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Praise for Gill Thompson

‘A warm-hearted tale of love, loss and indefatigable human spirit’

Kathryn Hughes

‘Heartrending. Riveting. Definitely on my list of Ten Best Books of the year’

Sharon Maas

‘The characters and their moving stories will haunt you long after you finish the last page’

Shirley Dickson

‘A mother’s loss and a son’s courage . . . A heartrending story that spans the world’

Diney Costeloe

‘A heartrending story’

Jane Corry

‘[Thompson] secures her position as a leading light in wartime drama . . . A story to haunt you’

Peterborough Telegraph

‘Gill Thompson has brought us a beautiful tale of a mother’s love whilst also tackling a very dark and awful period in British and Australian history. The emotion that comes from the pages of this book is palpable. And that ending, oh my goodness. I will be thinking about Jack and Molly for a long time to come. This is a wonderful book’

Emma’s Bookish Corner

‘It has opened my eyes to the injustice done to so many . . . A thought-provoking and interesting read’

Shaz’s Book Blog

‘The Oceans Between Us truly pulls at your heartstrings. With themes of salvation, longing, self-preservation, inequality, betrayal, forbidden love, friendship, loyalty, the search for justice and a place to call home, along with human endurance, this novel will touch your soul’

Mrs B’s Book Reviews

‘I flew through this emotional book. I raged at just what some had to endure. But I also felt their bravery in finding justice for all children who suffered. Highly recommended’

Between My Lines

‘A story that will touch every reader’s heart. An absolute must-read’

By The Letter Book Reviews

‘Heart-wrenching debut novel. A story based on actual events which will have you glued to the pages’ 

Waggy Tales

‘A heart-wrenching and heartwarming novel . . . this book is impossible to put down’

Discovering Diamonds
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CAN TWO SISTERS SEPARATED BY WAR FIND THEIR WAY BACK TO EACH OTHER?

‘They were there for each other during the war just like the lighthouse, a source of hope and protection over the years.’

1996: The war may have ended decades earlier, but for the elegant woman sitting alone now, the images live on in her memory: her sister’s carefree laughter, the inky black of a German soldier’s boots, the little boats that never came back. And the one constant through it all: the lighthouse that always guided them back to the island.

1940: For sisters Alice and Jenny life is just beginning when the Nazis seize control of the island of Jersey, driving the girls down separate paths. While Alice is forced by the enemy to work in the German hospital, Jenny is attracted to the circle of islanders rising up to resist the occupiers. And as the war tightens its grip, it will cause each of the sisters to make an extraordinary choice, experience unimaginable heartbreak and emerge forever changed . . .




To Joshua,
With love from your adoring Grandma.




Prologue

November 1996

Some days, when the wind is soft and southerly, she fancies it carries the faintest trace of salt, like the briny breezes she once knew so well on the island. And at once she’s transported back to St Aubin’s Bay, where the late-afternoon sun turns the wet sand silver and stars of light burst on the waves. Yet she knows that’s impossible. They live too far inland now for the smell of the sea to reach them. Too far even to be visited by seagulls – unless a dire storm is on the way. But if she closes her eyes, she can still see them swoop and dive and hear their plaintive calls. Then the memories crowd in: William burying their father up to his neck in sand, save for one grit-caked hand, which still clutches his book; their mother perched on a deckchair pouring tea from an old tartan-patterned Thermos; her sister screaming as she runs into the sea in her blue hand-knitted costume, jumping at the shock of the cold waves. Did the sun always shine in those heady pre-war days, or is it just imagination that bathes her memories in mellow light? 

She always sits by the window and the window is always open, even when the catch is crusted with hoar frost and the panes are opaque with ice. The wind scalds her face in winter and sunlight pools on it in summer. It’s her only contact with nature these days – unless you count the garish chrysanthemums their daughter sometimes brings that fill the room with their earthy aroma. 

