdles inside him as he picks up several of the wooden chip baskets and carries them out to the lorry. As he passes the cottage, the back door opens and his other daughter – the real one, and this he knows is his temper speaking – steps outside. She is clutching the ivory dance shoes she bought with her first month’s pay packet; she has done something to her hair that he’s not sure he likes, but when she smiles, the years roll back and Stella is six again, skipping down to the greenhouse to collect him for tea, her hand warm in his. Now she peers anxiously down the garden, to where her sister should be and isn’t. Her mouth opens and Émile waves away any real or imagined offer of help.

‘Go!’ he says, and she doesn’t need telling again and Émile is glad to see it, because dance classes and war aren’t natural companions, even here in the islands where they have been safe so far. He tries not to think of the planes as he hoists the boxes of tomatoes into the back of the lorry.

Maud arrives just as he is tying up the tarpaulin, when all the real work is over. It is almost six-fifteen; she is over an hour late, and it is maddening because now they will be one of the last in the queue at the harbour and by the time the paperwork is done and the tomatoes are loaded, the fellows in the Caves will be several rounds ahead of him and he has a thirst on him today: he’d start now if he could. And the girl isn’t even making a show of hurrying, propping her bicycle against the wall, checking a run in her stocking.

‘Where were you?’

‘Out.’ She stares at him, her eyes dark as sloes.

‘Get in the lorry!’

Maud flinches but does as she’s told and the smell of diesel fills the air as he starts up the engine and drives down the narrow lane, putting his foot down once they’re on the main road. Maud’s knuckles are clenched on the dashboard, the silence between them a hiss, a fizz. Émile knows what she’s thinking, can follow her thoughts like a score of music. The less she says, the simpler it is.

You know that I always rehearse on Friday, while Ma’s out cleaning because all the stopping and starting and the same song over and again makes her head hurt.

Yes, Émile does know this. His wife isn’t fond of the accordion; he doesn’t need telling.

Why is Stella’s tap class more important than my accordion?

Because she’s paid for the classes already, show some sense, girl!

You just want to stop me from playing.

Not true. Not true. And yet . . .

Émile brakes as they approach the coast road. From time to time, he has caught glimpses of Maud practising through the half open door of the bedroom. She wears the accordion like it is part of her and that, he knows, is half the battle. Even though he can’t hear a single note, he can tell she is good, better than he was before the accident. If he watches for too long, it makes him feel peculiar, as if something is rotting inside him. Couldn’t she have picked another instrument – the fiddle, the harmonica?

He sighs and winds down the window a little further. The sea is lively today, the waves capped with silver, the filtered rays of the sun turning the hump of Herm Island into more than it is, whitewashing the beaches, dusting the rocks with gold. He knows the visitors love it, but the place is overrated, if you ask him – half an hour to get there and not much longer than that to get bored once you’ve arrived. If he was going to take the trouble to leave Guernsey, he’d want a bit more than a pint of ale and a dose of sunburn to show for it – not that he’s likely to go anywhere further than the White Rock to see off his tomatoes on the boat every Friday, these days. And, really – he presses down harder on the accelerator – it comes to something when a basket of Grade One Smooths has a more exciting future than the man who grows them.

This last thought dies abruptly, extinguished by Maud doing what she’s been taught never to do when he’s driving: she takes him by surprise, grips him suddenly, without warning – the truck swerves across the road as the steering wheel slips through his hands. He starts to yell, asking what the hell she’s playing at, but Maud’s mouth is frozen in a scream, and as Émile looks towards where she’s pointing, her fear becomes his own.

Two German aircraft are hovering over the quay, above the line of lorries, and in the time it takes for Émile to thank his dizzy stars that he and Maud are not there like sitting ducks underneath them, silver pellets tumble like the rungs of a ladder from the innards of one of the planes, and the truck shakes until his teeth chatter. He is on the floor now – they are both on the floor – Maud’s knee lodged in his armpit and she is trembling as he drags them both out into air which reeks of sulphur and smoke. Maud’s hands are clamped over her ears, and Émile gestures towards the greasy undercarriage of the truck and begins to slide himself underneath it. For a few excruciating seconds, she doesn’t move. But then the ground shakes a second time and Maud shuffles in next to him, and they lie belly-down in the dark as tomatoes tumble from the back of the lorry, the juice running in rivulets around them.

As the vibrations subside, Émile is tortured by the small things. Letty will be furious. Letty will be furious about the ruined tomatoes and will somehow attach the blame to him, as if he is personally responsible for the Germans’ military strategy and when they get back home, she will make her displeasure felt for as long as it takes for him to find this month’s rent, to put food back on the table. Then the ground quakes again and the housekeeping is forgotten. If they get back home. Letty had been dead set against them evacuating and he’d let her have her way, but it would have kept the girls safe, he sees that now. He should have insisted; he’s been a fool. Émile closes his eyes. He tries to remember the last time he laughed, or felt his life was something more than early mornings and the sweat of the greenhouse, the last time he and Letty had looked at each other with even a drop of tenderness.

