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        War Cabinet decision is that the Island of Jersey is to be demilitarised. Further instructions regarding the Governor will follow.

         

        The Channel Islands will not, repeat, not be defended against external invasion by sea or air.

      

        

      
        Official communications received by The Lieutenant Governor of Jersey, Major General Harrison on 19th of June 1940
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          28 JUNE 1940

        

      

    

    
      Philippe Le Maistre flinched as he heard a distant boom. It sounded closer than the recent bombs the Germans had been dropping on St Malo. He checked that the rope holding the wooden boxes filled with his recently dug Jersey Royal potatoes was still secure. It was a warm evening and he had been queuing on the Albert Quay for several hours and was now fifth in line to unload his precious cargo. He couldn’t help thinking about the exhausted Canadian soldiers he had helped rescue from St Malo on his friend’s boat a couple of weeks before. They had been traumatised by the speed at which the Germans had forced them from Dunkirk cornering them in the walled town with only the sea as their escape.

      ‘They are unstoppable,’ a young Lieutenant insisted as he was helped aboard the boat, close to tears. ‘Save your family while you still have a chance.’

      The sound of plane engines disturbed his thoughts. He looked up towards Mount Bingham, shading his eyes against the bright sunlight. Phillippe’s mouth dried as he noticed the black crosses on the underside of the wings. What did they want this time?

      ‘It’s a bloody Heinkel!’ he heard Chas Vatel bellow. ‘No, two of them. Hell, there’s three of the buggers. What are the Jerries doing now? Don’t they know St Malo’s that way?’ He waved his hands towards the Channel.

      Philippe’s heart pounded in shock. He couldn’t tear his eyes from the approaching planes. He willed them to be doing reconnaissance, as others had done in the preceding weeks. These were flying very low though. He guessed they were no more than two hundred feet above where he was standing.

      Philippe gasped to see something small and dark drop on Mount Bingham. The dull thud of the bomb as it landed was immediately followed by aloud crash as two further bombs smashed into houses on the large hill, sending masonry spilling down on to the nearby road. The men cast their eyes in the direction of the explosions. Then two more fell on Fort Regent, the Napoleonic fortress with its commanding position high over the harbours below. ‘B-Bombs!’ he shouted, the sound of his voice obliterated by more loud ear-splitting booms. ‘Everyone get down, now!’

      A bomb exploded on the old harbour less than a mile away sending sharp pieces of granite a hundred feet into the air. Others hit small boats, setting them on fire shooting debris and plumes of thick black smoke high into the St Helier sky. Philippe ducked, his trembling hands covering his head.

      ‘Blimey, that was close!’ Chas shouted. ‘You all right, Philippe, mate?’

      Philippe nodded, unable to speak.

      He stared as flames leapt up through the hole in the wood store in Commercial Buildings on the quay. Is this what we have to look forward to? he wondered, barely able to take in what he’d just witnessed. Thank God his dear wife Marie hadn’t lived long enough to have to face this nightmare.

      Philippe took a deep breath trying to compose himself. It wouldn’t do to let himself down in front of others. He studied the row of trucks in front and behind him. None of the other thirty or so men seemed to be moving, so he would have to stay and hope that the dockers unloaded his truck soon.

      He walked around the front of his truck and pulled open the door. He had a flask of tea in there, maybe it would help calm him. He lifted it to go and offer some to those nearest to him, when the sound of the plane engines increased.

      ‘They’re coming back!’ Chas bellowed.

      Everyone followed the familiar sound of the bombers and Philippe noticed to his horror that they were racing towards them across St Aubin’s Bay, landing a direct hit on the row of granite buildings lining the road next to the old harbour.

      Within seconds, the Heinkels opened fire on the lined-up lorries and men as they flew the length of the Albert Pier towards the town. Bullets strafed the parked vehicles, their drivers and dockers open targets with no possible chance of escape.

      Shards of granite exploded from the promenade wall running alongside them, piercing the men’s flesh as they ran for cover.

      Acrid smoke-filled Philippe’s nostrils. He didn’t like his odds. He tried to ignore the screams from injured men along the pier. Then, covering his mouth with the lapel of his jacket, Philippe took a deep breath and ran as fast as he could towards the closest crane leg, where others were sheltering.

      Just before he reached them, a searing pain pierced his side and back as several bullets hit their target. Philippe knew that this was it. The Nazis were here. They were invading his beloved island. The girls. His precious daughters. Who would protect his eldest daughter Estelle now? If only he had sent her to England with little Rosie and not insisted she stay on the island to help on the farm.  He had let them down. His last promise to his beloved Marie had been to protect their babies, and he had failed her.

      ‘Forgive me,’ he whispered, as everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            Estelle

          

          FIVE DAYS BEFORE

        

      

    

    
      Estelle held her little sister’s hand tightly in one hand, her small cardboard case in the other as the crowds jostled pushing to board the SS Shepperton Ferry. She hated being parted from Rosie, but the thought of her sister staying and having to face the Germans if they did invade like everyone expected was far more terrifying.

      ‘I’m scared, Essie.’

