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AN EXTRA KNOT PART VIII




MAESTRO
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The sign over the archway had been defaced and by no mindless vandal either. A more than capable craftsman had entirely removed the lettering celebrating the previous Fascist government and replaced it with a motif celebrating Italian unity.

There were other changes too; the royal title which had graced the theatre was now entirely missing and the smell of fresh paint filled the air.

Of course the war had been unkind also and he noticed that the seating cried for lack of repair; the ornate curtains that blocked the stage showed much fading and there were pools of silent shadow that the timid lights dared not enter.  

But an effort had been made, and that was the main thing. The Teatro dell ‘Opera di Roma was obviously open for business....which was why he was here of course.

But he was here alone, he had been promised a welcome and a welcome was lacking. He felt anger rising in him, flushing his face in a warning sign that the half-light could not disguise. The insult was intolerable and he turned on a furious heel, already composing the bitter words that he would use to show the world that a man of his stature had been grievously insulted. 

No more than two angry steps had been taken when a voice called out from one of the dark pools.

The voice called to him not by name but by honoured title, a title given to very few.

“Maestro’.’

The voice called out once more and then its owner stepped out of the shadows and Arturo Toscanini saw a beautiful woman.

He was old, but old or not her beauty stirred him. No cosmetics sullied her face and she wore a plain but stylish dress and gave him a smile which recognised that her presence here might be unwelcome.

The smile faded and was replaced by a solemn look that armed itself for future combat.

‘Maestro, welcome to Rome. We have been at much pains to prepare for your arrival, yet I fear that our pains are little enough for you.’

He waved a dismissive hand, not at all deceived by the compliment. The woman represented everything that he had fought against. In that fight he had gladly suffered physical pain and the deeper pain of long exile. Any bridges that existed between them had been burnt to ashes long years ago.

Yet the invitation bore her name and her name had cleared away every obstacle. The Allies had recognised Marie Savoy as provisional leader of a nation that was half free and half slave, though the acceptance was hedged about with so many conditions as to be almost worthless.

And she had invited him here even though she knew that he despised her, despised her family and everything that it stood for.

She was waiting for a reply so he gave her one, mixing in it a sharp barb. ‘There have been many changes since I was last here...Your Royal Highness.’

The woman took the barb, looked at it sadly and then accepted it, knowing why the man had used the words and feeling an odd mix of shame and defiance. ‘No longer,’ she said. ‘Every title, every honour I have stripped from myself. I am no more than a former princess.’

She led him into the darkness where sat a table and two chairs. A candle banished a little of the darkness and bread and wine banished a little of his hunger. He noticed that the bread was thin and rough, but the wine was rich and dark. He also noticed that she ate the bread without complaint and only sipped at her wine.

She saw his inspection and pointed to the meal. ‘Italy is full of wine, but bread is rare and strictly rationed. We must all suffer equally and black marketeers are shot.’

He allowed his mouth to make a sound which expressed indifference and disbelief. ‘You have shot many people and not just black marketeers. Bullets have been your ally since they have taken away many of your former friends...and potential rivals.’  

Another barb and a sharper one for it was keen edged with truth. She knew it would come to this, that this was a conversation which must be had, that the old man held a well-earned hate in his heart and that as a member of a royal family that had sided with the Fascists she deserved his hate. But how to explain? She had a prepared speech, well-rehearsed and ready, but it seemed too pale to be used now. Toscanini was the world’s most famous conductor and an extreme Italian patriot. He was also a man of colour and passion, so perhaps it was better to use those tools and to allow a little anger into her voice. 

‘Yes I shot Mussolini and many others. I did so in public for all to see. I gave the orders and I was there when they died. It was my signature on the warrants, my eyes that looked on as the bullets hit. Does this raise me in your eyes? I know it does not. I know that you think that all I have done is turn on my own kind and that I have invited you back to Italy so that you may add your lustre to my tawdry regime.’

There was no answer, only a second helping of good wine and a second mouthful of poor bread and Toscanini looked on in silence. The candle, the wine, the bread, all might be stagecraft, mere props sent to deceive and divert. So could that pretty little speech for that matter and probably was, for age had given him the ability to look into eyes and see that part which remained hidden and she both intrigued and repelled him.

And the woman, whatever she called herself now, was right. When he heard of the death of Mussolini and many of his followers he had rejoiced and only later had he considered that this was no more than Fascist cannibalism. Still when the invitation to return home had been issued he had replied without hesitation.

Why?

He had grappled with that question since he left New York and broke his exile.

Why?

Certainly it was patriotism and the desire to see his homeland again but there was something more, something a restless spirit had gifted him. Curiosity.

He had met the woman before. She had attended one of his concerts in defiance not only of Mussolini, but of her own family. He had not been impressed, seeing her as no more than a beautiful self-indulgent woman, fit only to bear heirs for a corrupt royal family. But what if he was wrong? Perhaps she was no more than a figurehead for others more capable and more shadowy. What if there was more? What if the House of Savoy had taken an eagle into its bosom and not a dove? That thought had fired his curiosity and driven him here. Still dissatisfied, he turned his own question around and fired it at her. ‘Why?’