Maud taps his shoulder and he turns to see her crawling back out. The road is just a road again; solid, unmoveable. He follows and emerges, blinking in the sunlight. He turns towards the White Rock, absorbs the chaos of flames, the thick grey plumes of smoke on the quay where Stella and Maud used to play hopscotch every Friday as they waited for the boat to come in. Maud’s face is streaked with tears and grime and a damp patch has bloomed across the front of her skirt and with it comes the forgotten smell of accidents at night-time; he remembers bedsheets soaking in a bucket, the whiff of shame at the breakfast table. Émile wants to take her in his arms and hold her, stroke her back as she sobs, but they’ve never been that way and he can’t start now. Instead, he asks if she is all right and she nods and says she is.

Émile opens the door of the truck. ‘Let’s get home,’ he says. ‘Your ma will be worried.’

 

As they pull into the yard, Émile sees his wife standing on the porch. Her hair is loose and he hasn’t seen it like this for years – she is luminous, beautiful in the fierce gold of the slanting sun, her hands clasped as if in prayer – and for a moment, Émile tastes hope. For once, she will be proud of him; he kept his head, protected Maud, brought her home safe. Then she steps into shadow and calls into the house and he realises that it’s Stella, not Letty. It’s a trick that his mind has played on him before and it is disorientating, this confusion between what is real and what is wished for – and then Letty appears, striding towards the truck in her faded housecoat, her face contorting as she shouts, and not for the first time, Émile is glad he can’t hear her.

Letty pulls Maud from the truck as if from a burning fire. Her embrace is more of an assault than a hug; her body, tense with resentment and she releases Maud quickly. She jabs her index finger at the sky and then at Émile.

You saw the planes, she seems to be saying, everyone saw them. Lipreading his wife has always been a struggle – words spill like slops, shapeless for the most part, although certain phrases are well-worn, fitting comfortably in the contours of her mouth. I’m married to a fool. What were you thinking?

Émile pushes past her, heads towards the cottage. He looks back. Letty’s shoulders are slumped, she is rubbing her forehead with the pad of her thumb – a gesture as old as their marriage. He refuses to let himself feel an ounce of sympathy: she doesn’t deserve it, not today, not after what’s just happened.

‘All the same to you if I hadn’t made it back, eh?’

She looks up. Her eyes are red. He says it again, just in case. He wonders if his voice is shaking, but in any event, it’s unimportant, as she is screwing up her face and shrugging and saying, Wha’? What’s that, Émile? and there is a high-pitching ringing in his ears as he goes into the house.

The kitchen table is set for tea. Slices of ham sweat on chipped plates, a bowl of glistening tomatoes covers the stain in the oilcloth. Stella appears and half knocks the breath out of him she hugs him so hard, and Émile stands a little awkwardly and pats her head.

‘Shush,’ he says. ‘Ssh.’

Then he goes to the bedroom, closes the door and rifles through the bottom drawer of the dressing table, where Letty has taken to keeping the housekeeping money, until he finds the brown envelope he is seeking. A note and a few coppers. He counts up the loose change – barely enough for a couple of drinks, much less a round. Émile hesitates, sees once again Letty’s expression of outrage, the jabbing index finger, and trembling a little, he tosses the coins back into the drawer and slips the ten-bob note in his back pocket. He’s the man of the house, he can do as he pleases, there’s plenty more where that came from except there isn’t and he can’t, at least not without feeling wretched with guilt, but it’s too late now – they all know what he’s doing in here. As he strides back into the kitchen, he feels the sudden dip in conversation as he might a pothole in the road and he cannot look at any of them as he leaves.

 

The first drink is always the most difficult; the faces of his wife and daughters seem to glimmer in the bevelled beer glass whenever it catches the light, and Émile drinks quickly to chase them away. He has barely swallowed his last mouthful before he is reaching for the brown envelope and standing a second round.

His back gets slapped, his glass clinked, satisfying even when silent. Tobacco is rolled and lit. The men shift on their bar stools, letting him in for as long as the free pint lasts. They are talking about the raid. Forty dead, fifty. They’d dropped them on Jersey too, and Sark. The landlord, polishing the bar as if his life depended on it, says something that makes everyone laugh but they’re all scared; Émile sees it in their eyes. The drink makes swaggering fools of them all, when he knows most of them to be cowards, only too ready to take advantage, to cut him out of a round as soon as his back’s turned.

Émile feels a hand on his shoulder. He looks up and sees Ron Martel, a cousin of sorts of Letty’s. He is a short, weaselly man, with a permanent thirst and a tab longer than your arm. Émile waits to be touched for a bob or two, but to his surprise, Ron throws a couple of coins on the counter and nods at Émile’s empty glass.

He is being paid to listen, not the first time nor the last. The beer is sour but vaguely comforting, like the smell of home. Émile nods slowly as if in time to music, as Ron speaks, catching what words he can.

Now Ron is miming an explosion. ‘Bombed!’ he says. ‘The French House.’