      Estelle stared down at the large brown eyes that reminded her so much of their beautiful mum. Only she had been lucky enough to know Mum’s love. She coughed to clear her throat and push away the memory of the day twelve years ago when her sister was born. Estelle had been barely seven, but Dad had needed her to be strong and help look after her new baby sister, while he and her grandmother made arrangements for the funeral. She had welcomed having someone to cuddle during those heart-breaking weeks after her mum’s unexpected death. She could barely remember a time when Rosie had not been around following her everywhere since then.

      ‘Don’t be,’ Estelle said. ‘You’ve got to be strong. We all do. Anyway, you’ll be safer staying at Aunt Muriel’s in London. She’ll take care of you.’

      Since her mother’s death, Gran had been Rosie’s mother figure and now Estelle knew that however difficult it might be for her to ensure Rosie was evacuated to the mainland, it was something that she needed to do.

      ‘But I don’t remember her. Do you?’

      ‘You must do, she was only here a few years ago. Don’t you remember going swimming with her at Havre des Pas bathing pool? She treated us to one of Smith’s ice creams that day, too. You know, the boy on the bicycle with the cooler on the front?’

      Rosie shook her head, her usually smiling mouth sulky. ‘I don’t want to go away, I want to stay here with you, Gran and Daddy.’

      ‘I know you do.’

      ‘I wish you were coming with me,’ Rosie added her chin beginning to wobble.

      ‘So do I.’ Estelle lowered the case to the ground and gave her sister a tight hug. ‘I’ll tell you what, when this is all over we’ll plan a family holiday somewhere.’

      ‘Do you promise?’

      ‘Yes… but you know I need to stay here with Dad and Gran to help them at the farm until that time comes.’ She needed to distract Rosie somehow. ‘Now, where’s your gas mask?’

      Rosie pointed to her shoulder indicating the string attached to the box hanging slightly behind her back.

      ‘Good. You mustn’t lose it.’

      ‘I won’t,’ she mumbled. ‘Is Aunt Muriel nice?’

      ‘Very, and she’s great fun, too.’ Estelle pictured her mother’s sister. They looked so similar, although their lives had been very different. Her mother had come to live in Jersey when she married their dad whereas Muriel enjoyed a more glamorous life as a manager in a smart clothes shop in London. ‘Look, don’t worry. You’ll remember her when you see her again. I know you will.’

      ‘But why is Daddy making me go? I promised him I’d help more if he let me stay at home.’

      Estelle’s heart ached to hear her sister voicing her own thoughts. ‘He wants you to be safe. You’ve heard the sound of bombing from St Malo, haven’t you?’ Rosie nodded miserably. ‘And I heard Dad speaking with Gran about some of the things the Canadian soldiers told him they’d witnessed after he helped rescue them.’

      ‘You mean those men he saved who had escaped from Dunkirk?’

      ‘Yes, that’s right. Quite a few of them managed to get as far as St Malo, but there was nowhere else for them to go once they’d got that far.’

      ‘And he doesn’t want that to happen to us?’

      Estelle sighed. ‘No, and I think he worries about us being stuck here if the Germans come and the same thing happens.’

      Rosie’s hand squeezed hers a little tighter. ‘I hope it won’t.’

      So did she. Part of her wished she was going with Rosie, but she was nineteen now and needed at home. Her sister was going to have to find a way to cope without her.

      Estelle spotted one of her old school friends. It made her feel a little better to know that someone she knew well was also being evacuated to England. Estelle opened her mouth to call to her.

      ‘Janine!’ she shouted, relieved when the girl turned and after scanning over the heads of the others in the crowd saw her. Estelle picked up Rosie’s case. ‘Come on, Rosie,’ she said, pulling her sister passed the hot, sweaty bodies pressed against each other waiting to board. She ignored Rosie’s grumblings and kept going until she reached her friend. ‘Are you going to England on this boat?’

      ‘Yes,’ Janine said, somehow looking cool and not as stressed as the rest of them. ‘I’d rather stay here and take my chances, but my Mum has arranged for me to stay with a cousin for the duration in Southampton. Hopefully, it won’t be for too long. You?’

      ‘I’ve got to stay here,’ Estelle said thinking of her plans to enrol in art college. She had wanted to be a dress designer for as long as she could remember ever since falling in love with films at the pictures. She couldn’t see that happening any time soon. Not now. ‘My little sister Rosie’s going. You remember Rosie, don’t you?’

      Janine’s eyes followed the line of Estelle’s arm until she saw Rosie. ‘Ah, there you are, Rosie. I didn’t see you standing there behind your sister. Don’t look so worried, it’ll be fine. You’ll see. Think of it as an adventure.’

      Rosie mumbled something Estelle couldn’t hear over the anxious voices around them.

      ‘Rosie’s travelling alone?’

      Estelle explained that Rosie was supposed to have gone to her school to meet up with her teachers and schoolfriends. ‘I think she was hoping that if we came straight here she could persuade me to give in and either go with her, or let her come home to the farm with me.’

      ‘I don’t like Mrs Gilcrest,’ Rosie grumbled. ‘And I don’t want to go all the way to England with her. Anyway, I’m sure it wouldn’t be so bad if Estelle let me stay here.’

