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      After the War Cabinet advised that the island of Jersey had been demilitarised, a second telegram was sent to the Lieutenant Governor of Jersey, Major General Harrison, on 19 June 1940, days before the invasion of the Channel Islands.

      ‘The Channel Islands will not, repeat not, be defended against external invasion by sea or air.’
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          9 MAY 1945

        

      

    

    
      Helen heard another footstep on the stairs leading to the attic and covered her little boy’s mouth with her hand. She forced a smile. ‘Remember, Bobby,’ she whispered, ‘we mustn’t make a sound.’

      His small hand moved hers away. ‘Because the Nasties are in the house?’

      Helen nodded, her heart breaking to think that hiding in an attic from the Nazi officers who were billeted next door was part of his daily life. ‘That’s right.’

      ‘We’re safe in our fort though, aren’t we, Mummy?’

      She raised a finger to her lips, hearing heavy soles slowly making their way to their tiny hiding place, behind the secret cupboard under the eaves.

      Seeing he was about to speak, she covered his mouth again and pulled a silly face. ‘We are safe in here, but we must shush now,’ she said, hearing an unmistakable creak on the floorboards directly outside their attic room, followed by a squeak as the door opened.

      Desperate to clasp Bobby tightly against her, Helen resisted, aware that to do so might alert him to the seriousness of what was happening. He looked up at her, his large blue eyes so like his father’s, and for the first time Helen saw fear.
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        June 1941

      

      

      Helen heard her aunt coughing as she carried Bobby down the stairs to join her for breakfast. Anxiety gnawed in her stomach. This had been going on for weeks now, probably even months, and she wished her aunt would do as she asked and see a doctor.

      ‘Morning, Helen.’

      Helen tried to smile but failed. She manoeuvred her six-month-old son into his highchair and handed him a toy to keep him busy while she prepared his porridge.

      ‘Morning, Aunt Sylvia.’

      Her aunt looked up from pouring out two cups of tea. ‘You seem a little cross.’

      Not wishing to be unkind, but needing to impress the urgency of her aunt’s condition on her, if that was what it would take to make her see sense, Helen tilted her head to one side. ‘I know you keep trying to reassure me about your cough, but I think we both know it’s been getting worse, Aunty. Won’t you go to see the doctor? If not for yourself, then for Bobby?’

      Her aunt drew back one of the chairs for Helen to sit on. She caught a fleeting expression on her aunt’s face and tensed as it dawned on her she was about to hear bad news.

      ‘You have seen him, haven’t you?’ She closed her eyes, wishing she had said nothing. She wasn’t ready for this. Her aunt was the only relative she had left who cared for her and Bobby.

      Sylvia placed a cup of tea in front of her before doing the same with her own, then sat down. She sighed heavily. ‘I’m sorry, Helen. I should have told you before now, but I couldn’t find the words.’

      Bracing herself for what was to come, Helen clasped her hands in her lap. ‘Tell me.’

      Her aunt’s attention was taken by two German soldiers talking angrily outside their front door.

      ‘Have a look and see if you can work out what that’s about?’ her aunt said, pointing down the hallway.

      Helen ran to the living room and looked outside, slinking backwards when one of the uniformed men turned to her. She wished she understood German like her close friend and neighbour, Peggy Hamel. Seeing one of the men indicate the houses opposite theirs, Helen understood what the fuss was about and returned to her aunt.

      ‘It seems that someone has painted a V on the front doors of two houses across the road,’ she said, unsure whether to be excited or concerned about any repercussions.

      ‘There’s been quite a bit of that going on around the place, I gather,’ her aunt said thoughtfully. She gave a wry grin. ‘I wish I had the courage to do something similar.’

      She began coughing again and Helen winced to hear the rasping. ‘I’m glad you don’t. I—’ A loud bang on the front door made her jump. ‘I think we’re about to be asked about the vandalism across the road.’

      Bobby began to cry. ‘It’s all right, poppet,’ Helen soothed, hugging him.

      Another loud bang was joined by an order to open the door. Sylvia began to get up but Helen stopped her. ‘No. You stay here with Bobby. I’ll speak to them.’

      Her heart pounded heavily in her chest and she swallowed the nausea threatening to reach her throat as she opened the door with a shaky hand. ‘Yes?’

      A sharp-featured officer of about thirty-five glared down at her. ‘You are the inhabitant of this house?’

      ‘Yes. I live here with my aunt and son.’ She tried not to look at the deep scar running from one side of his mouth almost to his ear and wondered what might have caused it.

      ‘We will speak to them.’ Without waiting for Helen to say anything, he stepped into the hallway, forcing her to move backwards out of his way. ‘They are where?’

      Speaking loudly to warn her aunt, Helen indicated the kitchen. ‘We’re through here. If you’ll follow me.’

      She heard the front door being closed and the heavy jackboots as the two uniformed men followed her through the house. Helen widened her eyes at her aunt, who seemed far calmer than she was at that moment. Bobby stared up at the men, seeming too astonished at them to cry.

      ‘What is your reason for forcing your way into my home?’ Sylvia snapped.

      Helen went to stand next to her aunt, shocked by her attitude to the soldiers.

      ‘I am Hauptmann Wilhelm Schneider and this is Leutnant Klaus Müller. We wish you to tell us if you saw the traitor who painted the Vs on the doors opposite your house.’

      Helen didn’t dare look at her aunt, but immediately insisted she had seen nothing.

      ‘I didn’t notice it last evening,’ Sylvia said, only a slight quaver in her voice. ‘I therefore presume it must have been done under cover of darkness.’

      ‘And we were in bed by ten o’clock last night,’ Helen added. ‘I only noticed it this morning when I heard you both outside and went to see what the fuss was about.’