She stands up stiffly, grasping the polished arms of the high-backed chair and pushing up as she’s been taught, then shuffles over to the dresser, discarding the rug as she does so. There are the smiling photos that she talks to each day, running her finger down their smooth glass, willing the figures to come alive once more. The ones from the past are monochrome, faded over time, their owners wearing the formal clothes of a bygone age. There’s her father in a jacket and tie, grinning into the camera, the ever-present book in his hand as though he’s only just looked up from the page. A photo of her mother stands next to that of her father. She wears a neat trilby, perched slantwise on her head, as was the fashion. Her dark suit is navy too, calf-length and with a froth of cream at the neck. She’s impossibly thin, her body still recovering from those terrible months at the end of the war when the food supplies were cut off and the islanders feared they’d starve to death.

Then come photos of their own three children, in colour now, next to those of their ten grandchildren at various ages and stages. 

But the picture she loves best is the one Dad took of her and her sister at St Catherine’s Tower. The one that gave them their name: the lighthouse sisters. She smiles at their innocent faces frozen in time, and the moment of joy from nearly seventy years ago catches her again. That childhood closeness has waxed and waned over the years, but their love runs deep. They were there for each other during the war, and they are there for each other now. Just like the lighthouse, a source of hope and protection over the years. It guided her home once.

Today it will light up her life again.





Part One

June–July 1940
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Jersey, the Channel Islands

They were all in the back garden when Alice got home from her shift. The ward had been stuffy, the fans whirring noisily in a vain attempt to dispel the thick air. She’d looked forward to walking home with a fresh breeze on her face. But if anything it was hotter outdoors. The sun still blazed and the humid atmosphere wrapped itself around her like a woolly blanket. 

She pushed open the side gate and made straight for the patch of stippled shade under Dad’s old apple trees. 

Mum was deadheading a clump of snapdragons by the kitchen window, their colours vivid in the sunshine. ‘Don’t sit on the grass, love. There’s a deckchair in the shed.’ 

‘All right.’ Alice retrieved the chair, set it up under the tree and took off her tightly laced shoes. ‘That’s better.’

‘How was your day? Do you want some tea?’ Mum put down the trug and secateurs.

‘Hot, tiring . . . and yes, please!’

‘Coming up.’ She went inside to the kitchen. 

Alice peeled off her stiff cuffs and cap, then placed them on the grass beside the deckchair. She tipped her head back and closed her eyes against the glare. Dad and Jenny were murmuring from the bench by the back wall as they pored over a maths textbook – they’d been too absorbed even to greet her when she arrived. William was tearing up handfuls of grass and posting them through the criss-cross wires of Binkie’s cage. She didn’t bother saying hello to him. He was bound to ignore her.

A pompous voice blared out, announcing news of German bombing raids on Paris. Mum must have switched the wireless on. Forty-five people had been killed. It was terrifying how quickly the Germans were advancing: they’d stormed down from Dunkirk and had already crossed the Somme. It was clear France would soon fall. And then where would that leave the Channel Islands? A dribble of sweat ran down the side of Alice’s face. She wiped it off with the back of her hand.

‘Here you are, love.’ Mum plonked a cup of tea down beside her. Some of the liquid sloshed over the top. ‘Are you all right? You look a bit pale.’

Alice picked up the cup and took a sip. ‘I’m fine, Mum. Just a long shift. And the news about Paris.’

‘I know, love. I wish I hadn’t turned the wireless on now.’

‘We can’t ignore it. There’s no doubt the Germans are coming closer. Rebekah’s getting really anxious.’ Alice frowned as she remembered her close friend’s strained expression when they’d met briefly earlier on the ward. Rebekah had only married her husband, Thomas Liron, just before war broke out. He’d enlisted a month later in September 1939 and she hadn’t seen him since. 

Mum wiped her hands down her apron. ‘Poor girl. I can imagine how I’d feel if it was William fighting.’ 

Alice looked over to her brother, so caught up in his own world. ‘I certainly hope this war will be over before William’s old enough to join up.’

‘So do I.’ Mum turned. ‘James . . . Jenny . . . Do either of you want tea?’

‘No, thanks, Mum.’ Jenny glanced up from her textbook.

Dad didn’t reply.

Mum rolled her eyes and stomped back to her gardening.

Alice leant back again. She really ought to go in and change. There were probably grass stains on her cuffs already, and doubtless the back of her dress was creased from the deckchair. Another load of washing and ironing. But maybe just a few more minutes’ rest first to regain some energy.