      Estelle pulled a face at Janine. ‘As you can see, it’s been a bit of a battle this morning.’ She turned her attention to her sister. ‘We’ve been through this, Rosie.’ She was finding it difficult to keep her emotions in check. It was painful enough parting from her sister for the first time, especially when she didn’t know how long it would be for, but this was almost too much for her.

      She usually gave in to Rosie, but this time she had no choice and had to remain firm. She reached out and brushed Rosie’s messy fringe away from her warm forehead. ‘You know Dad was the one who decided this and he’s only doing it because he wants you to be safe. We must do what he asks. Sometimes we have to do the right thing, even if we’d rather not.’

      Rosie didn’t look convinced. ‘But surely, if it’s dangerous for me to remain here, then you should be coming with me?’

      Estelle closed her eyes, trying to contain her frustration. ‘You know he needs my help on the farm with all the boys away fighting. Now, please stop making such a fuss, it won’t change anything, only make this harder for us both.’

      Janine rested a hand on Estelle’s shoulder. ‘Has Rosie got someone to stay with when she gets to Weymouth?’

      ‘Our Aunt Muriel. She’s going to meet her off the boat and take her back to her flat in London.’

      ‘Well, then, I’ll take care of Rosie while we’re on the ferry.’ Janine bent so her face was level with Rosie’s. ‘Would that be all right with you?’

      Rosie looked from Janine to Estelle and after a moment’s thought shrugged. ‘Yes, if you like.’

      It was a success, of sorts. Estelle’s shoulders relaxed slightly. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘No problem.’ Janine smiled at her. ‘Rosie and I will be in Weymouth in a few hours and I promise I won’t leave her until I know she’s safe with your auntie.’

      It was more than Estelle had hoped for and she was hugely grateful to her friend. ‘I really appreciate your help, it’s very kind of you.’

      A whistle sounded, silencing most of the voices on the pier. ‘Five minutes until boarding closes.’ A chorus of gasps and panicked voices filled the air. ‘We need to leave in fifteen minutes if we’re to catch the tide.’

      ‘That’s it,’ the woman next to Estelle said, pushing past her. ‘I’m not going.’

      Estelle felt Rosie’s hand tense in hers. ‘Come along,’ she said, picking up her sister’s small case and pushing her way through the throngs of people waiting by the ship to the gangway. Janine followed closely behind, bringing up the rear so Rosie had no choice but to keep moving forward.

      Rosie continued to badger her with reasons why she should go with her back to the farm, but Estelle did her best to take little notice. Eventually they reached the front of the queue.

      ‘Tickets,’ demanded a flustered officer, putting his arm out in front of Estelle to stop her stepping on to the gangplank.

      She had been hoping to sneak onboard with her sister and find the best place for Rosie to wave goodbye, but that looked as if it wasn’t going to happen now. She took Rosie’s ticket from her pocket and held it in front of his face.

      ‘There’s only one.’ He gave her a knowing look and Estelle assumed she wasn’t the first person today to have tried this tactic. She had been dreading this bit. ‘It’s for my younger sister. I’m dropping her off. I just want to make sure she’s settled on the boat. Then I promise I’ll get straight off again.’

      ‘No, you won’t love.’

      She tried not to panic. ‘But you don’t understand—’

      He shook his head, wearily. ‘No love, it’s you that doesn’t understand. If I let you on, then I’d have to let half that lot on, too.’ He nodded in the direction of the crowd behind Estelle and she glanced over her shoulder. Her heart plummeted. She would have to say her goodbyes to Rosie here, and quickly.

      ‘Fine. Here’s her ticket, then,’ she said, handing it over, and turning to Rosie. ‘I’m going to have to leave you here, I’m afraid.’

      Rosie’s face crumpled and her eyes filled with tears. ‘What? No, you can’t.’

      ‘Be good for Janine and give my love to Aunt Muriel,’ Estelle said, her voice cracking with emotion. She crouched down and pulled Rosie into a tight hug breathing in the familiar scent of the shampoo she had used to wash her hair.

      ‘Please don’t leave me, Essie. Please.’  Estelle braced herself for what she was about to do and then gently pushing her away, handed Rosie her case. ‘Go with Janine. It’ll be fine, I promise you.’

      ‘You don’t know that.’ She burst into tears.

      It was true, Estelle thought, she had no idea whether or not Rosie’s voyage to Weymouth would be fine. She felt sick to think of recent reports about boats travelling from the Channel Islands to the mainland needing to zigzag to avoid being hit by German fighter planes. The thought that her sister might not even make it to the other side of the Channel terrified her, especially as she was the one now forcing her to go.

      ‘Don’t make me go, pleeease,’ Rosie sobbed.

      Estelle only just managed to hold back her own tears. Her heart felt like someone was tearing it out of her chest. She gave Janine a pleading look, relieved when her friend quickly handed her ticket to the officer and put her arm comfortingly around Rosie’s shoulders.

      Rosie shrugged her off. ‘Don’t touch me. You’re not my sister.’

      Aware that she had no time left to delay, Estelle stepped away from them. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, tears catching in her throat. ‘I have no choice.’