      ‘Fuss?’ The taller of the two officers glared at her, causing Helen to shiver. ‘The person will be caught.’ His certainty made her fear for whoever had done it. ‘And they will be treated accordingly.’

      Seemingly satisfied with their enquiry, they turned on their heels and left the house.

      Helen ran after them, closed the front door and locked it. She went back to the kitchen and sat heavily, breathless from shock at having the hated officers in her home.

      ‘Well, that was rather frightening,’ Sylvia said in a playful voice as she smiled at Bobby. ‘Wasn’t it, poppet?’

      Helen watched the concern fade from her little boy’s face and was grateful to her aunt for her reaction. She drank a mouthful of her cooling tea and recalled what they were talking about before they had been interrupted by the Wehrmacht. ‘Don’t think I’ve forgotten about our earlier conversation.’

      Her aunt smiled. ‘I had hoped you might have done.’ She sighed. ‘You’ll be pleased to know that I have been to the doctor. A few times in fact.’ She picked up her cup, blew on the tea, then, changing her mind, lowered it again. Raised voices filtered into the room from outside before they heard banging on the Hamels’ door at number 3. Sylvia scowled.

      ‘What did the doctor say, Aunty?’

      ‘He’s done tests and it’s not TB, thankfully, but he prescribed some medicine and said I need to take things a little easier.’

      Helen wanted to believe what she was being told but she was aware her aunt played things down and doubted she was hearing the full story. ‘Is that it, or is there more?’ She took another sip of tea. Her voice wavered. ‘I want to be able to support you but I can only do that if I know exactly what’s wrong.’

      Her aunt stared at her for a moment. ‘I suppose you should know,’ she admitted. ‘He did say that the virus has weakened my heart and that although I seem fine now, I do need to be careful and that it will get worse over time.’

      Did that mean her aunt was going to die? Helen tried not to show her panic. ‘How much time?’

      ‘He couldn’t say. He did say I need to be careful not to catch any winter colds, if possible. Eat as well as I can. Rest. That sort of thing.’

      Helen listened intently, trying to work out how she could help. ‘We’ll just have to ensure you take things easier, then, won’t we?’ She swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘You’ve been so good taking Bobby and me in without any questions or⁠—’

      ‘Enough of that.’ Her aunt smiled. ‘I’m fine. There’s no need to concern yourself about me. And having the pair of you here has been a joy. It’s given me a new lease of life, despite everything going on around us.’ She held out her hands and looked around the room. If you hadn’t arrived on my doorstep last year, I would have had to face all this nastiness on my own now, wouldn’t I?’

      Helen supposed she was right, but that didn’t stop her feeling grateful that her aunt had simply opened the door and welcomed her inside her home when she had arrived that June morning straight from the ferry, pregnant, heartbroken and terrified about what she should do next.

      ‘Maybe you’ll be able to rest this afternoon?’ she suggested as a German shouted at someone outside.

      Helen wondered if it might be easier living further away from town but pushed the thought aside, aware that her aunt had lived at 2 Tynemouth Terrace on St Aubin’s Road since moving to Jersey with her husband in the twenties. She knew Aunt Sylvia would rather lose sleep than let Nazis force her from her home.

      ‘Not much chance of that,’ Sylvia replied, resting a hand on Helen’s shoulder. She nodded in Bobby’s direction. ‘You don’t want to be late for work at the villa now, do you?’

      ‘The villa’ was Villa Millbrook, a beautiful Arts and Crafts style house owned by Lady Trent, the woman behind the Boots empire. As far as Helen was aware, the elderly lady had been persuaded by concerned relatives to spend the war at a family home in Scotland. Helen was glad she wasn’t there to see her beloved home being lived in by Nazi officers since it had been requisitioned at the beginning of the Occupation.

      Helen had been working there for a few months now, thanks to her aunt knowing the housekeeper, Mrs Edwards, and arranging for her to have an interview. She didn’t mind her job assisting Mrs Jeune, the cook, even though it meant waiting on German soldiers in the dining room. And she was grateful that her aunt loved looking after Bobby.

      ‘You’re right. I should be going. I’ll just give him this last mouthful then I’ll tidy up first.’

      Her aunt waited patiently for her to finish feeding him, then took the empty bowl and spoon from Helen’s hands. ‘Off you go.’

      Helen watched enviously as her aunt picked up a cloth and wiped Bobby’s cherubic face. She wished she could be the one to stay with him.

      ‘Go on, then. This little one will be fine with me.’

      ‘I know he will,’ Helen said, standing and kissing her aunt briefly on the top of her head.  She felt a familiar tightening in her throat, thinking of her aunt’s unconditional love, which had given Helen back the confidence she had lost. Aunt Sylvia had only suggested once, just before the occupation, that Helen contact her parents to see if they would welcome her home again. Helen had refused, mortified to have fallen pregnant without having a wedding ring on her finger. She thought of Richard, the man who had crushed her dreams as well as her heart when she’d discovered that he already had a fiancée, and wondered what he would think of their bonny six-month-old son.

      ‘Helen, I can see you’re thinking about what happened again.’ Her aunt gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘You must think ahead, dear. There’s no point in longing for the past. I know, I’ve done it for years since losing my darling Malcolm.’

      Helen opened her mouth to deny what she was doing but was silenced by her aunt’s knowing look.

      ‘It won’t do you or this little one any good to ponder on what might have  been,’ Sylvia added. ‘And as far as being good to you both, I only did what any other relative of yours might have done.’

      They both knew that wasn’t true. Most families would have done the opposite and turned Helen away in disgrace.

      Sylvia waved her out of the room. ‘Now, get a move on or you’ll be looking for another job.’ She spilled some of Bobby’s food from the spoon and tutted to herself as she went to fetch a damp cloth to clear it up.

      Helen watched Sylvia walk through to the scullery and then kissed Bobby’s forehead. ‘You be a good boy for your great-aunt Sylvia while Mummy is away.’

