




CATNIP BOOKS
Published by Catnip Publishing Ltd
320 City Road
London
EC1V 2NZ

This edition first published 2017

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2 

Text copyright © Sarah Baker, 2017
Cover illustration copyright © Jessica Courtney-Tickle, 2017
The moral rights of the author and illustrator have been asserted.

Cover design by Will Steele

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without 
prior permission of the copyright owner.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978-1-91061-1135

Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd., Croydon, CR0 4YY

www.catnippublishing.co.uk

For Freddie



– 1 –

Chapter One

May 1940, France

At first there was just talk in the village. My Amma said 
it was gossip and I wasn’t to listen, but someone at school 
said his father had seen enemy soldiers in Monteaux – the 
very next town.

Then, on one completely normal day – the sky an 
endless blue, the crickets chirping and the sun half baking 
us already – Maddie, Albert and I were practising spying. 
We were perched at the top of the slumped old oak tree 
that sat at the side of the road leading from Monteaux to 
Amboise when we saw something ourselves.

‘He won’t suspect us. We have the element of surprise. 
It’s an excellent plan,’ Albert said, baguette crumbs falling 
from the corner of his mouth.

Maddie tutted, took the binoculars from him and 
wiped the lenses with the edge of her sleeve. ‘It’s only 
excellent,’ she said, peering through them, ‘if you forget 
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that we’re three children and he’s the size of two men.’
I squinted at the tall, thin blob of green as he walked 

towards us. His face was a smudge, but we could hear the 
clip, clip of his boots on the road as he got closer.

‘And,’ Maddie continued, ‘he probably has a gun, and 
all we have is this tree, a pair of binoculars and some 
sticks. We’d hardly frighten a field mouse.’

Albert snapped off a small but sturdy branch and held 
it out to Maddie. She ignored it and he turned to me.

‘Eloise, tell her what Monsieur X said about surprises 
and using what you have to hand.’

‘Let’s look,’ I said, pulling out Monsieur X’s latest 
adventure from under my arm. But as I let go of the 
branch I was holding, it swung back into my face. I gave a 
yelp as my feet slipped and, scrabbling for a foothold, the 
book fell. It tumbled through the branches and landed 
with a slap on the road. 

Albert grabbed my jumper, just in time to stop me 
tumbling after it. My left leg scraped against the trunk 
but my nails dug into the bark and, gasping against the 
stinging pain, I let him and Maddie pull me up.

‘Eloise,’ Maddie hissed, ‘are you alright?’
I was about to say that I was fine when we heard the 

clip, clip of boots crunch to a stop.
We looked at each other, then peered down through the 

branches. The soldier was right beneath us. We watched 
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as he bent down and picked up my book. Maddie sucked 
in a breath. My knuckles whitened around the branch. 
Suddenly this wasn’t a game. It was real. The soldier 
might do anything. His rifle looked new. His eyes were 
keen. We’d heard the Germans were searching for spies, 
for Resistance fighters plotting against them – for anyone 
who seemed suspicious. We were hiding in a tree with 
binoculars. We were definitely suspicious.

The soldier looked up.
‘Now!’ Albert yelled and without thinking I shimmied 

down the trunk – branches, leaves and twigs scraping my 
skin – but I didn’t feel a thing. Everything was going 
three times faster than normal.

Albert swung off the lowest branch and landed on 
the road. Maddie half slipped, half fell, but managed to 
end up in a patch of wildflowers. Me? Somehow I landed 
right on the soldier, knocking my book out of his hand.

I rolled off and grabbed for it, but he got there first.
His eyes travelled over the front cover, which showed 

a large, spooky-looking old house. The soldier lifted 
one corner of his lip, which might have been his way 
of smiling but wasn’t at all reassuring, and my stomach 
was tying itself in knots because this close I could see 
he really was as tall as two men, and almost as wide. He 
was wearing the green uniform all the enemy soldiers 
wore, with the hat like a small, upside-down, paper boat 
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balancing on his bald head. His face was round and he 
had jowls that wobbled when he sneered, which he did 
now as he stared at us. I noticed three brown teeth and a 
few more that were yellow.