      ‘Come along,’ Janine said. ‘There’s a good girl. Let’s go and find somewhere to wave to Estelle.’ Rosie went to argue, but Janine simply pulled her away from Estelle and on to gangplank. Seconds later, they were stepping on to the boat, with Rosie staring tearfully over her shoulder at Estelle.

      Estelle gave her sister a wave and forced a smile.

      ‘Off you go now, Miss,’ the officer said. ‘You’re holding everyone up.’

      She mouthed a thank-you to Janine and turning, hurried away, trying her best not to be swayed by Rosie’s shouts pleading for her to take her home.

      She needed to find somewhere to wave to her sister. It took a few minutes to wend her way through the throng of people and up the granite steps at the side of the promenade. Estelle scanned the passengers on the deck frantically hoping to find Rosie, relieved to see her sister and friend standing by the railings searching the crowd for her.

      ‘Over here, Rosie!’ she shouted. When they didn’t hear her, Estelle pulled her handkerchief from her pocket and waved it in the air. She groaned with relief when Janine spotted her and pointed in her direction for Rosie.

      A short while later, Estelle saw the dockers moving the gangway away from the boat and then lifting the ropes off the large iron bollard. As the ferry slowly began to move away from the harbour wall, Estelle’s chest ached.

      ‘I’ll see you soon, Rosie. Give Aunt Muriel my love.’ She doubted her sister could actually hear her over all the other shouts between friends and families, but she had at least to try to say some final words to her.

      Rosie brushed away tears with her fingers and then waved her arms over her head, giving Estelle a half-smile. Estelle could see her sister was trying her best to be brave and it broke her heart even more that she wouldn’t be there for her. She hoped desperately that Rosie would be safe in London and would find a way to cope without her.

      ‘Bye, Rosie!’ she shouted carrying on waving until she was certain her sister couldn’t see her any more. Estelle stood in a numbed silence watching the boat slowly cross St Aubin’s Bay.

      Everything had been so chaotic over the past few days that she hadn’t had a second to think about what it truly meant for them all. Now that Rosie was being taken further and further away from her, Estelle wasn’t sure how she was going to face the uncertainty of what the future held for those left behind. So many families being parted and her chance of attending art college in London vanishing. She was sure about one thing though, as the ferry moved further towards the headland at Noirmont, she would never forgive the Germans for splitting her family up like this. Never.
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      Estelle sat and forced herself to eat the beef stew Gran had made for their supper. She usually loved her grandmother’s stews but this evening it tasted like cardboard. She chewed another mouthful, hoping that if she did it enough she might be able to swallow it a little easier.

      She faced her grandmother across the pine kitchen table and wondered if she was finding it as difficult being in the farmhouse without Rosie’s noisy chatter. Gran stared out of the window as she ate silently. She had been quieter this past week since Rosie had been evacuated and Estelle could see she was trying to put on a brave face. ‘Grace and dignity are the most important things you have to remember, Estelle,’ she was fond of saying. ‘Remember, one day, you will look back on this and will be glad that you acted in a dignified way.’

      Estelle swallowed another mouthful of her supper and, unable to keep her thoughts to herself any longer, asked, ‘Don’t you find it too quiet with Rosie gone, Gran?’

      ‘I do,’ her grandmother replied. ‘It’s not the same without her chirping about the place, asking questions. I even miss her messy room, which I was constantly telling her to tidy up. You must be missing your sister very much.’

      It felt good to admit her feelings. ‘I still can’t shake off how upset she was the last time I saw her. I feel so guilty making her go when she didn’t want to.’

      ‘Nonsense. You were only doing your father’s bidding.’

      Estelle wasn’t sure her father had been right to force Rosie to leave. ‘Do you think it was best for her to go?’

      Her grandmother shrugged. ‘We won’t know that until after this is all over. Who knows what’s going to happen to us here, or to her and Muriel in London? We just have to trust that we will all survive what’s coming.’

      Estelle shivered, despite it being a warm evening. The only good thing to have happened recently was her sweetheart, Gerard, being allowed to return to the island: with the ever-increasing threat of war reaching the Channel Islands, all the young lads who had signed up had been given some leave to see their families. He hadn’t finished his basic training yet. In fact, he had barely had time to start. She felt a little comforted knowing Gerard was here, even if only for a few days, especially having heard – and then seen – German planes flying overhead earlier in the day. They had been flying low over the island and someone had said it was reconnaissance. Estelle hadn’t taken too much notice and presumed they were just making their presence felt before flying on to France. The coast was close enough for her to be able to see from her bedroom window, so that was an obvious possibility.

      Recently, the German Army had marched across the Continent, taking everything in its path, or so it seemed. Were they next? Estelle wondered, her stomach clenching in fear. Like everyone else on the island, she had heard terrifying stories about the atrocities and suffering inflicted on people by the Nazis. She prayed that the rumours of them invading the islands were just that.

      The mantle clock chimed eight and Estelle wondered where her father was. Having delayed  their supper for him, his absence was another reason she was finding it hard to enjoy her food. On days like these, when he took his spuds down to the docks, he always ended up in lengthy queues, but he was usually back by now and she wondered what was keeping him so long.