      Hearing footsteps, she straightened up.

      ‘Are you still here?’ Sylvia came back in with a scowl before shooing her away. ‘Go. Now.’

      Helen set off on her half-hour walk to work contemplating how much she loved living on this beautiful island, where she, her parents and her older brother had come to stay with their aunt every summer holiday when she was younger. The island was different now, with German road signs, Occupation Reichsmarks as the currency and the hated grey-green German uniforms on every street. She loathed the red-and-black banners hanging from buildings. Even their clocks had been put forward one hour to coincide with the Continent.

      ‘Good morning,’ she said, smiling at Ida Hamel next door, who was coming out of her house. Helen liked their neighbour. There was something sad about her – probably, Helen thought, because she had been widowed only eighteen months before – but she didn’t seem to judge Helen in any way, nor did her daughters Peggy and Babs, and for that Helen was grateful.

      Helen went to cross the road, stopping when a black car with familiar insignia flying from the aerial blasted its horn. She was shocked that she had nearly been run over. Although she mostly remembered to look left instead of right before crossing the street, she knew that sometimes she still automatically looked right first.

      She quickened her pace along the pavement, cheered at the thought of Bobby, who had recently begun crawling, causing her and Aunt Sylvia to move all the ornaments in the living room up on shelves out of his reach.

      Something caught Helen’s eye, and she hesitated in front of a shopfront, where a placard was affixed, stating, ‘Jewish Undertaking’. She stared at the sign, her good mood vanishing, and clenched her fists, enraged to think people were being put into categories. Hearing heavy footsteps, she noticed a uniformed soldier walking in her direction and immediately moved on.

      How must the shop’s proprietor feel about that sign? What was the world coming to when this sort of thing became a way of life?

      Several minutes later Helen passed another shop but this time the placard read, ‘Under an Aryan administrator’. Helen fought the urge to turn around and run back to her aunt’s home, wanting to blot out what she had seen. Poor Bobby – what had she done, bringing him into a world this cruel?

      She decided there was little she could do but make the best of things. She was here now, and so was Bobby. She just needed to put one foot in front of the other and make the best of what was coming to her. She forced a smile and kept walking.
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          PEGGY

        

      

    

    
      Peggy finished typing the last of the transcripts she had been working on that morning, checked the document for errors and took the paper from her typewriter. She read through what she had done and couldn’t help thinking that although her work for the government was vital, as far as she was concerned coming into contact with the Nazi officers at work tainted her somehow. If it hadn’t been for her boss, Advocate Clarry Le Gresley, a well-respected local lawyer, persuading her that she could help the islanders by translating orders received by the Superior Council from the German authorities, she would have had as little to do with them as possible.

      It was strange to think she had been doing this work for almost a year now but it still unnerved her to be in the same room as one of them. If it wasn’t for this part-time role that she fitted in with her secretarial work for the Advocate, she would love working at the legal firm much more.

      Peggy set the translation on top of the mounting pile on her desk. Her boss was a kind man who had taken her on soon after she returned to Jersey having spent twelve months studying in Hamburg. She recalled how he had finally persuaded her to take on the role. ‘Even if we only have a couple of days’ notice about new regulations before they’re announced to the islanders it still gives us time to warn those who will be affected,’ he had explained.

      The worst thing for Peggy was that she had sworn not to discuss her work with anyone. But she reasoned that although this might be a small act of resistance on her part, if it saved someone then she was willing to do it.

      She mostly succeeded in dismissing her concerns about possible repercussions should she be caught, but occasionally her worries got the better of her. ‘It would break my mother’s heart if I was to go to prison,’ she’d told the Advocate. ‘Or, worse, be sent away to one of the camps.’

      The Advocate had assured her he would never let that happen, as had his son Tony, junior lawyer and Peggy’s boyfriend. Peggy doubted either of them had any power to protect her, but eventually reasoned that as her boss was one of the most highly regarded lawyers on the island, having him looking out for her could only be a good thing.

      She stretched her arms and flexed her fingers. She might only be twenty-one but she felt as if she had aged a lot in the previous twelve months, since the unthinkable had happened and the Nazis had invaded the island. She supposed most people felt the same way with the stress of living under Nazi rule.

      ‘Peggy, is everything all right?’

      Startled by her boss’s voice, she tried to gather herself. ‘Yes, Advocate Le Gresley. Sorry, I was thinking.’

      He gave her a knowing smile. ‘If you’ve finished typing up those letters I dictated earlier then please bring them through, would you?’

      She stood, turned the top page of the work she had finished transcribing facedown, and, picking up the letters along with her notepad and pencil, followed him into his office next door. She watched as he read the first letter.

      ‘You’re a conscientious girl, Peggy.’ He picked up his fountain pen and signed the letter in his neat, swirling handwriting. Then, picking up the small blotter on his desk, he rolled it over the wet ink. He looked up at her. ‘I hope the translations aren’t worrying you as much as they once did.’

      They did but she wanted to reassure him, sensing his concern came mostly from a feeling of responsibility for being the one to involve her in the first place. ‘Not as much.’

      ‘You don’t find it too difficult dealing with these people?’

      Peggy didn’t like to lie. ‘Sometimes, but I’m getting used to it.’

      ‘I’m relieved.’ He pushed the signed letter towards her to fold and slip into the relevant addressed envelope and drew the next one towards him. ‘If you do ever find it’s becoming too much, I want you to tell me.’ He pointed at one of the letters. ‘That one will need to be delivered by hand; today, please.’

      She looked at the address, happy to see it was on the Esplanade and only a short walk away.

      When the letters were signed, Peggy thanked him and left. As she closed his office door behind her, she turned and slammed into someone. Hands grabbed her as she toppled backwards and stopped her from landing in a heap on the tiled hallway floor.