For a moment the woman looked puzzled, even startled. ‘Why?’

An angry swallow of bread was followed by angry words. ‘You are not stupid, madam, you know my meaning. Why, me, why this, why you? Why did you invite me? I hate everything your family stands for. You know this. I suffered blows and insults at the hands of a government you supported, and finally I escaped.

‘Why are you not living in comfort? For that matter why are you not with your husband and his disgusting slug of a father who still dares to call himself king, though he is but a puppet of the Germans. So why me, why now?’ 

Toscanini was a man of passion. His arm had whirled up as if it held a baton to her inept orchestra and now it was her turn to give a sigh, though this one was tinged with sadness.

‘Maestro I can answer that in one word. Hope. The people have no hope. Allied armies sit in Spain and Greece, but not here. They occupy North Africa and every island, but not a single Allied uniform do we see. They bomb our occupied northern cities into rubble but then fly on. The sounds of their boots are heard as they march into France, but our streets gather only dust. Italy is left to wither and the people see this and despair. They lose hope, Maestro, they see only darkness; darkness for today, darkness for tomorrow and for all time.

‘I have called you out of exile to give the people hope. You, Arturo Toscanini can give the people hope. They know you and love you. Every Italian who hears your name smiles. You are the maestro of their hearts. Let them see you stand in front of an orchestra once more, let them see that you believe in them. Let them see that you have brought a little light back into their darkness.’

The rest of the bread now lay uneaten and the wine undrunk.

‘And what of you, madam? You have explained my part, but what of you? Why should I trust you of all people?’

Marie lifted up her wine glass, abandoning her habit of sipping in favour of a large gulp. ‘Maestro, my father was king of the Belgians and when the Kaiser invaded his lands he put aside his crown and put on the coat of a common soldier and fought the invader and fought for peace. Then when peace came I was married off to an Italian prince, for such marriages are the price paid for the wearing of crowns. And I came to love the Italian people in a way that I never loved my husband, and while I lived a life of luxury I did my best to help others. When the war turned against Italy my husband followed his father north and I followed also as a dutiful wife and I was left alone with my children and had time to think and remembered the wise words of my father who once told me that to rule a people was easy, but to lead was hard.

‘Then the Allies offered me safe passage out of Italy and sent an agent to escort me. Maestro, this man was everything my husband was not and everything my father had been. He was brave and thoughtful. Spoke without fear and was loyal to his friends. He taunted me, Maestro. This common man taunted me. Told me that I was not my father’s daughter, that I was a coward. That though he would obey his orders and escort me to safety he had no respect for me. His words stung me and I thought again about my father’s words. I persuaded him to lead us not into safety, but into danger.’

Marie told of her journey over mountains, her escape from a riven Communist insurgency, her meeting with the remnants of a beaten Italian navy and a sea voyage in a leaking sail boat.

‘Without Yves Massu I would have failed in my quest. I asked him to stay as my companion and my adviser, but he refused and returned to his home and his wife.’

Toscanini had very sensitive ears and heard a faint note of bitterness and disappointment in those last words. Had the former princess offered herself to this Asturian sergeant and been refused? The tale was an interesting one and would make perhaps a very good opera, but still left open another question. The woman insisted that her sole motive was to heal Italy, but what if there was a darker motive? What if this woman saw in Italy’s agony a chance to achieve power either for herself or others?

‘You asked why, Maestro? This is why. Wield your baton once more, I beg you. Not for me, but for them. Let them see your face and feel your power. Your fame covers the world. Let the world see that you believe in the Italian people.’

The words broke his reverie just as he made his decision.

He would play. He would gather round him the musicians who would flock to his name and he would play the old songs, the familiar songs, the Italian songs that all knew and loved. And better than that he would tour, just as he had done in the old war, he would play for young and old, for the soldier and civilian.

But he would not trust.

The violinist could not drop his bow and take up the trumpet and the princess could not drop her crown and take up common garb. Such things were not possible and were certainly not worthy of belief. He would not trust and he would not play in her name and when the time came he would oppose.

Her face registered no dramatic change when he told her his decision but she bowed her head in acknowledgement then raising it up to gift him a smile. A younger version of himself would have been deceived by that smile but he was older now and less likely to believe, and he kept a grave face while she replied.

‘Maestro, I can offer you nothing but my gratitude, and ask one last favour. Please say that you will be my opponent but not my enemy. I could not bear to receive your hate.’

Again he did not believe her words but in a moment of insight wondered if he was as trapped as she was by old habits and old enmities. Ultimately though it did not matter. He was what he was, and she was what she was, and the best that could be hoped for was a sort of grudging and temporary alliance. But that did not matter. He was Arturo Toscanini, maestro of the music world, the best conductor the world had ever seen or ever would see and he would play once more in his native land.

He took the proffered hand, promising to return and begin preparations for a concert which would awe not only Rome but the world, and he left her with an empty wine bottle, a few crumbs and a guttering candle.

For a moment she sat in the flickering light and then spoke.

‘Well?’