      Estelle’s thoughts were distracted by the sound of a truck coming up the drive. ‘That sounds like Gerard,’ she said, recognising the noisy engine. It would be a relief to see his smiling face.

      ‘What’s he doing here at this time?’ Gran grumbled. ‘Go and let him in but he’s going to have to wait until we’ve finished eating before you two can wander off outside. And no getting up to any funny business, mind you.’

      Estelle placed her cutlery down on her plate and rushed to the back door to welcome him— her smile vanishing immediately when she saw his ashen face.

      ‘Whatever’s the matter?’ She asked, stepping forward and placing her hands either side of his face. ‘Has something happened?’

      He leant forward and kissed her lightly on the cheek, before taking her by the hand. ‘Is your grandmother around?’

      ‘We’re still eating,’ Gran called. ‘Come in, Gerard, take a seat. We won’t be long now.’

      Estelle led him into the kitchen, her heart racing, concerned to feel how clammy his strong hand was in her own. Something was wrong, but what?

      ‘We would have finished by now,’ Gran continued, ‘but we were late starting, waiting for Estelle’s father to come home. He must have been delayed down at the docks again.’

      Estelle indicated for Gerard to take a seat opposite her grandmother before sitting back down at her own place. When he didn’t make a move to sit, she felt a sense of dread well up inside her.

      ‘Gerard? Why are you here?’ she asked, instinctively fearful about hearing his answer. She’d never seen him so quiet or humourless and they’d known each other since primary school. She could see he was struggling to speak. ‘Gerard?’

      ‘Is it your dad?’ Estelle asked, moving in her chair to stand back up to comfort him.

      He put out his hand, motioning for her to remain seated. ‘No, please, don’t get up. Something has happened,’ he replied, his voice shaky. ‘Something dreadful.’

      ‘Has your father had an accident on his farm?’ Why couldn’t Gerard just tell them?

      He shook his head and cleared his throat.

      ‘Why don’t you just tell us, son?’ the older woman now said, placing her knife and fork neatly on her plate and wiping her mouth on her linen napkin. ‘Take a deep breath and spit it out.’

      Acknowledging Estelle’s grandmother for a brief moment, before returning his full attention once again to his sweetheart, Gerard did as the older woman had directed. ‘I’m so sorry, Estelle, but it’s not my father I’ve come to tell you about… it’s yours.’

      Estelle couldn’t understand what he meant. How could her father have had an accident on the farm when he wasn’t even working here today? ‘No, he’s not here. I told you, he went down to the docks several hours ago.’

      Gran’s hand stilled as she reached for her glass. ‘Tell us, son.’

      ‘German bombers flew over the docks earlier.’

      ‘I heard them. They flew over here, too, at about six-ish.’ Estelle said, confused.

      Gerard walked over to her and took her hands in his. ‘They bombed the docks, Estelle.’

      ‘Bombed? Here?’ She felt breathless.

      ‘What exactly happened, Gerard,’ her grandmother snapped.

      ‘Sorry. I… It’s just… well, they dropped several bombs, then flew across the island and then went back and shot at the farmers and dockers who were down at the harbour.’

      Estelle leapt to her feet. ‘Dad’s been shot? Why didn’t you say so sooner?’ She snatched her hands out of his grasp and ran to the door, grabbing her coat from the hook. ‘Quickly, you have to take me to see him. Is he in the hospital?’ She wondered why he wasn’t moving. ‘Gerard. Come along. We have to go. Now!’ She noticed him gaze from her to her gran, a strange questioning look on his face. Estelle watched her grandmother get to her feet, as if in slow motion, and move towards her.

      ‘No!’ Estelle shouted. ‘No. Don’t say it.’ She pleaded for her grandmother to stop walking. If Gran didn’t say what she now guessed she was about to say then it wouldn’t be true.

      ‘I think, dear girl…’ her grandmother said placing one hand against Estelle’s right cheek, ‘that your father didn’t make it.’

      Estelle stared at her and then looked back towards Gerard, willing him to contradict her. ‘Tell Gran she’s wrong, Gerard. Tell her, please.’

      He shook his head. ‘There’s nothing I’d like more in the world right now than to do as you ask. I’m so sorry, Estelle. Your father is dead.’

      Estelle’s breathing seemed to echo in her ears. She looked at the clock on the mantelpiece, its tick-tock sound suddenly echoing loudly around the room. ‘Do… do you know if he suffered at all?’ She prayed Gerard would say what she needed to hear.

      Gently, Gerard took Estelle’s coat from her before leading her back to the table. ‘No, I was assured that he didn’t suffer. That’s something to be grateful for, isn’t it?’

      Estelle nodded slowly. ‘Can I go and see him?’

      Gerard shook his head. ‘No. I’m sorry.’

      ‘But are they sure it’s Dad?’

      Gerard nodded. ‘Everyone knows your dad down at the docks. It was definitely him.’ He bent down and hugged her. ‘Three other men on the pier also lost their lives. Two others in Mulcaster Street.’ He hugged her more tightly. ‘He will have known nothing, Estelle. Try to take some comfort from that.’