‘On Hauteville?’ Émile puts down his drink, does his best to concentrate.

Ron nods. He has moved on to the Germans. He turns an imaginary key in a lock and says something to Émile about his daughters, about Letty, which Émile ignores. Through the fog of alcohol, an unpleasant feeling, like grit under an eyelid, worries at him. He sees the peevish curl of Letty’s lip. For all her airs and graces, the woman’s just a housekeeper. Scrubs floors same as I do, I should think.

‘Anyone in the French House,’ he asks, ‘when it happened?’

But Ron’s desire for an audience has waned now that their glasses are empty and he looks expectantly at Émile and Émile gives him the same look back. He gets to his feet, shakes Ron’s hand and launches himself unsteadily into the deserted streets.

Émile ducks down a side alley and relieves himself against the wall. He squints up at the sky, swaying a little, searching for the tilt and dip of the Plough, but the night is soupy and close and the stars are hidden. He wipes himself off and is halfway up Cornet Street before his mind has caught up with his body, and he understands where he is going and why.

He continues up the hill into Hauteville, no more than a spit away from the crooked terraces of Cornet Street, but where the houses are grand, all la-di-dah brass door knockers and freshly painted railings, and tradesmen’s entrances for those the rich folk don’t want to look in the eye. Émile can’t remember the last time he was up here; he has no reason to be around these parts and he feels out of place, a trespasser. Ahead he can make out the bulk of the large oak tree that stands in the front garden of the French House, and as he approaches, Émile sees that the house is intact, all three haughty storeys of it, and he curses Ron Martel for not knowing his arse from his elbow and giving him a fright.

He stares at the shuttered windows, wondering if it’s as grand on the inside as it seems from up front, and whether Letty’s right and it falls to Isabelle to get down on her hands and knees with a rag and a tin of wax, or to beat the dust from the rugs until her forearms ache. He does not know the answer to this, nor is he ever likely to, because he and Mrs Isabelle Larch – and he raps out her married title with drumsticks in his head, allowing himself a smirk at the monotone dullness of that English surname – he and Mrs Isabelle Larch duck into shop doorways to avoid each other. Some years back, on one muggy August afternoon at the North Show, he remembers steering Letty and the girls into the jostling fray of the beer tent, such was the deep-seated unrest he felt upon seeing Isabelle approach on her husband’s arm.

A flicker of light passes across a window on the top floor. There is someone up there, a woman, and the skinful he’s had doesn’t stop his heart turning in recognition as he sees Isabelle’s silhouette in the frame – the long graceful neck and sweep of her shoulders, the mussed-up, disobedient hair that would never lie smooth: he remembers the coarseness of it brushing his cheek. She stops and looks straight at him, and Émile stares back. What remains of next week’s housekeeping lies heavy as rocks in his pocket. For a moment, he thinks she doesn’t recognise him and he is almost glad, because he barely knows himself anymore, but then slowly Isabelle raises a hand. His palms remain rigid by his side, but the satisfaction he gets from this small act of dissent passes swiftly, and Émile is left feeling as he always does whenever he is confronted with remnants of his life before the accident – cheated, lost, alone.

There is only one way this evening can end for him now. Lowering his head, he scoots down the hill, not stopping until he is at the top of Cornet Street. There is a lamp glowing at Céline’s window and he throws up a handful of gravel, hoping to God that she’ll let him in quickly – no amount of alcohol seems to protect him from the shame that descends as he loiters on the doorstep. But a few beats later the front door opens and Céline appears wearing a thin mauve dressing gown, seeming neither pleased nor displeased to see him – she delivers a curt nod and gestures him inside.

Émile follows her upstairs to her room with its cloying smell of violets. A magazine lies splayed on the rumpled bedclothes. Céline nods towards the tea caddy on the mantlepiece and shrugs off her dressing gown.

He pays with what he has left, then strips down to his underclothes and lies next to her on the bed. Céline is not a young woman and her body is beginning to pucker and sag. Émile prefers it this way – she is Letty’s age or thereabouts, with the same silvery stretch marks hatching her belly, and this makes the whole business easier somehow. She reaches for him and he closes his eyes. But tonight is not like other nights and as her hand moves against him – and when that bears no results, her mouth – any lurch of desire is knocked flat and he is lying under the truck again, next to Maud, with the ground shuddering beneath them and the tomatoes split open like brains.

Céline gives up and slumps back on the bed. He feels her breath tickle his ear and realises she is saying something: she does this sometimes, forgets that he’s deaf. Émile supposes this should irritate him but the truth is he likes it.

He speaks for the first time. ‘Can I stay?’

Céline rolls her eyes, then holds up six fingers, and points to the alarm clock.

‘Six o’clock,’ she says. ‘Before the others get up.’ She pulls back the covers and they both climb underneath.