      ‘For pity’s sake,’ she grumbled through clenched teeth as she bent to retrieve the envelopes scattered around her feet. ‘Look where you’re going next time.’

      ‘Here, let me.’

      Hearing the deep voice of the man she had begun seeing two months before, Peggy blushed. ‘What are you doing on this floor?’ she asked, surprised to see him, sensing something was wrong.

      He smiled down at her. She was almost five-foot-eight tall but he still towered above her. Unable to help herself, Peggy ran her fingers through his almost black hair, brushing it back from his forehead where it had fallen forward as he bent to collect her dropped papers.

      ‘I came to speak to my father about something.’ His mouth stretched in a grin and Peggy felt her breath catch in her throat, still unable to believe this man who so often kept to himself had shown such an interest in her. ‘But mostly I was hoping to see you.’

      ‘You were?’ she asked, wishing she didn’t feel slightly shy with him now. He wasn’t her first boyfriend, but he was different from any of the boys she had ever come in contact with. Maybe it was because of the time they were living in that he seemed more grown up, or simply because he had been to law school and was a few years older than her. Mostly, she supposed, it was because she was falling in love with him.

      ‘Yes, why?’ he asked, a twinkle in his dark blue eyes. ‘Don’t you believe me?’

      Hearing heels clattering down the stairs, Peggy cocked her head to one side. ‘You’re going to get caught down here if you’re not careful.’

      He didn’t seem to care and shrugged, bending down and kissing her quickly. ‘I’d better go. We don’t want one of the secretaries catching me with you and starting rumours.’

      Peggy grinned. ‘They can’t be rumours if they’re true, though, can they?’

      ‘I suppose not, but you know how my father insists that any personal relationships are kept out of working hours.’ He winked at her. ‘And he’d be especially cross if he thought I was interrupting his golden girl’s work.’

      She pushed his shoulder. ‘Then what are you doing here now?’ she teased. Hearing the footsteps coming closer, she took his wrist and pulled him into her office.

      ‘You may as well come in for a moment and tell me how your meeting went.’

      He shrugged. ‘All bad news, as usual. My father is concerned that the officers we’re getting here now are less gentlemanly, and that it’s only going to get worse as time goes on.’

      Peggy realised she had noticed a subtle change in the manners of the soldiers walking the streets. Her aunt had thought it was because the original ones who’d come to the island had been career soldiers and used to the way of life. They had now been transferred elsewhere and gradually their replacements had been conscripted soldiers who, she supposed, resented being forced to leave their families almost as much as she and the islanders resented them being here.

      ‘It’s a frightening time for us all,’ Tony continued. ‘Cut off from family, friends, not being able to fight with the rest of the world.’ A shadow crossed his face and for a moment he stared down at the desk, seeing something only visible to him.

      ‘You wish you were fighting, don’t you?’

      ‘Of course I do,’ he sighed miserably. Peggy decided now was the time to ask why he hadn’t left the island before the invasion, while he still had the chance.

      ‘I hadn’t expected to be stuck here but my appendix decided to almost rupture just before I was supposed to leave. So, to my eternal frustration, I was recuperating in hospital after an appendectomy, knowing my contemporaries from college were proudly serving our country while I was stuck at a desk doing nothing useful.’

      So that’s why he’s still on the island, she thought, sad that he had missed out on doing as he had hoped. She began to try and reassure him, but he closed his eyes and shook his head. Opening them again, he gave her a gentle smile.

      ‘Ignore me. I forgot myself for a moment.’

      ‘It’s fine.’

      ‘No. I mean it, Peggy. I get resentful sometimes. If I had left when I expected I would never have met you.’ He smiled and took her into his arms, pressing his lips softly against hers before pulling away. ‘Sometimes fate has plans for us we don’t see coming.’

      Wasn’t that the truth, she mused.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          HELEN

        

      

    

    
      Helen stood at the entrance of the large house with its stone pillars topped with griffins on each side and waited for the soldier on duty to come out, check her papers and let her enter the property. Looking up at the imposing stone house, she knew she should be grateful for her job. And she was – she would just rather not have to work so close to Nazi officers.

      A grumpy-looking sentry walked up to her, and Helen waited silently as he inspected her Occupation Identity card, before opening the metal gates further to allow her into the grounds.

      ‘Is everything all right?’ Mrs Jeune, the cook, asked as Helen entered the large kitchen at the back of the building, having made her way along the labyrinth of corridors to get there.

      ‘It’s fine.’

      ‘Your aunt any better today?’

      Ordinarily Helen wouldn’t have shared her aunt’s personal information, but the cook and Aunt Sylvia were friends, and Helen liked Mrs Jeune despite her stern ways.

      ‘Not really,’ she admitted miserably. She removed her coat and hat, walked through to the small room next door to hang them up and collect a clean apron. She slipped the apron straps over her head and returned to the kitchen, tying them behind her back. ‘She’s a bit worse, to be honest, but she has finally been to see a doctor.’

      Cook focused on turning over a large joint of meat, basted it, replaced it on the metal tray it was lying in and put it back into the enormous stove. ‘That’s good news. I’m sure Sylvia will do what she thinks best in the end.’

      Helen wasn’t sure what she meant but knew Cook didn’t like to be questioned so said nothing. ‘Where would you like me to start?’ she asked, aware Cook expected everyone to help ensure all the meals were served on time.

      ‘Dulcie’s in the scullery. See if she needs any help then come back here and start cutting up the mushrooms and tomatoes for their breakfast.’

      ‘Good morning, Dulcie,’ Helen said, smiling at the slim girl. Dulcie was sixteen, three years younger than Helen, but she appeared older – perhaps, Helen guessed, because she had a difficult life. The girl could be tetchy at times and had taken a few months to get used to Helen working there, but mostly she was kind and Helen always liked to help her whenever she could.