‘Give it back,’ Albert said. ‘It’s our book.’
The soldier looked at Albert in amusement, but 

quickly swung his head towards Maddie as she crept out 
of the verge, brushing grass off her long hair.

She froze as if he’d glued her to the spot. He looked 
at her like she was a rabbit ripe for the cooking pot. As if 
he hated her. But how could he? He didn’t know her. He 
didn’t know any of us. 

‘Hey, you,’ said Albert, ‘leave her alone.’
The soldier reached for his rifle.
Albert gasped.
The soldier gripped his gun, as if he was weighing it, 

his eyes darting back to Maddie.
‘I didn’t mean to jump on you,’ I said, holding my 

hand out for the book. ‘It was a mistake.’
The soldier slid his eyes onto me. I dropped my hand.
‘I’m really very clumsy,’ I said, thinking fast. ‘Always 

falling out of trees.’ He didn’t speak so perhaps he didn’t 
understand what I was saying. Maybe the soldiers only 
spoke German. I had to distract him, make him think we 
were just playing a game so I nodded at my book. ‘It is a 
very good story, monsieur,’ I said. ‘One of my favourites.’ 
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I forced a smile to my face. The soldier lowered his rifle 
and my heart stopped pounding quite so wildly, but I 
noticed he kept a firm, grubby hold on the book. My 
book. I was about to say something I would probably 
really regret when I heard a low grumble, like an old man 
clearing his throat. There was more clip, clipping on the 
road – much more.

‘Look!’ I pointed behind him.
The soldier turned to see. Behind him, coming from 

the old road that led into the town, were soldiers. Lots of 
enemy soldiers.

‘Go!’ I hissed to Maddie and Albert, then I reached 
out and plucked the book right out of the soldier’s hand. 
He gave a shout of surprise, but I was already pushing 
my way into the hedge, grabbing Maddie’s outstretched 
hand. Albert gripped my other hand then together we 
raced into the tall grass beyond.

Behind us we heard trucks cough their way closer, 
followed by the stamp, stamp of a hundred boots. There 
was shouting, and a sudden rat-a-tat-tat. We ducked 
down quick. We heard more shouting followed by more 
gunfire. Why were they shooting at us? We hadn’t done 
anything wrong. I clutched my book to my chest and 
with a glance at each other, we ran as low as we could 
across one field and into the next, our hearts racing as 
fast as our feet. We had to be out of sight by now, but we 
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didn’t slow down until we were through the old orchard 
and heading up the long drive to Albert’s house, Maison 
de Noyer.

Albert’s family had lived in the big house for ever. It 
was huge, with three floors of shuttered windows and 
a big, wooden front door that looked like it had been 
stolen from a castle. When I visited it was often to the 
kitchen first, where the cook would sometimes let us dip 
fresh bread in jam. Seeing the house standing tall and 
proud against the blue sky, with its bright red flowers 
overflowing the tubs on either side of the front door, 
made me feel safe. Even if the shutters were missing a 
few slats and the stone was weathered and looked like 
peeling, old skin, everything would be alright here.

Albert pulled us towards the back of the house and 
into the kitchen. We tumbled in, half tripping over each 
other in our eagerness to get inside, making Albert’s cook 
look up from the large stove where she was stirring a pot 
of something that had two scaly legs and a plucked wing 
sticking out of it.

‘Sorry,’ Albert said to her, pulling us around the large 
table, under the twinkling copper pans and out into the 
hallway.

We stood in front of the tapestry I liked the best, the 
one with the woman in the hooped skirt and the boy with 
the blond curls who looked a little bit like Albert, if you 
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squinted. That’s where his mother found us. Laughing so 
hard our bellies hurt, a strange, giggling relief that hid 
just how terribly afraid we’d been.

Madame Brodeur’s perfectly-rouged lips pursed as she 
sent Maddie home to her mother, and she patted her 
perfectly-coiffed hair as she told me she’d be having a 
word with my father. But I could cope with Father being 
cross because we’d escaped not just one enemy soldier, 
but a whole battalion of them! And I’d got my book back. 
Walking home I couldn’t stop grinning. It was straight 
out of a Monsieur X adventure. I knew Amma would 
have words with me as well, harsher words, but it was 
worth that too. Even after what happened later. In fact, 
especially because of what happened later.