She turns her back to him and Émile waits a while, then eases himself towards her, tentatively resting his arm on her hip. She stirs but doesn’t wake. Émile tries to let the gentle undulations of her body soothe him but although he aches with exhaustion, he can’t sleep. He stares into the darkness. This day, 28 June 1940, could have been the last day of his life. His death day. And here he is, alive and not even sure he is glad about it. Hands stained black from tomato plants with a wife who barely comes near him. One daughter who loves him and another who loves to provoke. And the storm, louder tonight than it has been for some time, raging inside his head.





Chapter 10

 

‘Pubic lice, Mrs Quenneville. Regrettably.’ The doctor pauses as Letty emerges from the curtained cubicle. ‘Tiny parasites, barely visible to the human eye. Spread through close, usually sexual, bodily contact.’

He doesn’t invite her to sit down so she stands self-consciously by his desk as he reaches for his prescription pad.

‘Lousing powder, twice daily in the affected areas. Cool baths. A poultice might help relieve the swelling.’ He hands her the chit and meets her eye for the first time. ‘Your husband too, obviously. Has he complained of similar symptoms?’

Letty shakes her head. ‘He’s deaf,’ she says, as if this somehow explains it. Now she thinks of it, he has been as restless at night as she has, grunting and moaning more than usual in his sleep. Her lips tighten. It’ll be one of those tarts on Cornet Street – it’s happened before, but she’d thought all that nonsense had stopped since the Germans came. She finds herself suddenly a little short of breath. How could he?

The doctor is holding open the door, now, and there is nothing polite about the way he does it.

‘Wouldn’t hurt to give the bedclothes a wash while you’re at it,’ he says and Letty is so embarrassed she almost forgets the itching. When she arrives home a little later, she could swear her cheeks are still scorched with the humiliation of it all.

It is late afternoon and everyone is out. She locks herself in the bathroom, takes a pair of kitchen scissors and cuts off as much of the hair down below as she can, then applies the powder. It stings and leaves her smelling like paint stripper. She goes to the bedroom and rips the sheets from the bed, puts water on to boil. No matter that it’s not laundry day and the girls will ask questions. She will never forget the way the doctor looked at her, as if she was some slut, no better than the one who gave it to him. Wouldn’t hurt to give the bedclothes a wash. The cheek of it, while Émile got away scot-free. She should have kept well away from him on New Year’s Eve; the whole thing had been over in a matter of seconds, with precious little pleasure in it for her and him barely able to do what a proper man would.

Letty dumps the bedclothes in a steel drum of hot water, rolls up her sleeves and begins to scrub. When Maud and Stella get home, she packs them off to Old Mum’s and tells them to come back after tea. She has just put the last sheet through the mangle when the back door opens.

‘All right?’ Émile calls through to the scullery. He wears the same bewildered look as the girls had earlier when he sees her up to her armpits in laundry.

Letty comes into the kitchen and yanks his arm, pulling him through to the bedroom. She smacks a packet of lousing powder against his chest.

‘You’re not fit to be a husband, nor a father neither.’

He stares at her, then looks at the packet.

‘You gave me lice.’ She is trembling, barely able to get the words out. ‘Lice!’ she says again, more emphatically. She points between her legs. ‘Down below.’

Émile turns crimson and Letty can almost feel the heat coming from him. He looks anxiously towards the door.

‘The girls are at your mother’s,’ she snaps. ‘This isn’t for their ears.’

Émile rubs at the greying stubble on his chin. His eyes are watery and full, but Letty isn’t having any of it. To think that there were some that said that she’d done well for herself with Émile, that she’d married above her. She would rather sleep with Le Lacheur ten times over, she thinks, than open her legs for her husband again.

‘Find somewhere else to go tonight, Émile,’ she says. ‘I don’t want you near me.’

 

Émile has nowhere to go and so he finds himself in the Caves. He buys a half of beer and settles himself in a corner. Familiar faces haunt the bar, men he has known for most of his life. They nod at him and then get back to the business of drinking. He senses the quiet in the room, the unease. Six months since the Germans arrived and not a man among them who wasn’t a few pounds lighter, or a touch greyer. Too old to fight and too young to die. He thinks of Letty, the way her hands were shaking with fury when she gave him the lousing powder, the smell of washday on her. She was right to be angry. He’d been sent half-mad from the itching himself; he should have realised what it was. He wondered how many of these silent arguments they’d had in nineteen years and whether they’d have had fewer if he’d been able to hear the viciousness in them.

He finishes up his beer and returns the tankard to the bar. The place is clearing now, the manager wiping down the tables; they are in the shadow of curfew. Émile slips unnoticed into the deserted street. A cold, prickly rain stings his face and he winces. He’s gone soft, he thinks. He’d survived a Canadian winter without grumbling as much as some. His feet drag him up towards Hauteville and as he fingers the keys in his pocket, he wonders how he has allowed his world to become so small. The French House looms large before him, the oak tree still as a sentinel. There could be worse places than the shed to spend the night. He will bed down on the floor alongside the trays of potato seed, wrap himself up like a mummy in the old, creosote-splattered dog blanket.