      ‘Morning.’

      The sulky reply wasn’t unexpected, and Helen went to stand next to her. ‘Cook thought I might be able to help you with a few things.’

      Dulcie cocked her head to one side to indicate several pans drying on the draining board. Helen picked up a tea-towel and one of the pans, then noticed Dulcie glance at the doorway and put a wet finger up to her lips. ‘Cook was called in earlier to prepare something for a load of ’em. They’ve been ’ere most of the night chatting about something,’ she whispered.

      Helen frowned. ‘Poor thing.’ She knew Cook already worked long hours, without being made to come in any earlier. She was always there when Helen arrived, and when she left. Helen wondered how she kept going. ‘She can’t have much time at home.’

      They heard the kitchen door open and the sound of Mrs Edwards’ heeled shoes upon the tiled floor. The housekeeper was insistent on everything she overlooked being impeccable. Helen liked her, but sometimes found the woman’s high standards a little difficult to keep up with.

      She finished wiping the final pan and set it down on the side. ‘I’d better get out there and start that chopping.’

      ‘Ah, there you are, Helen,’ Mrs Edwards said, when Helen entered the kitchen. ‘You and Dulcie will be serving lunch today.’

      Dulcie? Helen was used to occasionally having to wait on the officers with other girls, but never with Dulcie. She knew without seeing her face that she would be horrified to hear this.

      ‘What about the other girls who serve in the dining room?’ As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she knew she should have kept her thoughts to herself. Mrs Edwards’ frowned. ‘That is to say… ’

      Mrs Edwards’ gaze fell on her and then she turned to Cook and gave her a pointed look before addressing Helen. ‘Since you seem so curious, dear. Marie and Jeanette are both unwell and won’t be returning until tomorrow or the next day.’

      Helen hated to think she had upset the woman who had given her work. ‘I’m sorry for speaking out of turn, Mrs Edwards. It won’t happen again.’

      Mrs Edwards’ expression softened. ‘I’m sure it won’t.’

      The back door opened and an untidy man Helen recognised as the gardener walked in. He immediately removed his cap and it was clear from the look of concern on his ruddy face that something was dreadfully wrong.

      ‘What’s the matter, Tommy?’ Mrs Jeune asked, going over to him closely followed by Mrs Edwards.

      He looked at Helen and Dulcie, who had joined them, then, seeming satisfied, puffed out his cheeks and closed the door behind him. ‘We have a problem and I’m not sure what to do about it.’

      ‘Helen, fetch Tommy a cup of strong tea,’ Cook ordered. ‘Er, Dulcie, I’m not sure why you’re hovering when you’ve got pots to wash. Get back to that scullery.’

      Helen went over to the kettle and did as she asked.

      ‘It’s the silver, Mrs Edwards.’ His voice was low but Helen could still hear what he was saying. She wondered why the gardener was interested in the silver.

      ‘I thought it was safely put away.’

      Helen realised by the tone in the housekeeper’s voice that she didn’t mean the silver was in a cupboard but hidden somewhere. Aware she needed to hurry up with the tea, she poured in a little milk and gave it a stir.

      ‘It is, but that’s the problem. Him in the office called me in earlier and questioned me about hidin’ things. I’m sure he could tell I was fibbin’ when I said I knew nothin’ about any treasures.’

      ‘I’m not sure what the problem is, though,’ Cook said.

      Helen carried his tea over to him and put it down on the table, then returned to the worktop and pretended not to be listening as she continued tidying up.

      He groaned. ‘He’s ordered me to have the veg patch dug up. By tomorrow first thing.’

      Helen heard one of the women gasp.

      ‘We need to do something.’ It was Mrs Edwards’ voice and she sounded unusually flustered.

      ‘I know but there’s a lot of stuff to move and I can’t do it all by myself. What if I’m seen? I don’t want to be sent away to one of those camps in Germany.’

      Upset to hear the man’s desperation, Helen went over to the table. ‘Maybe I know someone who can help,’ she said, thinking of Peggy’s boyfriend Tony. She didn’t know him well but had overheard him reassuring Peggy one night outside their homes and suspected he was involved in acts of sabotage that had been happening on the island.

      Three surprised faces turned to her, and she realised she was about to be told off for interrupting.
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        * * *

      

      The day passed quickly and as Helen hurried home with Peggy’s younger sister, Babs, who had kindly waited for her after dropping off some knitting to a friend of her mother’s in Millbrook, she tried to think how to approach Tony.

      Worried she might be seen as being rude, she said, ‘It’s not often I see you out this way.’ She knew that she and Babs went in different directions to get to their places of work.

      ‘I only had a half day at Boots today,’ Babs explained. ‘Naturally, Mum took that to mean she could keep me busy with jobs for her.’

      As Babs moaned, Helen waved the sides of her coat to try and cool down as they walked. Her skin was sticky with perspiration after the long day working in the kitchen and her nervousness at serving the German soldiers. She hated having to go into the dining room when they were there. She wished she had a thinner coat to wear on such a hot June day. Working in the kitchen had been bad enough but now they were walking quickly in the bright sunshine it somehow seemed even worse. Tomorrow she would go without a coat and simply wear her best cardigan.

      As they chatted, Helen couldn’t help thinking how much nicer it must be serving at one of the counters in Boots like Babs. Most importantly though, she was relieved to have someone to talk to and take her mind off having committed herself to speaking to Tony about the issue at the villa.

      ‘Isn’t it funny?’ Babs said in her usual bubbly way. ‘I work at Boots and you work for the lady who helped run it for years.’

      Helen wasn’t sure that was correct, but didn’t like to argue. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t been able to meet her,’ she admitted. ‘She seems to have achieved a lot in her almost eighty years.’ She tried to picture herself at Lady Trent’s age and reflected that all she would like to have achieved by then was to be happily settled in a home of her own, with Bobby married and bringing up his own children. The thought made her smile.