      She heard Gran’s trembling voice. ‘I’ll make us all a strong cup of sweet tea.’

      ‘I’m so, so sorry,’ Gerard murmured. ‘Your dad was like an uncle to me.’

      ‘I know,’ Estelle whispered.

      ‘I wish I wasn’t leaving you so soon. Especially now that this has happened.’

      Tomorrow, he would be leaving the island to return to England to continue with his training.

      Estelle replayed Gerard’s words in her head. Her father was dead. She would never see him again…

      ‘Rosie? We have to find a way to tell her what’s happened,’ she cried, suddenly.

      Her grandmother filled the kettle and went to place it on to the range, almost dropping it when her shaking hand accidentally hit the edge.

      Estelle could see she was struggling. ‘Oh, Gran,’ she said, sobbing as she ran over to her and into her arms. ‘Whatever will we do?’

      The older woman held her granddaughter tightly for a moment, before her arms dropped away and she stepped back. ‘We have to be strong, Estelle. We have no other choice. I’ll write a letter to Muriel tonight,’ she said, having regained her composure. ‘I’ll ask her to break the news to Rosie. She’ll be as gentle as she can.’

      They had been seated for almost an hour at the dinner table, frozen in shock and grief, when Gran finally suggested that they all move into the living room. ‘The seats are more comfortable in there.’ She rested a hand on her granddaughter’s stooped shoulder and when Estelle and Gerard agreed, she said, ‘You two go and get settled and I’ll make us all a fresh pot of tea.’

      Estelle knew instinctively that Gran was wanting some time to herself, to control her feelings, and she didn’t blame her. Quietly, she followed Gerard through the hall to the living room and switched on the light. It was cold and already seemed to feel different without her father’s presence in it.

      ‘I’ll light the fire,’ Gerard suggested. ‘You sit down.’ When she didn’t speak, he took her by the shoulders and pulled her into a tight hug. ‘It will be all right, I promise you,’ he said quietly, his warm breath next to her ear. ‘I’ll do all I can to help you. You’re not alone, Estelle. Remember that.’

      ‘But you’re going away, too? It’s going to be just me and Gran left here and I don’t think I can bear it.’

      She felt him flinch. ‘I wish I hadn’t signed up now,’ he said, kissing her forehead. ‘I’d do anything to be able to look after you.’

      ‘What if something happens to you? How would I bear it?’ His face fell and she realised how selfish she was being. ‘No. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. You have no choice now but to return to your unit and at least you can fight and make a difference.’

      He stared at her silently for a few seconds. ‘I will certainly do my best.

      Estelle sat down on the sofa, always liking to be nearest the window for the best light. She watched him taking the kindling wood, lay and then light the fire.

      Soon the flames crackled and Gerard added a few more small pieces of wood and coal until it caught.  Gradually, the warmth from the fire seeped out into the small living room but Estelle still felt cold.

      Gerard sat back on his heels and looked over his shoulder at her. ‘Do you mind very much if I turn on the radio?’ he asked. ‘It’s nine o’clock and I’ve taken to listening to the news each evening ever since this war began.’

      ‘You do as you wish, lad,’ Gran said, entering the room, holding a tray with three cups and saucers on it. She gave them one each, kissed Estelle on the top of her head, and sat down in her chair closest to the fire. Gerard sat next to Estelle on the sofa and Estelle wondered if it was because he wanted to sit next to her, or if he didn’t like to use her father’s chair on the other side of the fireplace opposite her grandmother’s seat. She was glad he hadn’t chosen to sit there.

      The BBC announcer’s clipped voice filled the room: ‘The Channel Islands has been demilitarised and declared an open town.’

      Estelle wasn’t sure what he was saying but by the look on Gerard’s face it wasn’t good.

      ‘What does he mean by demilitarised?’ she asked.

      ‘It means that the British Government has abandoned any intention of defending the islands.’

      ‘So the rumours of invasion are turning out to be true,’ her grandmother muttered.

      Through the fog of her grief for her father, still so fresh, so inexplicable, Estelle felt tears slide down her cheeks. She’d lost Rosie. Her dad. And now… ‘Basically, what they’re saying, then, is that we’re on our own.’

      Gerard rubbed his face with his free hand. ‘Yes, that’s pretty much it.’ He sighed heavily. ‘It’s an open invitation to invade.’
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      Estelle scattered feed for the hens in the yard, while her father’s Alsatian, Rebel, lay dozing in the sunshine. More planes had been flying low over the island that morning, but Estelle realised that, regardless of her grief and the uncertainty of what was to come next, the chickens and their three pigs still needed to be fed.

      It was another warm, sunny day. Any other year, she would be preparing to spend the afternoon down on the beach with one of her friends, Rosie usually in tow. Today, though, she had chores to do. Responsibilities.  Her grandmother depended on her. ‘How are you doing?’ a deep voice asked from behind her.

      For a moment, she thought she had imagined Gerard’s voice, but when Rebel raised his head and began wagging his tail, she realised he must be behind her. She spun on the heels of her work boots, accidentally dropping the rest of the feed in the process.