The rain is getting heavier. He tries to remember the roar of it as it falls, the slippery, sluicing sound of a world turned liquid. He lets himself into the side passage, collects the torch from behind the pot of rosemary on the kitchen step then crosses the sodden garden towards the enclosure.

When Émile turns the key in the lock, there is no resistance: the door is open. A wave of unease consumes him. He always locks up – he takes great care to do so, turning back sometimes to double-check. He has a sudden image of Isabelle huddled up in the corner of the shed, before he tells himself not to be fanciful. On a filthy night like this one, she will be warm and dry at home, and even if for whatever reason that weren’t the case, she has the keys to the house; she wouldn’t need to take refuge in a shed.

He waves the beam of the torch back and forth along the length of the enclosure, then stops abruptly. There is a ladder – his ladder – removed from its brackets and extended to its full height against the outer wall. The sheer nerve of it paralyses Émile for a few seconds, then sensing movement from the shed, he turns. The door bursts open and a young lad bolts out, running directly for the ladder. As Émile moves to stop him, the man shoves him hard and Émile stumbles, slipping on the muddy ground. Swearing at the intruder who is now halfway up the ladder, Émile gets to his feet and shakes the lower rungs with full force. The man glances fearfully over his shoulder and for a moment his face is illuminated in the funnel of white torchlight and Émile recognises him. It’s the Ozanne boy, Ozzy, as slippery a customer as the fish he sells under the counter, the one who makes a song and dance of flirting with Stella when he does deliveries. There’s always been something off about him, Émile thinks, like he’s hiding something, and he yells at the lad, calling him a thieving bastard, just as he reaches the top of the wall.

Émile is about to give chase when something or someone grasps his shoulder, and it scares the life out of him to be crept up on. Cursing himself for not keeping his wits about him, he swivels and swings his fist, makes contact with the bridge of a nose. The man staggers backwards, holding a hand over his face, and as Émile shines the torch on him, his heart drops. He stares. Unless Ozzy’s accomplice has taken to dressing up like a Nazi for larks, it appears that Émile has just hit a German, bloodied his nose, to be precise, the blood now dripping onto his grey tunic, which is unevenly buttoned and loose at the neck.

He’s in for it now, Émile thinks, and he doesn’t know whether to scarper or say he’s sorry, or both. Then as the German reaches for a handkerchief to stem the flow of blood, Émile sees his face properly.

‘You!’ He turns towards the shed, and it all slots into place – the spare set of keys that had gone from the hook and he’d assumed Isabelle had taken; this German shivering in front of him, sitting in the enclosure in the autumn sunshine with his sketch pad and cigarettes. Nice spot, wasn’t that what he’d said? It is Isabelle’s billet, Schreiber.

Rain streaks Schreiber’s face. His mouth moves, but Émile cannot make the words out, if indeed there are any to interpret, and before he can ask, the man has fled through the enclosure door, leaving it swinging back and forth on its hinges with the force of his departure.

It is the scene inside the shed that gives Émile the heart of the story, that and the smell of bodies and sweat and secret places, of cigarettes recently smoked. The blanket is rumpled and strewn across the floor; a silver hip flask sits next to the seeding trays; a pair of neatly folded spectacles glint at him from their place on the bench. One of them has left a scarf behind – it is thicker and warmer than his own, and Émile wraps it around his neck, takes a swig from the hip flask. Bloody idiot German creeping up on him like that. He was asking to be walloped.

He stares at Maud’s portrait that Schreiber had given him, the paper yellowing a little now, and wonders how long it has been going on, this – thing – with Ozanne in his shed. The brandy soothes his mangled nerves, and he drinks a little more. There was something you wouldn’t catch in the back of the Press, amongst the barter advertisements – German leutnant would like to meet fisherman for exchange of conversation, bodily fluids, and more. Émile shakes his head. Schreiber should have hit him back – they’d have been kind of even then – but anyone can see the man doesn’t have it in him. He’s a gentle type, and Émile feels sorry for him suddenly.

He shakes out the blanket and lies down on the floor, where the men were before him. He thinks of Letty, alone in their bed, sprawled in the centre of it, mouth open. His last thought before exhaustion overcomes the cold and the gnawing hunger is that a night apart from his wife isn’t that much different from one spent together, and he buries deeper into the folds of the blanket, breathing in what remains of another man’s passion.

 

Émile doesn’t go home the next day, nor the day after. He washes in the water butt, survives on bread and raw carrots, applies the powder Letty gave him by candlelight in the privacy of the shed. He avoids Isabelle as much as possible, his body prickling with humiliation whenever he sees her. The spectacles remain on the shelf, along with the now empty hip flask; Émile supposes Schreiber can live without the flask, but not the specs, surely. It occurs to him that he, himself, might be under surveillance, that Schreiber might be waiting for him to leave. Then, on his third night, just as he has finished what passes for supper, the door to the shed swings open and Schreiber appears. He peers at Émile through the dim candlelight.

You’re still here, he seems to say, and he approaches cautiously, as if half expecting Émile to hit him again.

‘I’m sorry.’ Émile gestures towards the German’s nose. ‘You gave me a fright, see.’