It was still stifling. She swept a couple of storm bugs off her arm. Sure sign of thunder to come. There was an irritating buzzing in the distance too, like a swarm of angry flies. She sat forward in the deckchair, shading her eyes against the brightness. A line of black dots was inching across the sky over towards Fort Regent.

‘Dad?’ She got to her feet.

‘Mmm?’

‘What’s that?’ She heard the shrillness in her own voice.

Each sound detached itself from the next. The chomping from Binkie’s cage. Mum clattering in the kitchen. The creak as Dad stood up from the bench. Then the sky screaming.

The dots had become planes, one after another, flying low in single file like a dark arrow. Alice’s chest contracted and the dense air clogged her throat. 

‘Dad!’

‘Get down, all of you!’

Alice threw herself to the ground, her pulse accelerating until it was one long blast of fear.

Another clatter from the kitchen.

Jenny shrieked. Alice twisted her head and saw Dad reach out an arm to shield her as they lay side by side on the grass.

William continued to mutter to Binkie, and Alice realised he was still crouching by the rabbit cage. ‘Will! Down!’ she shouted.

William froze. 

‘William! You must get down!’ yelled Dad.

William didn’t move.

Mum raced out of the kitchen and shoved him onto the grass, pinning him down, her hand clamped to his back. William whimpered.

The noise was deafening now as engines roared across the sky. Alice didn’t dare look up. There’d been no warning. No siren. No time to take cover from the bombing they’d feared for months. The Germans had launched a surprise attack and were going to murder them in their own garden. She braced herself for the explosion, an agonising pain, the red stains spreading across the grass . . . 

‘It’s all right. It’s our lot.’ A familiar voice, near at hand.

Alice hadn’t heard the click of the garden gate above the boom of engines, but Pip Marett, one of her father’s ex-pupils, was striding across the lawn. How on earth could he be so casual? She felt her face colouring. 

Dad and Jenny stood up and brushed themselves down. Mum helped William to his feet.

The planes were right above them now, the metal bodies glinting in the sunlight. Pip tipped his head back, chanting under his breath as he counted them. It seemed to take an age as they roared past. ‘Wow. Eighteen!’ he said eventually. ‘Whitleys!’

‘Whitleys, eh?’ Dad walked up to him. ‘Never seen those over here before.’

Pip had to shout to be heard. ‘Yes, see the triangular nose? A bit like the roof of a greenhouse.’

As the last plane thundered past, Alice caught sight of the strange-shaped cockpit Pip had described. Despite the clear RAF markings on the side of the fuselage, she still felt weak with fear. It could so easily have been Germans. They were constantly on the watch for them now, expecting to be attacked at any time. ‘Do you know what’s going on?’ It was hard to keep her voice from wobbling, and at first she wondered if Pip had heard her. 

He continued to watch the planes as they disappeared into the distance, before turning back. ‘Looks as if they’re heading out to St Peter. They’ll approach the airport from the east.’ 

‘Any idea what they’ll be doing there?’ Dad asked. 

‘Refuelling probably. I’m going to sail round to St Ouen’s on the Bynie May and see what I can find out. Would any of you like to come with me?’ 

Alice felt a surge of excitement. How wonderful to be with Pip on his boat. Just the two of them. She hoped no one else wanted to go.

‘I’m not good in boats,’ said Dad.

Pip smiled. ‘Mrs Robinson?’

‘Thank you, Pip, but I need to get on with the dinner. This has put me all behind.’ Mum made it sound as though the planes had flown across deliberately just to delay her food preparations. 

Pip cleared his throat. ‘Um . . . William?’

‘I don’t think so, Pip,’ said Mum. ‘He might be a bit frightened.’ 

Will had opened Binkie’s cage, and had the rabbit in his arms, his face buried in its fur. It was what he always did when he needed reassurance. Mum was right. 

‘Alice . . . Jenny?’ Pip’s expression was eager. 

Jenny stepped forward, but Dad held up his hand. ‘Not Jenny, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘She has an exam tomorrow.’

Jenny shrugged at Pip. ‘Sorry.’ 