      ‘What are you thinking?’ Babs asked, nudging her and interrupting her thoughts.

      ‘I was only wondering what I might be like at eighty.’

      Babs giggled. ‘You’ve got a long way to go before then, and a lot of living to do in that time.’

      Helen wondered if those years would be spent here stuck on the island. As much as she loved it she hoped to have the freedom to choose whether to stay or leave. If the Nazis won the war then she doubted that choice would be given to her.

      They reached their respective homes and Helen was relieved to see Peggy chatting to Tony. She had known Peggy and her sister for a year now but was always struck by how different their appearances were: Babs, the younger sister, was blonde and bubbly, while Peggy was tall and dark. It made Helen think of her own brother, Stephen. Her mood dipped at the thought of how he might have reacted to her running away without saying goodbye to him. She pushed away the upsetting thought.

      Babs waved at her sister and Tony before giving Helen a brief hug. ‘I’d better go and let Mum know I’ve dropped off the knitting.’

      Peggy gave Helen a questioning look. ‘Is everything all right?’

      ‘Not really,’ Helen admitted quietly. She looked around and, seeing several people walking by, indicated her front door. ‘Would you and Tony come inside for a moment?’

      They followed her in and, after Helen had been through to see her aunt and give Bobby a kiss, she returned to join them in the living room.

      ‘I was hoping to see you, Tony,’ she said keeping her voice down so as not to alert her aunt to what was happening. She quickly explained the situation at work and how she was hoping he might know what to do. ‘Whatever it is must be done this evening, I’m afraid, because the veg patch is being dug up first thing tomorrow. I’ve been trying to think how to move it all somewhere safe but I haven’t any ideas so far.’

      She noticed that, instead of looking concerned, Tony seemed delighted to be involved.

      He thought for a moment, then raised a finger. ‘I know exactly what to do.’

      ‘Already?’ Helen and Peggy asked in unison.

      He laughed. ‘Yes, I’ve heard of someone else doing exactly what I’m going to suggest.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘But we’re going to have to go back there around dusk so it can be done this evening.’

      ‘We’ll be cutting it fine if we want to be home again before curfew,’ Peggy said thoughtfully. ‘These summer nights don’t get dark until ten sometimes.’

      Helen agreed. ‘I’ll need to go spend some time with Aunt Sylvia and Bobby before I can go back.’

      Tony frowned. ‘What makes you think I’ll take either of you with me? This could be dangerous.’

      Helen swapped glances with Peggy before addressing him. ‘I’m the one with the pass. I’ll need to get access to the house on some pretext, then I’ll be able to go and let you in through a hidden door in the garden wall.’

      Peggy nodded. ‘Yes, and you’ll need me to help move everything.’

      ‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘I agree I need Helen’s help, but not yours, Peggy. I’ll not let you risk getting into trouble.’

      Helen grimaced, knowing that her friend wasn’t going to be told what to do.

      ‘I don’t think that’s for you to decide, Tony,’ Peggy said before giving Helen a triumphant look. ‘Right, then, what time shall we meet outside?’

      They arranged to meet up at nine-thirty.

      ‘Suits me,’ Tony said. ‘I can go home for supper and will be back here so we can make our way there slowly and gauge how soon the sun will be setting.’

      ‘Yes, I’d better get home now, too.’ Peggy rubbed Helen’s upper arm. ‘I’m looking forward to doing this tonight.’

      ‘It does feel good to know you’re fighting back somehow,’ Tony said. ‘Even if most of the time the Jerries are oblivious to what’s happening under their noses.’

      Peggy sighed. ‘As long as it stays that way we’ll be fine.’

      Helen heard the fear in her friend’s voice and felt the same way. ‘Thank you both so much. I know Tommy and Mrs Edwards will be very relieved to know we’re going to help them.’ Although nervous to be actively taking part in a blatant act of resistance, Helen did her best to hide her anticipation. ‘I’d better go and see how Bobby’s been for Aunt Sylvia today. I’ll see you both later.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          PEGGY

        

      

    

    
      Peggy held Tony’s hand as they walked along St Aubin’s Road on their way back to Villa Millbrook. Discussing hiding the silver was one thing, but physically digging a hole while trying not to alert the guards was going to be difficult. Her nerves increased with every step she took closer to Villa Millbrook. She was beginning to wish she hadn’t been so quick to volunteer to help.

      ‘You’re trembling,’ Tony whispered. ‘If you want to change your mind, just say so. I’m sure I’ll be fine doing this with Tommy and Helen.’

      Feeling guilty for allowing her concerns to be obvious, she gave his hand a gentle squeeze. ‘No,’ she said, determined to see it through. ‘I’m just a little nervous, that’s all. I’ll be fine and I know I’ll be glad I’ve done something to help.’

      He leant over and kissed her lightly on the cheek. ‘You’re a brave girl, Peggy, and that’s partly why I love you so much.

      He had told her he loved her. She gave him a gentle nudge as she tried to recover from the surprise. ‘The feeling’s mutual,’ she admitted happily.

      ‘You two still fine to do this?’ Helen asked, slowing and turning to them.

      ‘We are,’ Peggy reassured her, now more determined than ever to see it through.

      ‘Absolutely ready,’ Tony said. ‘The housekeeper and gardener don’t know we’re coming, I assume?’

      Helen shook her head. ‘I considered telephoning the house but didn’t want to alert the officers in any way. I’ve never phoned before so it might look suspicious. I’m just hoping Mrs Edwards will still be there.’

      ‘What about Tommy, though?’ Peggy asked, doubting the gardener would still be at work that late in the evening.