He hands Schreiber his spectacles and after a moment’s hesitation, the hip flask. The German nods graciously, a little self-conscious as he puts on his glasses, before taking out his notepad.

‘You’re living here?’ he asks, his brow creased, and Émile tells him no, that is, yes, only temporarily. ‘Problems at home,’ he explains. ‘Letting the dust settle.’

‘Ah.’ The German gives him a quizzical look, then delves into the deep pocket of his greatcoat and passes him a small sausage-shaped package wrapped in newspaper. Émile can smell that it is meat of some kind and as he opens it, he feels almost faint with longing.

Blutwurst (Bavaria) Schreiber writes, and as he takes a bite, Émile thinks he doesn’t really care where it’s from, or the fact that it has teeth marks on it already – the stuff is delicious.

‘I’m sorry,’ the German is saying now. ‘About the other night.’

No harm done, Émile says, wondering when the man will get to the crux of the matter, for he may have given him sausage, but he hasn’t given him the keys back and he’s beginning to think there’s as much chance of that happening as there is of Hitler changing his mind and calling the whole thing off.

Schreiber starts to scribble.

Mr Ozanne is worried.

Here it comes. Émile wipes his mouth on the back of his hand and looks at him.

About his reputation.

Ozzy’s reputation as what? A con artist or a ladies’ man? Émile suppresses a smirk. But Schreiber is watching him intently, and Émile understands how much this matters, that he should forget what he saw, tell no one. He wants to tell Schreiber that he and Mr Ozanne aren’t the first to meet in secret, Émile knows that better than most, and he’s got enough on his plate without worrying about what the pair of them might be getting up to on the floor of his shed.

‘It’s your business,’ he says. ‘Not mine.’

Relief washes over the German’s face and Émile feels awkward for being the cause of it. There would be some wearing that same uniform who would have Schreiber’s type swinging from a lamp post, he supposes, but Émile isn’t one of them. He wishes Schreiber good night, finishes the rest of the sausage, then braces himself for another night of penance on the floor.

 

Isabelle is in the upstairs office, typing up a monthly report for Grange Lodge, when the tradesmen’s bell goes. Glancing out of the window, she sees that it is Émile’s wife – Letty – standing at the side entrance in a navy raincoat, and the look on her face is far from friendly. Letty points at the door and then at Isabelle before pressing her finger against the bell another time for good measure.

Didn’t anyone ever tell her it was rude to point! Isabelle steps out of view and slowly makes her way downstairs. So this is payback time, she supposes, and she wonders what had possessed her to write that note for Émile. She wouldn’t be surprised if he passed his wages straight to Letty; he certainly hadn’t mentioned it since and going to their house like that had just made her miserable, seeing them all sat around playing cards, like a scene straight out of Laura Ingalls Wilder.

As she goes outside to the passageway, she feels the same churning sick feeling she gets when Ron has come home in one of his tempers. Actions have consequences, Isabelle, she tells herself, as she unlocks the door, but it’s so unfair when she hasn’t really done anything other than a bit of daydreaming, and since when is that a crime?

‘Mrs Quenneville,’ she says.

Letty is made up in a rather slapdash way, her cheeks daubed with rouge – which she doesn’t need as her colour is high already – and orange lipstick, faint in some places and not in others, feathering chapped lips.

‘I wanted to check he’s come into work,’ Letty says without preamble, looking at her sharply.

‘Émile?’

‘Not got any other husbands, last time I looked.’

‘Oh!’ So she is a conduit for Letty’s rage, rather than the target. Isabelle regains her composure. ‘Come through to the kitchen. I’ll call him.’

Letty doesn’t move. ‘There’s no need. Just tell him to get his backside home tonight, will you?’ She stares over Isabelle’s shoulder into the far distance. ‘The rent’s due.’

So the lipstick and the rouge is all front; Isabelle feels a wave of sympathy for the woman.

‘I’ll tell him,’ she says. ‘Don’t worry.’

Letty nods curtly and bolts off, her footsteps echoing down the street.

Isabelle goes back to the kitchen. She had got in early that morning and gone down to the shed to fetch some paraffin, where she had been surprised to see Émile bent over the water butt, dousing his face. Now it seemed that he hadn’t been home at all last night, perhaps not for days. She glances at the clock and sees that it’s almost time for elevenses, and she brews up some acorn tea and fills a flask to take down to the shed.

When she gets to the enclosure, the shed door is ajar. Inside, Émile is hunched on the bench, smoking. He looks up in surprise and sits up a little straighter, hesitating when she asks if she can come in. He nods and clears the potting trays from the bench to make space.

Isabelle hands him the flask. ‘Pretend it’s real tea,’ she says with a small smile. ‘Not that I ever can.’

He thanks her and pours the tea, gulps it down with gusto.

‘Letty was here,’ Isabelle says.

‘Letty?’ He looks at her warily. ‘When?’

‘Just now.’ Isabelle swallows. ‘She says you haven’t been home. She needs you there.’