Pip ran his hands through his light-brown hair. He’d grown taller since Alice had last seen him. When he was cramming for Highers last year, he’d often been round to the house for Dad to tutor him. Jenny had sometimes joined in the lessons, although she scarcely needed to. He’d been in the year above Jenny at school, a year below Alice. Alice couldn’t remember when her crush had first started, but she’d found herself thinking about him more and more in the last two years of school. She’d always been too shy to say anything, of course, or even hint at it. Maybe the proximity of being in a boat with him might help accelerate things.

‘I’d love to come,’ she said, then felt immediately embarrassed, as though he must be able to read her thoughts.

‘Aren’t you tired after your shift?’ Jenny asked.

‘No, I feel fine now. A boat trip will be a good way to relax.’

Pip swallowed and smiled, a little awkwardly, Alice thought, but perhaps she imagined it. ‘All right. I’ll cycle down to the harbour and get the boat ready. You know where she’s moored?’

‘I think so.’

‘We need to be quick. D’you have a bike?’

‘May I borrow yours, Jen?’

Jenny kicked at a loose stone with her foot. ‘I suppose so.’

‘I’ll get changed and follow you down.’

‘See you later.’

Pip disappeared back through the gate. Suddenly no longer tired, Alice rushed upstairs to put on some casual clothes. She was going to be on her own, in a boat, with Pip Marett. 
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Twenty minutes later, Alice walked down South Pier towards the forest of masts, watching the boats bobbing on the water, nudging each other whenever they were jostled by the low waves. She peered over the edge of the jetty. Pip waved up at her from a small yacht. The name Bynie May was written on its side in swirly letters.

‘Hello there!’ His eyes were the same shade of blue as the sea.

‘Hello.’

‘Come on board. You’ll be safe. I’ve got a spare life jacket.’

She made her way down the steps at the end of the pier and grasped Pip’s warm hand. Her body tingled. Almost before she knew it, she’d stepped onto the boat, which lurched at the impact. Still holding her hand, Pip steadied her and laughed. Alice laughed too. 

As he navigated their way out of the harbour, then tacked across the mouth of St Aubin’s Bay, she perched on one of the low benches that straddled the boat – a ‘thwart’, Pip had called it – trying to keep out of his way and moving to the other side of the boat whenever he shouted ‘Ready about!’ in order to avoid the boom. He was so confident, pulling on ropes, drawing the tiller backwards and forwards, peering out beyond the sail to check the route ahead, all the while chatting away. Alice felt a little self-conscious in the bulky life jacket. It was hardly flattering. Now that the wind was a bit stronger, she wished she’d put on a thicker jumper, although the slowly sinking sun still gave off some warmth. She’d always longed to go sailing with Pip. They hadn’t seen so much of him since he left school. She missed his visits.

‘How are Jenny’s exams going?’ he asked.

‘Fine, I think,’ she said. ‘Last one tomorrow.’ She wasn’t looking forward to witnessing the inevitable post-mortem on the maths paper, with Dad hanging on Jenny’s every word and ignoring the rest of them. Sometimes she wished she’d been clever like Jenny. They’d been such good friends as children, but as they’d grown up, it became more obvious that Jenny had inherited Dad’s sharp maths brain, and Alice had felt increasingly left out of their conversations, which always seemed to revolve around some theorem or other. Mum was much too busy with William and running the house. Thank goodness her patients appreciated her. 

Pip’s hands on the tiller looked brown and strong, the nails neatly clipped. The sun picked out a few golden hairs on his forearm. ‘Thanks for offering to come out on the boat with me,’ he said. 

‘It’s a pleasure.’ She looked him in the eye, smiling, then turned away. Her throat tightened. Was that too forward?

He smiled back at her. ‘It’s good to have some company. I’ve been getting so frustrated, knowing there’s a war on and not being able to help.’

‘You decided not to enlist?’

‘I’d have enlisted like a shot, but Dad was adamant that he wanted me to stay here. I’ve just started working in the office with him. Helping with the paperwork and such.’ He ran a finger round the collar of his shirt. 

‘That must be interesting.’

Pip laughed, a short bark. ‘Not very. But it will do for now. I’m keeping up my sailing skills – you never know when they might come in handy.’

‘You manage the boat very well.’

‘I was taught by one of the best. The old fisherman, Jack. Do you know who I mean? Dad wanted me to be more than a gentleman sailor. I had to learn the ropes properly.’