      ‘I thought you’d have left by now.’

      ‘I’ve managed to get a place on the boat tomorrow, so I could spend a little more time here.’ He walked up to her and pulled her into his arms. ‘I wouldn’t leave without coming to say goodbye to you first.’

      It was good to see his familiar sweet face. ‘I’m glad you came. I thought you’d have too much to do before you left.’

      He kissed her lightly on the mouth. ‘I was, which is why I’m here later than I’d hoped.’

      She wrapped her arms around his waist, breathing in his musky scent and clung to him tightly. After tomorrow, when would she see him again? She felt weary with the heartbreak of losing her father. ‘My dad—’

      ‘I know,’ he soothed, stroking her hair with one hand. ‘How’s Rebel coping without him? He’s always been very much your dad’s dog, hasn’t he?’

      Estelle bent to stroke Rebel’s silky head. ‘He’s been quieter since Dad didn’t come home but doesn’t seem too bad, thankfully. I think he’s a little confused, but he’s going to be all right. I’ll make sure he is.’

      ‘I know you will. He’s a good dog.’ He bent to ruffle the dog’s fur. ‘Aren’t you, boy?’

      ‘Gerard Pipon, haven’t you left already? Or are you trying to miss that boat to the mainland?’ Gerard stepped back from Estelle at the sound of Gran’s voice.

      ‘Hello, Mrs Woods,’ he said. ‘I leave tomorrow. How are you bearing up?’

      She wagged her finger. ‘We’ll find a way to deal with everything, don’t you fret about us. I know how much you respected my son-in-law, too. So, no words are needed on that score. We’re just grateful it was you who came to break our sad news to us. Weren’t we, Estelle?’

      Estelle couldn’t speak, so nodded.

      ‘Will you be staying for something to eat?’ Gran pressed her lips together, her usual determined expression on her face. ‘Although I suspect your mother will be wanting you back at home with her… and I can’t say I blame her, if you’ve only a short time left here.’

      He shot a glance at Estelle. She could tell he would rather spend more time alone with her, but she was grateful for him coming to see her at all. She gave him a smile to reassure him that she understood.

      ‘I need to go straight home,’ he explained, apologetically; then hesitated, before adding, ‘Would you like me to try and find someone to help you out here, now that, well, now that, um…’ His voice trailed off and Estelle was relieved he hadn’t said the words out loud.

      ‘That would be kind of you,’ Gran answered for both of them. ‘Thank you. Estelle’s a strong girl and used to help with the harvesting. We only have one more field of spuds to dig and then it’ll be a little easier to manage things on the farm for a time. Estelle and I can probably cope for a couple of weeks if we can persuade some of the villagers to come and help us. But it’s difficult to find someone permanent who’s young and fit and who wants work labouring, now that so many of you stronger young men have joined up.’

      ‘I’ll do what I can.’

      Her grandmother studied them both. ‘Right, I’d better get back to the house. I’ve got a pie baking and don’t want it to burn. Very best of luck to you, Gerard. Keep safe above all else, won’t you?’

      ‘I’ll do my best, Mrs Woods. And you, too.’

      They watched her cross the yard to return to the house. Then as soon as she had closed the back door behind her Gerard pulled Estelle back into his arms. ‘I probably won’t have time to come back and see you again before I go.’ There was an urgency in his voice and he put a hand behind her head, lowering his mouth on to hers, kissing her with a passion she hadn’t experienced before. It was as if he never expected to see her again. She hoped he was wrong. ‘Please promise me,’ he said, ‘that you’ll keep yourself safe. For me. Don’t take any unnecessary risks.’

      ‘I will, but you’re the one who’ll be fighting. In harm’s way. Not me.’

      ‘You don’t know that, Estelle,’ he said quietly. ‘And you’ll write to me?’

      ‘You know I will.’ She kissed him again not wanting to guess what dangers they both would have to face in the coming months.

      The nearby church struck nine times.

      ‘I really must go,’ he said, kissing her once more. ‘I’m going to miss you so much.’

      ‘Come back to me,’ she replied, her heart heavy at the thought that this was probably her last moment with him for a very long time.

      Gerard hurried away, giving her one last wave as he started the truck, reversed to turn it and drove away.

      Estelle watched until the dust on the drive settled. ‘Stay safe,’ she whispered. Her throat caught with tears. Another goodbye. How many more were to come?
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Estelle was cleaning her teeth when she heard the unmistakeable sound of a rumbling plane engine flying over the farm. She rinsed her mouth out with water and spat into the sink, quickly cleaning it. Pushing her feet into her boots, she didn’t stop to tie them but ran downstairs to see what was coming, her heart pounding.

      She raised her right hand to shield her eyes from the sun and looked up to see hundreds of pieces of paper floating down from the sky and above them several planes that she knew had to be the Germans. She ran forward, missing one of the leaflets but caught the next and read it. Her heart plummeted. It was an order to surrender.

      She ran back into the house almost knocking into her grandmother as she was entering the kitchen from the hallway.

      ‘Do be more careful, Estelle,’ Gran scolded, steadying herself by grabbing the door frame. ‘What’s that you’ve got?’