      ‘It’s fine,’ Helen said. ‘He lives in a cottage across the road from the park. I’ll point it out to you, Tony, so you two can go and speak to him and tell him our plans while I go into the house and speak to Mrs Edwards.’ She had a thought. ‘In fact, he’ll be able to let you into the garden. He rarely comes into the kitchen and never the house, so he must have a shortcut from his cottage.’

      Tony nodded. ‘Then we’ll do that and wait for you in the garden whenever you’re ready.’

      They reached the corner where St Aubin’s Road veered off to La Rue de Haut and watched Helen walk towards the entrance of the imposing house where she worked, before continuing down the main road towards Tommy’s cottage. At the first of three cottages they stopped and, opening the iron gate, walked up the short pathway and into the porch. Tony knocked on the front door. Peggy marvelled at the vivid red shards of light streaked across both their bodies by the setting sun shining through the coloured glass in the porch.

      The door opened after a few seconds and a wizened man with a suspicious look on his face glared at them. ‘Yes?’

      ‘May we come inside for a moment, please?’ Tony asked. ‘We have a message from Helen, er, Miss Bowman. She’s with Mrs Edwards as we speak.’

      ‘You’d better come this way.’ Tommy frowned and stepped back to let them in. ‘I’m not sure what this is about,’ he said, softening slightly towards them.

      Tony explained about their plan. Tommy brightened and within a few minutes was leading them along a through way to the side of his cottage. ‘This is the best way to get into the garden without being seen,’ he said keeping his voice low. ‘But we need to be careful. They’re crafty buggers, those Jerries.’ He stopped and peered past Tony to Peggy. ‘Sorry about the language, Miss.’

      ‘Please don’t worry,’ Peggy said, liking the man and relieved she had offered to help him.

      ‘You’re very good to help us out like this,’ Tommy continued. ‘I’m not sure what her ladyship would think if we didn’t manage to keep her precious things safe for her. She’s always been very good to me. She’s nearly eighty, you know.’

      Peggy thought of Florence Boot and how she and her husband had always been so generous to the people of the island. She was glad to think the elderly lady didn’t have to witness all that was happening to the island and its people that she loved so much.

      They reached the garden and once inside crept silently along the border among the trees to the vegetable patch. Tommy stopped once and pointed up at a balcony stretching the width of the house and overlooking the long, immaculate lawn to their right.

      ‘They go out there for a sneaky ciggie sometimes,’ he warned. ‘There’s others at the entrances to the house and at the front. There’ll also be a couple patrolling the garden every hour, so we don’t have time to waste.’

      ‘What about spades?’ Tony asked when they reached the vegetable patch and were standing in the shadows next to a carefully trimmed hedge that blocked anyone’s view of them from the property.

      ‘I’ll fetch them now.’

      Tony slipped his arms around Peggy while they waited. ‘How are you holding up?’

      Her legs were like jelly and she wasn’t sure they were strong enough to keep her from falling over, but she had no intention of letting him know how terrified she was. ‘I’m fine,’ she lied, forcing a smile. ‘I’m glad we’re doing this together.’

      He pulled a face. ‘I can’t say I am. I’d feel much happier knowing you were safe at home.’ He kissed her lightly. ‘But I have a sense that we’ll remember this night for the rest of our lives and it’s something we can bore our grandchildren with during family gatherings.’

      ‘You think we’ll have grandchildren?’ she asked, delighted to think he saw a future for the pair of them.

      ‘Don’t you?’

      She slipped her arms around his waist and rested her head on his chest. ‘I do now.’

      Hearing footsteps, they broke apart and Peggy held her breath, terrified in case they were about to be discovered.

      Tommy stepped out between two bushes holding two spades, closely followed by Helen carrying two more.

      ‘I found Miss Bowman waiting for me at my toolshed.’ He cocked his head towards a bed of spinach. ‘It’s under there.’

      ‘And where’s the bonfire?’ Tony asked.

      ‘Over that way.’ Tommy pointed to the right of where they were standing. ‘The ground will be harder there, so I reckon the ladies should probably dig up the spinach here, while we tackle the bonfire and dig that hole. We’re going to need to be careful to keep the ash and bits of burnt wood and stuff away from the soil so that we can put it back on top of the stash when we’ve covered it up.’

      ‘Good idea.’ Tony nodded, then addressed Peggy and Helen. ‘Will you two be all right to dig up the silver? We’ll come back to help you move it as soon as we’re done.’

      ‘Of course,’ Helen whispered. ‘Mrs Edwards has called them into the dining room for a tasting of some bottles of sloe gin she’s been keeping in the cupboard for a special occasion. She’s going to pretend that she’s only just discovered it and do her best to keep them away from the west of the house, where we are.’

      ‘That’s clever of her,’ Peggy said. ‘Right, let’s get on with it.’

      Peggy watched Tony leave with Tommy and took a spade from Helen. ‘I hope you’re feeling strong,’

      Helen grinned. ‘So do I.’

      It was a warm evening and Peggy was perspiring after fifteen minutes’ digging. She and Helen had carefully placed the spinach they had dug up to one side, away from the mound of soil that now stood next to the hole. ‘Look, that’s one of the bags,’ she said spotting a khaki canvas bag. ‘Help me lift it out, will you?’

      She hoped the silver was well wrapped to dull any sound as they lifted the first three bags they discovered.

      ‘Shush,’ Helen said, grabbing Peggy’s right wrist tightly.

      Peggy immediately stilled, horrified to hear heavy boots walking somewhere nearby. She stared into Helen’s eyes, wide with fear. Neither of them dared to lower the heavy bag in case they made a sound. Hearing another voice, then laughter, Peggy willed them to go somewhere else. Where were they? she wondered. Following the voices, she spotted a red glow through the bush behind them. They were having a cigarette on the balcony, just like Tommy had warned.

      She grimaced, desperate to lower the bag, and saw that Helen was struggling, too. There was no sound coming from where she had heard the men digging earlier and for the first time Peggy realised how dark it was. The only light was coming from the full moon.