‘I don’t know Jack, but he’s obviously done a good job.’

Pip pointed out the Martello tower at Noirmont. ‘How many times were we told about that in history lessons? Built to protect us from the French during the Napoleonic wars,’ he said. His eyes had a faraway look. ‘Let’s hope it’ll protect us from the Jerries too.’

Alice felt a stab of anxiety. Being here with Pip, on the sea, had allowed her to forget the rumble of war momentarily. ‘Do you think the Germans will make it as far as us?’ She was still churned up from seeing the Whitley bombers earlier. Even if they were British planes, they made the prospect of fighting on their shores feel all the more real. 

Pip shrugged. ‘Dad doesn’t think so.’ Pip’s father was high up in Jersey administration. He usually knew what was going on.

‘That’s some comfort.’

‘S’pose so.’ 

The conversation ceased as Pip navigated his way under the cliffs to avoid a reef of rocks out at sea. The water was choppy now and Alice could sense he needed to concentrate. But once they were through the tricky part, he seemed keen to talk again. 

‘Tell me about your day at the hospital,’ he said.

Alice stretched out her legs in their navy slacks and crossed them at the ankle. The boat wouldn’t be turning for a bit, so she could relax without having to worry about avoiding the boom. It was nice to be asked about her job. No one at home was ever that interested. She recounted the events of her day, trying to make them sound fascinating, but Pip was staring up at the sail, his hair lifting in the breeze, and didn’t react. She decided he wouldn’t want to know about the less glamorous tasks she had to perform – emptying bedpans, giving blanket baths, mopping up vomit – so she skirted over those and told him about dear Mrs Perchard. When she’d last seen the old lady that afternoon, she’d been a little pale, and had only managed a few spoonfuls of soup before turning her head and closing her eyes. Alice hoped she wouldn’t deteriorate overnight. She hated to think of her struggling without anyone to hold her hand or talk to her. Luckily Rebekah was on duty. She’d look out for her. 

She cleared her throat. Perhaps she’d tell Pip about Rebekah. But just as she was trying to work out how to steer the conversation towards her friend, Pip interjected. 

‘So Jenny’s okay, is she?’

‘Jenny?’

‘Yes.’ Pip pushed the tiller away from him, then tugged on the rope. Alice ducked towards him as the boat tacked and the boom swung across. She caught a whiff of cologne. ‘Did you say tomorrow is her last exam?’

Alice stared curiously at him. Hadn’t he listened to a word she’d said? ‘Yes, I told you that earlier.’ Did she sound a little petulant? 

‘I see,’ he said distractedly. ‘That’s good.’ He looked up at the sail. ‘She’ll be fine for a while.’

For a moment, Alice thought he meant Jenny, then she realised Pip was talking about the boat.

‘Sailing’s a lot of hard work, isn’t it?’ Dad had never taken them sailing. He’d been born in London, so the sea wasn’t in his blood as it was with many of the islanders, and they’d never owned a boat like some of her friends. She’d gone sailing with the Guides once, but hadn’t particularly taken to it. She probably wouldn’t have agreed to go today had it not been a chance to get close to Pip.

Pip looked out to sea but didn’t reply. Alice wondered if he’d heard her, or if it was a silly question. Presumably sailors sailed because they enjoyed all that effort. Perhaps he was ignoring her because he thought she was stupid. Why on earth couldn’t she say something clever like Jenny would, impressing him with a calculation about the frequency of waves or some other interesting fact?

He had clearly lost interest in the account of her day. Perhaps it was better she stayed quiet for a while. 

She stared down at the water. It was a deep blue today. Sometimes the sea looked almost metallic, as though the waves had been hammered out and painted. If it wasn’t for them constantly shifting and re-forming, you’d think it was a relief painting.

The low rays of the sun glanced off the water. The air was still warm; her face glowed from where the sun had seared it earlier. If this was a romantic film, the boat would be steering itself and Pip would be beside her, holding her close with his arm as she leant her head on his shoulder. There’d be swelling music in the background. He’d be looking at her adoringly while she snuggled into him, secure in the warmth of his love.

But of course this wasn’t a film. The boat wouldn’t steer itself. It was a big responsibility for Pip; he had to give the trip his full attention. And he was probably thinking about the planes too. Still, he’d invited her on board. Sort of. She just had to wait for him to make the first move. 