      Estelle passed the leaflet to her grandmother. ‘Read this. Hundreds of them have just fallen from a plane; I watched it going over.’

      ‘Well, that’s it then. It looks like the invasion has started. Quick we need to prepare.’

      Estelle thought of Gerard and how he was supposed to be leaving the island today. ‘Do you think Gerard will have time to leave, first?’

      ‘I don’t know why you keep asking me these questions, Estelle. I know as much as you do. For his mother’s sake, I hope he stays here. For his, I hope he managed to leave already.’

      Estelle’s chest tightened and she began to panic. ‘You mean we’ll be isolated here? How long for, do you think?’

      Gran scrunched up the leaflet in her hand and placed her hands on her hips. ‘I don’t have the answers. None of us do. We’ll have to take it as it comes and just do the best we can with what we have.’
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        * * *

      

      Later that morning, Gerard arrived at the farm on his bike, his tanned face was shiny from perspiration and he was panting. Estelle was delighted to see him so unexpectedly. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked running towards him.

      He almost dropped the bicycle he was riding in his rush to reach her. His face was ashen and she could see he was distressed. ‘I didn’t manage to find someone to help you here,’ he said, taking her hands in his.

      ‘It’s fine, we’ll sort something out.’

      ‘Have you seen the leaflets?’ She nodded. ‘I had to come here and see you one last time. I don’t know when I’ll next be able to.’

      ‘Shouldn’t you be trying to leave the island rather than coming here?’

      Speaking fast, he replied, ‘I’m on my way now. I’m going to do my best to persuade someone to lend me a boat.’

      ‘What? Why?’

      ‘The passenger boats have been cancelled, but I must get away before the Germans land. I asked my uncle, but he told me I was mad and refused.’ Estelle wished he would calm down a little and not speak so fast. ‘A couple of the chaps I came back here with are going to come with me. We’re going to try to reach England. We can’t take the chance of staying here and being stuck, probably for years.’

      ‘Years? Don’t say that.’ The thought of her beautiful island being turned into a prison horrified her. More than anything, Estelle wanted to plead with him to stay in Jersey, to stay with her, but she thought of her grandmother’s words and knew the best thing for him would be to find a way to return to the mainland and join his fleet in the Royal Navy.

      She leant forward and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. ‘Go, then. Don’t waste time speaking to me. Find that boat.’

      He smiled at her for the first time that morning. ‘I love you. You’re so brave.’

      She was glad he didn’t know quite how frightened she was. ‘Go.’ She pushed him away.

      He picked up his bike and swung his leg over the saddle. Estelle watched him pedal furiously away out of the yard, raising his hand briefly in a wave. She wondered when she would see him again. If she saw him again.
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      Rosie stared at the thick notepad in front of her. Aunt Muriel had given it to her as a present the night before.

      ‘I know you’re worried about Estelle and your family in Jersey and that you’ve been missing them, badly, so I wanted to buy you a diary to write in. We don’t know how long this war is set to last and I thought I’d buy you the thickest notepad I could find. That way, you can keep it for writing your thoughts and everything else you want to share with your sister when you’re back home again.’ Rosie recalled the way her aunt had put her arm around her shoulders and given her a determined look. ‘And you will be. You must remember that, especially when you’re feeling down. This is a very strange time for all of us, but it will pass. I promise you it will and you’ll be back at the farm in your old bedroom once again.’

      Rosie had hugged her aunt, grateful for her thoughtfulness and her words of encouragement. Now, she was sitting, fountain pen in hand and a blank page in front of her with no idea what to write.

      She wanted nothing more than to talk to Estelle.  So that’s what she would do:

      
        
        Dear Essie,

        

        Is it really true? Daddy’s been killed? In Jersey, of all places. We keep hearing on the wireless that the island was bombed and that the Nazis have invaded and it all seems like someone’s made a terrible mistake. I wish I could see you and you would give me one of your hugs and tell me that it had all been a bad dream, but I know that’s not possible because this is our lives right now.

        

      

      Big, fat salty tears splashed on the crisp paper as Rosie tried to put her thoughts into writing. The ink smudged in several places but she was too heartbroken to care, and continued writing:

      
        
        I wish I hadn’t told Daddy that I hated him before I left home. It was the last thing I ever said to him. I didn’t hate him, Essie. I loved him. I only said what I did because I was cross with him for sending me away. It’s the Nazis I hate. It’s their fault I’m here and not at home.

        

        I wish I could cuddle Rebel. He’s going to miss Daddy as much as we will. Oh, Essie, I’m so scared about what’s going to happen to us all. What if I can never come home? How will you and Gran look after everything on the farm by yourselves? It upsets me to think that I’ll never be hugged by Daddy again, or hear him grumbling about his spuds, or how little he got for them when he sold them.

        

        Everything’s changed and nothing makes sense any more. I know I’m feeling sorry for myself and Gran would tell me off for it and that I should think myself lucky to be staying at Aunt Muriel’s. You were right about her, Essie. She’s very kind and told me about what happened to Daddy very gently. She said that one day I’ll be able to think about him without crying.

        

        Not today though.
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With the enemy on their doorstep
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