When he says nothing, she repeats it, and he grimaces and shakes his head. ‘She don’t need me.’

Isabelle looks around the shed, spots the blanket wedged under the bench, the stub of a candle on top of the toolbox.

‘Have you been sleeping here?’

‘Just a few nights.’ Émile gives her the faintest echo of a smile. ‘You want to charge me rent?’

‘A few nights!’ Isabelle stares at him. She must have been blind not to notice, but she sees it now: the grainy pallor of his skin, the bloodshot eyes. ‘Why?’ She hesitates. ‘Is it because of me? Coming to the house?’

‘No.’ He looks away, mumbles something about an infection.

‘Are you ill? Is Letty or one of the girls?’

He will not answer her. Isabelle takes his notebook and pencil, and turns to a new page.

You look dreadful!

She thrusts it at him and Émile studies it, then throws back his head and laughs. The sound swells around them, like the first sweeping chord of an accordion polka; it is as if he has saved it up for this moment, and she doesn’t know what she has said really, other than insult him, but she is glad in any case and, after a moment, she joins in.

He grins. ‘I feel it,’ he says. ‘I’m not eighteen anymore, that’s for certain.’

‘Nor me.’ Her hand goes to the frizzy grey hairs at the crown of her head, which she used to remove with tweezers but recently hasn’t bothered. She gets to her feet, suddenly self-conscious.

‘I’ll arrange an advance on your wages,’ she says, ‘so you can take care of things.’

She gestures for the notebook but he has understood and is shaking his head. ‘No need.’

‘I know.’ Isabelle thinks again of Letty. She is Occupation thin, and the weight loss doesn’t suit her. ‘But I’m sure you’ll find a use for it.’

Émile hands back the flask.

‘Best be getting on,’ he says, putting on a scarf that draws Isabelle’s attention. It is not the one he usually wears, which is grey and fraying at the edges; this one is navy with three tassels at each end and a cable knit detail running through the centre. It has been made with care, and she should know because it is remarkably similar to the one she gave Schreiber for Christmas.

‘Where did you get that?’ She regards him closely, but he will not look her in the eye.

‘Found it.’ Émile’s colour seems to rise. ‘Some folks don’t take enough care of their things.’

Isabelle pauses. ‘I suppose you’re right,’ she says.

She returns to the house and the report for Grange Lodge, but she cannot settle. What would Émile be doing with Peter’s scarf? She must be mistaken. And yet, when she enquired after it, he had flushed. She thinks of the sketches again and a strange, unsettling notion occurs to her. She tells herself not to be ridiculous, and gets back to the accounts.

 

That night, once Isabelle is certain that Ron is unshakeably asleep, she gets out of bed and creeps down the hallway into the living room. She takes the small copper key from the pencil pot on the bureau and unlocks the bottom drawer, where Ron keeps their rainy day money. There could be no advance on Émile’s wages – the Hauteville accounts were stretched as it was – but she had known it was the only way he’d accept any money. She takes out a one pound note and stuffs it inside an old, denuded lipstick, which she places in the zipped compartment of her handbag. Then, she tiptoes back to the bedroom. As she climbs into bed, Ron stirs.

‘What are you up to, Izzy?’ His voice is surprisingly crisp, unsoftened by sleep.

‘Just went to the lav,’ she says, drawing the covers tightly around her. ‘Sorry to wake you.’

‘I wasn’t asleep,’ he says, and the possibility of it is enough to keep Isabelle from sleep herself. She is still awake when a sallow dawn seeps through the blackout blinds, and she warns herself never to underestimate the man she married.

 

The next day when Isabelle takes Émile the money, she finds that he has shaved and the thick seam of grime has gone from under his fingernails. He is still wearing the scarf which, regardless of how he acquired it, suits him, bringing out the blue-grey of his eyes. He stops digging and thanks her, tucks the pound note in his back pocket. As she turns to leave, he calls out.

‘Better looking today, am I?’

‘Pardon?’

Isabelle looks back. He is smiling in the way she remembers when he used to tease her, when they first met. Please don’t tell me you’re in the Temperance Society – you’re not, well, thank the Lord for that! No, she wasn’t about to sign the pledge, but she was in a sewing circle and he should be grateful for it, because they met on a Wednesday afternoon, which coincided nicely with his half day off from the vinery. She always arrived to meet him carrying her tapestry bag, which contained the tablecloth she was making – it still remained unfinished at the end of the summer, when her alibi became her downfall and her mother found out where she hadn’t been for the past two months. But the tablecloth had become a standing joke between them – Émile would enquire after its progress, in the same breath as he would ask after her mother’s well-being – and she is reminded now, with a pang of sadness, of how the two of them used to be when they were together.

‘A fraction,’ she mouths back and he gives her a mini-salute, then gets back to the digging.