They skirted round Portelet, the little boat hugging the coastline, and as they approached Ouaisné, Pip pointed out the caves at La Cotte. She peered across at the gloomy recesses gouged into the cliff. 

‘Dad was telling me about the archaeologists investigating those. They’ve been doing it for years,’ he said.

‘Yes, I think I saw some of them a couple of years ago. Do you know what they found?’

‘Stone Age stuff, I think. Tools . . . a few bones. Rumour has it that Ice Age cavemen used to herd mammoths over the cliff to kill them for their meat. Must have been some banquet!’ He laughed. 

Alice laughed too. She loved the way dimples appeared in Pip’s cheeks when he chuckled. 

Then they were streaming across St Brelade’s Bay, the sail full in the wind. She glanced at her watch. They’d been on the boat a while now and Pip hadn’t tried to make any kind of move. Could she be more encouraging? Perhaps she ought to stage some sort of drama – like falling into the water, to see if he would rescue her. But the thought of sitting shivering in her soaking clothes with Pip silent and resentful at having to go back early dissuaded her. 

By seven, they’d rounded the headland and had the Corbière lighthouse in their sights. 

As she stared at the chalky-white tower rising up from a reef of wave-whipped rocks that extended way beyond it, another lighthouse slipped into her mind. Years ago, when she was about ten and Jenny eight, Dad had taken them over to St Catherine’s Breakwater, in the north-east of the island. Mum must have been expecting William at the time, as she remembered Dad telling her to get some rest while they were out. They’d run along the narrow stone strip that jutted out to sea and climbed down the steps to the lighthouse at the end. Jenny had pestered Dad with questions about the height of the tower and how far the light could be seen, a budding mathematician even then, but Alice had only one question: ‘What’s it for?’

Dad’s voice came back to her through the years. ‘It acts as a guide and warning,’ he’d said, in his precise scientist’s tone. ‘It keeps sailors away from danger and leads them safely home when they return.’ 

‘So lighthouses help people?’

‘Yes, you could put it that way,’ he’d said.

Alice smiled at the memory. ‘I love lighthouses. They’re such beacons of hope,’ she told Pip. She hoped that didn’t sound too highfalutin.

Pip nodded. ‘We don’t need to go out that far, though,’ he said. ‘We’ll sail her through the Fisherman’s Passage. It’s a great shortcut. I just need to make sure we avoid the Kaines over there. Many a ship has been wrecked on them.’

He navigated the passage skilfully, well away from the treacherous rocks, and soon they were out into St Ouen’s Bay, where the light still sparkled on the water. 

‘It’s quite shallow here,’ he said. ‘Must be about under the flight path. We’ll go head to wind. I’ll drop the anchor, then we’ll take down the sails.’ The boat slowed as he threw the huge metal hook overboard. ‘Can you give me a hand with the gaff, Alice?’ He was lowering the top part of the mast ready to stow it in the boat. She helped take the weight. 

After the flurry of activity, the boat was suddenly still, the waves lapping against the hull. A mellow warmth wrapped itself round her. Pip slumped on the thwart opposite, then looked across in the direction of the airport. ‘I would imagine they’ve had time to refuel by now, assuming that’s what they were doing. Should be taking off soon.’ He stood up suddenly and delved under the foredeck. ‘I’ll see if I can pick anything up on the wireless.’ He returned with a small set, which he placed carefully on one of the seats, then knelt in front of it, turning his ear towards the machine while twiddling the dial. There was a scribble of static. He tried again. ‘No luck. Must be too far out to get a signal.’ He wound up the leads and returned the set to the hold before resuming his seat opposite Alice. ‘Thought I might tune into the BBC, see if I can hear the latest.’

‘Perhaps you can find out when you’re back.’

‘Yes, I’ll try then.’

Alice was hoping he might talk to her about the hospital again, or ask her something else about herself, or even suggest another outing, but he continued to be more interested in the planes. Eventually, when there was still no sound from the airport, he turned back to her. 

‘Do you think Jenny will get into Cambridge?’

Not Jenny again. Alice pleated the material of her slacks, where it was a little loose over the knee. ‘Dad seems to think so. She’s really clever.’