      ‘Would you gentlemen like a top-up?’ she heard a lady ask.

      ‘Mrs Edwards,’ Helen mouthed, relief on her face, when the men’s voices receded into the house and they heard the balcony door closing. ‘Thank heavens for that,’ she murmured, lowering the bag next to the mound where the other two were placed.

      ‘Right,’ Tony said, joining them with Tommy. ‘We’ll take these bags and bury them while you two refill that hole.’

      ‘You’d better replant the spinach as best you can,’ Tommy said. ‘Don’t worry too much, I’ll straighten them out when you’ve gone.’

      Peggy was relieved that refilling the hole was much easier and quicker than digging it had been. As soon as they had replaced the spinach, they hurried to join the men and help them at the bonfire site.

      ‘This is such a good idea.’ Tommy said, clearly impressed. ‘No one will ever think of looking under this lot.’

      The moonlight lit the patch where they were stamping on the soil to harden it before scattering debris and ash on top. It was incredible, she thought, and couldn’t help smiling.

      ‘I’m impressed. You’d never know this had been moved.’

      ‘You wouldn’t,’ Tommy agreed, holding out his hand for the spades. ‘I’ll be out here first thing to set another fire, so that even if they do fancy coming this way with their search they’d be put off by the smoke and flames.’

      ‘We’ll go the way we came in,’ Tony said, patting Tommy on the back. ‘Good luck tomorrow, and don’t forget to let me know if you need help with anything else.’

      ‘I will, lad,’ he said, giving Tony a smile, displaying more gaps than yellowed teeth. ‘You’re a goodun and no mistake.’

      ‘I’m glad you think so.’

      Peggy followed Tony and Helen through the shrubbery and back to Tommy’s cottage. They wiped soil from their shoes before brushing it from their hands and straightening their hair and clothes.

      ‘We’ll have to do,’ Peggy said, aware that if they weren’t careful they’d wouldn’t be home before curfew. ‘We need to get going.’

      She and Helen left Tony to make his way home and walked the last part together.

      ‘That was frightening,’ Peggy admitted. ‘But now it’s done I can’t help feeling exhilarated, don’t you?’

      ‘I do,’ Helen agreed. ‘I’m so glad we were able to help them out of this sticky situation.’ She sighed. ‘I feel as if I’ve really done something worthwhile tonight.’

      ‘Me, too,’ Peggy agreed as they reached the bottom of their front steps. ‘See you tomorrow then.’

      ‘Yes,’ Helen said. ‘And thank you again.’

      ‘There’s no need to thank me. What are neighbours for if not to step in when needed?’ She gave Helen a wink and ran up the steps and into number 3, feeling more alive than she had done in a year.
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      Peggy’s exhilaration was short-lived. The following morning, as she was walking down Castle Street towards the Esplanade on her way to hand-deliver a letter for Advocate Le Gresley, she heard harsher voices than usual barking orders. Her stomach clenched in fear. Why did she have to deliver something right where there was a commotion? Aware the letter must be important for her to have to take it straight away, she forced herself to keep walking.

      At the top of Castle Street she noticed islanders grouped on either side of the road. Wondering what was happening, she manoeuvred herself to the front, horrified to come across a scene straight from one of the Gothic novels she and Babs had read to each other growing up.

      ‘These poor people,’ a woman next to her sobbed.

      Peggy didn’t want to look at the dreadful spectacle of exhausted men and women but was unable to tear her eyes away when she realised some were little more than children. Skin and bone, their poor battered bodies wearing clothes that were as good as rags, they hobbled along, their legs manacled, as guards screamed orders.

      She knew they were among many now being brought to the island from camps on the Continent, to be put to work on the concrete fortifications that were blighting more and more of the island.

      The woman next to her shook her head slowly. ‘They don’t look as if they have enough strength to do much more than walk, poor souls.’

      Peggy wished she had something to give them. One of the women tripped and several in the crowd surged forward automatically to help her but were screamed at to get back, just as another soldier hit the fallen woman hard on the side of her head.

      ‘Stop it!’ Peggy screamed, wanting to snatch the rifle from him and hit him in retaliation. She stepped forward, taking a breath to shout again, when someone pulled her back. She grabbed at the muscular arms around her waist and kicked, desperate to be released. The person put her down, took her by the shoulders and turned her roughly to face him.

      ‘Tony? Why did you do that? Didn’t you see what he was doing to that poor defenceless woman?’

      He took her by the wrist and led her further away without speaking.

      Furious with him, she tried to snatch her arm from his grip.

      ‘Stop it, Peggy,’ he said his voice gentle. ‘I’m as incensed as you by what happened, but you’re not helping her by antagonising those guards. Most of them look as if they’re enjoying abusing those poor people.’

      She was about to argue but realised he was right. ‘But we can’t just stand by and do nothing.’

      He looked past her for a second. ‘I agree, but now is not the time for bravado.’

      ‘Then, when?’

      He didn’t speak for a moment. ‘I’m sorry if I was rough with you just then, but I saw that guard looking in your direction and needed to remove you immediately.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ she said, aware she might have hurt him. ‘I wouldn’t have kicked if I’d known it was you.’

      ‘That’s good to know.’ He pulled an envelope from his pocket. ‘You dropped this as you pushed your way through the crowd.’

      Peggy grimaced. ‘Thank you. Your father would be furious if I lost it.’

      ‘Maybe you should deliver it now.’

      Shocked to have been careless, Peggy nodded. ‘I’ll do it straight away.’ She gave him a grateful smile and hurried to the address on the envelope, looking over her shoulder a couple of times when she heard screaming. She was sickened by what she had witnessed.

      As she reached the correct address it occurred to her that Tony hadn’t answered her question about when they might find a way to help the forced workers.
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