Chapter 11

 

Maud walks down the darkening High Street past one barter shop after another and tries to remember what was in their place before the war started. The sweet shop has closed, and the haberdasher’s next to it. Creasey’s is one of the few places where there are still things left to buy, although the woman who just served her told her to treat her new pair of stockings with kid gloves as they were almost completely out of stock. Now it is almost teatime and Maud feels worn out and crochety, which is nothing new these days because her life has just flipped right back to what it used to be, and she has let it happen.

‘We’ll always be sisters, Mo,’ Stella had said on her first night back after being at Old Mum’s. ‘Nothing’s changed’ – and a heaviness had settled on Maud as she lay in her old bed, trying to block out the sounds of what could only be copulation from her parents’ room next door, and the black thought that her mother was showing her gratitude to Pa for letting Maud back in. As for Pa, he treated her absence as if it had been nothing more than some childish whim, something easily forgotten with a game of cards and a little bit extra at teatime.

She cuts down an alleyway and is some way from the High Street, before she notices a huddle of German soldiers in the gloom ahead of her. They form a line as she approaches and she sees that they are young, not much older than she is, and they wear a collective smirk. Her heart starts to thump and she has just turned to retrace her steps when one of them calls out to her.

‘Halt!’ The man bends forward and beckons to her with his index finger, as if coaxing a small child. The others laugh.

‘Your papers, Fräulein.’

Maud hands him her identity card. His companions peer over her shoulder as he studies her photo. More laughter follows.

‘The Fräulein is very serious, no?’ The man moves towards her and chucks her under the chin.

Maud recoils and steps away. They crowd around her, backing her against the wall. She can no longer see the street: she can smell the damp wool of their tunics, the tar soap. They banter back and forth in German and Maud isn’t sure if it’s better or worse not to be able to understand. She jostles against them trying to get out but they just move closer.

‘Maybe it’s her monthly time,’ one of them says. His cheeks are pitted with acne scars. ‘Shall we find out?’

He forces his hand under her skirt. His fingers, rough and cold, crawl up her skin. Not to her, Maud thinks, this can’t be happening to her. For a few seconds, she is frozen, reduced to an inch of copy in the Press. Woman, 18, assaulted in Town. The German authorities are investigating the incident.

Maud screams and screams again and suddenly the mass of uniforms thins out and she hears a man’s voice, gruff with authority, bellowing down the alley.

‘What the hell is going on?’

The soldier with the acne scoffs. ‘Nothing to do with you, old man.’

The man is old. He walks with a limp and his stick makes a clipping sound on the cobbles, and Maud’s heart sinks, for what help can he be? But there is something familiar about his gait and as he approaches, her breath comes faster. It is Le Lacheur.

‘We’ll see what Kommandant Maas has to say about that,’ he says, and the mention of the Kommandant’s name, the ease with which it slides off his tongue, acts like a gunshot amongst the men: they flinch, unsettled.

‘I have a delivery of wine for Grange Lodge tomorrow morning, as it happens.’ Le Lacheur surveys the group. ‘Names, please.’

The Germans are silent.

‘Namen!’

Slowly, reluctantly, the men mumble their names. They are like schoolboys about to be caned, Maud thinks, and it is almost as if she has imagined the whole thing. Le Lacheur repeats the names back, then shakes his stick at them, as if they’re a flock of pigeons that have got in his way.

‘Off with you!’

He watches as they hurry down the deserted street. ‘I’d horsewhip the lot of them myself if I




































































Author’s Note

The ‘French House’ of the title refers to Hauteville House, the French novelist Victor Hugo’s residence-in-exile in Guernsey from 1856–70, and where he wrote some of his most famous works. Now owned by the City of Paris, the house and gardens are open to visitors and I was lucky enough to work there as a guide when I was a student, many summers ago. Located on a quiet street on the outskirts of St Peter Port, all four storeys of Hauteville House were decorated by Hugo himself, in truly eclectic and eccentric style with rooms ranging from the Versailles-inspired salon rouge to the glass ‘look out’ at the top of the house, which served as his writing room. 

Hugo’s personal life was as unconventional and vibrant as his interiors – a gift to any tour guide! - and visitors to the house used to love the stories of Hugo and his lifelong mistress and muse, Juliette Drouet, who moved to Guernsey with the rest of the Hugo family but who lived, for propriety’s sake, on the opposite side of the street. Theirs was an intense and passionate relationship with Juliette writing thousands of letters to Hugo over the course of her life – and they  remained lovers for fifty years until her death in 1883. 

Needless to say, Hauteville House and the stories it held seized my imagination, but it wasn’t until almost thirty years later, as I was in the early stages of planning this novel, that it found its way onto the page. It struck me that not only was ‘the French House’ on Hauteville the perfect setting for a rather different kind of love story, but that its legacy as a place of both refuge and exile, embodied some of the core themes of the book. 

It remains unclear as to exactly what happened to Hauteville House during the German Occupation and the story I have written is fictional. Victor Hugo’s atmospheric Guernsey home is such a special place that continues to inspire so many people in different ways – an inheritance from the man himself to every one who passes through the doors. 

 

For more information:

www.museums.gov.gg/hauteville

www.maisonsvictorhugo.paris.fr
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