Pip’s eyes were intense as they locked on to hers. ‘But it’s not guaranteed.’

‘No, of course not.’ Did he look relieved? 

‘Has she said anything to you?’

‘About what?’

He looked out to sea. ‘About how keen she is to go. Whether she’ll miss anyone . . .’

He didn’t turn back, so she couldn’t see his face. Her heart started to thrum. Was this why he’d agreed to her coming on the trip? So he could find out more about Jenny?

But before she had a chance to answer, there was a sudden roar behind them. Pip twisted round. ‘There they are!’

Alice followed his gaze and saw the planes flying in the same straight line as earlier, over the cliff and out to sea. The noise was as deafening as before, but she wasn’t frightened this time. In fact, her thoughts were more occupied with what might be going on between Jenny and Pip than any anxiety about the planes. She couldn’t say too much to Pip – she didn’t want to come across as jealous – but she’d try to get the truth out of Jenny that evening.

Pip was counting again. ‘Fifteen . . . sixteen . . . That’s odd. There’s only sixteen planes this time. Two can’t have taken off.’

‘Are you sure you counted them properly?’

‘Of course I did!’ He sounded irritated. 

Oh no, she was annoying him now. 

‘See how low they’re flying.’ He pointed to the last of the departing aircraft, perilously close to the waves, making a laboured chugging sound. ‘They must be weighed down with bombs and fuel.’

‘S’pose so.’ 

He watched as the planes banked round to the south. ‘I wonder where they’re going. They’re headed towards France, not England. Must be on a raid. If they’ve stopped here to refuel, they’ll be going on a long trip. Perhaps they’re going to bomb Germany. Let’s hope they cause havoc.’ 

‘Yes indeed.’ Alice tried to catch his excitement but could only think of the possible injuries or fatalities. Shrapnel could do terrible things. Even if the Germans were the enemy, they were still people.

She wondered how long Pip wanted to stay anchored. It was getting colder now. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms, hoping he would lend her his jacket, but he was still looking out to sea, where purple clouds bruised the horizon. Another tendril of unease wound through her. 

‘I guess the last two were too heavy to take off. I hope it’s nothing more sinister.’ He leant over the side of the boat to pull up the anchor. ‘Let’s turn back. We’ll make it home a lot quicker, as the wind’ll be behind us and the tide has started to flood now.’ 

She wondered if he’d grown tired of her company. This outing hadn’t gone anything like the way she’d hoped, and time was running out. But she decided that, like her, he was probably just getting cold and wanted his supper.

‘Let me know if you find out anything later,’ she said.

‘Will do.’

She helped him raise the sail again, and they turned for home. 

She felt a bit shaky cycling back up from the harbour, and her stomach growled with hunger. When she came in, everyone was clustered round the wireless. Mum got up and absent-mindedly handed her a plate of dried-up stew that had been perching on a pan of water on the stove for goodness knows how long, then sat back down, frowning. Alice grabbed some cutlery then drew up a chair at the table.

The voice boomed out of the set. Italy had just declared war on the Allies. 

‘Bloody Eyeties,’ Dad said. He rarely swore. ‘Mussolini’s only joined the war because he thinks the Jerries are going to win.’

Alice’s skin prickled. Could the Germans win the war? What would happen to Jersey? To them? To her and Pip, she wanted to say. But of course there was no her and Pip.

‘I’ll never shop at Rossi’s again,’ said Mum.

‘Don’t be daft, Annette,’ replied Dad. ‘Paolo Rossi hates the Jerries. It’s just that madman Mussolini. There are lots of sensible Italians who think like we do.’

‘What will happen to the Channel Islands?’ Jenny asked.

Dad patted her hand. ‘We’ll be fine, love. The islands have been dependencies of the Crown for nearly a thousand years. There are two-thousand-odd British troops here. The Jerries left us alone in the last war and they will now.’ Some of the colour returned to Jenny’s face.

They went upstairs soon after. Once she’d put on her nightdress, Jenny knelt beside the bed and pulled out a low wooden trolley containing a small box. It was a ritual they’d performed since childhood, when Dad had made the storage items to contain their midnight feasts. When they were young, they’d often written little letters, leaving them in the box for the other to find. Alice had a sudden memory of her name scrawled on an envelope in Jenny’s childish handwriting, and the excitement of delving inside to find a page of drawings – often of the lighthouses they loved – or tiny messages. They’d been so close then, telling each other everything, sharing their hoard of snacks long after Mum had thought they were asleep, whispering in the dark . . . How had they grown apart? As a little girl she’d never imagined a time when they wouldn’t be friends. But a distance had opened up between them over the years, even though the food ritual remained. 

‘Only apples left, Alice.’

‘That’s fine.’

Jenny passed her an apple, then closed the box and pushed back the trolley. 

As they lay munching in their narrow twin beds in the shadowy bedroom, Jenny finally asked her about her sailing trip. 

‘Did you have a good time?’ 

Alice couldn’t see her sister’s face in the dark, so it was hard to know what she was thinking. 

‘Yes, thanks. Pip was anxious to see the planes. I suppose he was glad of some company on the boat.’

‘Yes, I expect so.’ Jenny bit down hard on her apple.

‘Would you rather have gone instead?’

‘Alice, it’s fine. I don’t have a claim on Pip.’

‘But you do like him?’

Silence, apart from the munching. What was Jenny thinking?

‘Yes . . . I do like him.’

‘And he likes you. I could tell.’ The darkness sharpened around them. 

‘Yes . . . I know. I think he wants something more than friendship, though.’

‘And you don’t? What’s the problem?’

Jenny threw off the bedclothes and sat up. ‘You know what the problem is, Alice!’

‘What, Dad?’

‘No, not Dad – except indirectly.’

‘What d’you mean?’

A swift sigh. ‘Cambridge.’

‘Oh. But that’s not until next year.’

‘But how can I get close to Pip if I might be leaving him?’ Jenny nibbled the flesh round the core of her apple. 

‘Well, if it’s serious, he’ll wait for you.’ Alice tried to hold back the emotion from her voice. She finished her own apple in a series of rapid bites, reached out for Jenny’s core, and took them both over to the bin. 

‘But it takes three years to do a degree. I can’t ask him to wait that long.’

Alice got back into bed but stayed sitting up so she could see Jenny more easily. 

‘There are the holidays, surely. And he could visit.’ She felt a sharp stab of jealousy at the thought of Jenny and Pip together. Jenny obviously wasn’t aware of Alice’s feelings for him, and she certainly wasn’t going to admit to them now. 

‘Perhaps. But there’s also the little matter of the war.’

‘Dad thinks we’re safe here.’

‘Jersey might be safe, but it could be another story in Cambridge.’

‘You might not even get in.’ Alice regretted her words as soon as they were out. She didn’t mean to be nasty, but it was hard to deal with her feelings.

‘I know.’ Jenny thumped the counterpane. ‘Everything’s going round and round in my head.’

‘Try not to think too far into the future. Just enjoy the moment.’ An image of Pip on the boat flashed into Alice’s head: his bright eyes and ruddy cheeks. ‘You’re lucky to have someone who’s interested in you. Especially someone like Pip.’ She snapped off the memory and promised herself that from now on, she would stop thinking of him. It was Jenny he wanted.

‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

‘All the more reason to see how it develops. You’re not leading him on. He knows about Cambridge.’

‘Yes, I suppose you’re right.’

Alice reached across to Jenny’s bed and her hand connected with her sister’s. But the gesture felt empty; there was none of the old closeness.

‘What’s that thing in Latin that means just have a good time and don’t worry about the future?’

‘Carpe diem?’

‘Yes, carpe diem.’ Alice wriggled down the bed again. ‘Night.’

‘Night,’ said Jenny.

But it was a while before Alice drifted off. And when she did, her bed tilted and lurched on the waves as German planes circled.


OPS/images/title.jpg
The
Lighthouse

Sisters

GILL THOMPSON





OPS/images/backad3.jpg
.

4

IDE
Lighthousé
g Siste'rs






OPS/images/logo.jpg





OPS/images/author.jpg





OPS/images/twitter.gif





OPS/images/cover.jpg
"fn INSPIRED BY TRUE EVENTS

A e 4
< The e

| |

Lighthouse
. Siste}'s

Through war and loss,
love would guide
them home.