The answer came out of one of the many pools of blackness. ‘Better an open enemy, than a false friend, Your Highness.’ Father Domenico stepped out of the shadows to where the last arms of the candle light could touch him. ‘You already have too many friends of that type. To see an open enemy is a refreshing change.’

Marie laughed. She could not break the priest’s habit of addressing her by her royal title, but at least he had the good sense not to do it in public.

‘Do you admire the man, Father?’

Domenico thought for a moment and then returned the laugh. ‘I do. He stands his ground and leaves you in no doubt as to his thoughts. He reminds me of Sergeant Massu, though the good sergeant was better at wielding a knife than a baton. You have taken a risk bringing Toscanini back to Italy. He has a following and an interest in politics. If he decides to dabble once more he could become a nuisance. We must ensure that he is kept busy so that we receive all of his light and none of his annoying heat. But for now that is a minor problem and I speak once more of those who smile to your face while hiding sharp knives. We must improve your position and increase your standing in the eyes of the people, and for that I can see only one solution.’

The candle gave a last despairing flare and then died leaving them both in darkness.

‘What is that?’

Domenico’s laugh echoed out of the blackness. ‘Why, Your Highness suggested it yourself only a few moments ago. Did you not recall the actions of your father upon hearing of the Kaiser’s invasion? Have you not already cast aside your crown?’ The laugh died away now and Domenico’s last sentence was as black as the darkness which birthed it.

‘All that remains now is for your highness to put on a uniform.’

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

VIOLETS
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Marseilles had been the start.

A good start, though the city was wrecked by shore bombardment and ariel bombing. Tall cranes had been toppled into the water; not a single volt ran through the city and the stench of new death and old flame hung in the air. None of that mattered.

Indeed in some ways it actually helped, for the cameras captured the devastation and it made a grave background to his words. They could not capture the odours of decay though which was pity, though after long years of campaigning such things no longer bothered him. He was a long way from the half frightened refugee that had been guided into Northern Spain by an equally lost British soldier and the war years had only added to the Georges Mandel who in peacetime had fought a black future and warned in vain.

But whether in peace or war one thing remained unchanged. George Mandel was a Frenchman, first, last, and always. So while the cameras recorded he spoke of France and how her long days of black night were coming to an end. He made promises, promises that France would arise again, not as she was, but newer, brighter, stronger. A leader once more in the councils of man. 

It was not a long speech, there would be time for longer speeches later and again that didn’t matter. What mattered and mattered very much was that it was made, he made it and it was made only hours after the city was liberated.

From now on, when people remembered the liberation of Marseilles, when they remembered that it was the forces of New France who did the liberating then they would recall that it was Georges Mandel who was there on that same day calling for an end to the old and for a new beginning. All this they would remember and perhaps they would remember the two small children who shyly presented him with twin bouquets of violets.  

It was theatre of course, politics has much in common with that art and how his staff had been able to procure such flowers was not his concern what was important was the image. Violets were the sign of a returning hero.

Of course Admiral Muselier, who commanded the forces of New France had whispered out of the side of his mouth. ‘Violets? You remember what happened to the last man who was greeted by violets?’ And then he was gone, for a commander has many duties on the first day of a liberation, leaving him alone and unworried. The images had been captured and besides which he had no intention of repeating the mistakes of Napoleon Bonaparte who had promised to break his exile when the violets bloomed. No, Napoleon saw France’s greatness framed in terms of war, but he saw true greatness lay in peace and cooperation, and for that he would need power in France and the collaboration of many others.

But those days were yet to come, and the threads he had so carefully laid must remain un-gathered and for now he would remain patient. Marseilles had been merely a start, a base, and a beginning.  

Limoges to the north had been different. There were no speeches, no flowers and mercifully no destruction. Instead the underground forces of New France had risen from mountain and forest lairs and given the retreating Germans a few farewell kicks before driving into the city bedecked with slung Stens and surrounded by clouds of foul smelling cigarette smoke.

Naturally there were acts of revenge, men were beaten and women were shorn of hair, but Muselier put the city under martial law and the vengeance slowed, even if it did not cease. Still the camera captured the scenes of flung kisses and smiling faces, though he was careful to order that the images of beatings and shavings be edited and kept for future historians. It was no part of his plan to put such a mirror up before France; she must see herself as brave and dignified in victory not savage and revengeful.

But North, still north and ever North. Ignoring the Atlantic ports that stood as guardians to a broken force, for what use were U-boats when Allied hunters swarmed from Iceland to Bilbao, from the Azores to Greenland? So north, following a French army, with a depleted enemy vanishing before them like mist on a summer’s morn. Following never too far behind, for this too was stagecraft. He must be seen and the camera must record so that France would see.

North, north to Orléans, and here the guns mournful mutter grew to a spiteful roar, for Orléans was the southern gateway to Paris and the enemy had decreed that Paris was a fortress city and must not fall.

But Paris was his prize, his reward, the result of long years cultivating friendships in London and Washington, the reward of smiles and sage advice. Paris would be his, not London’s nor yet Washington’s but his...and he would be sure that the cameras would be there.

Long days did the guns roar and streams of aircraft flew overhead and Orléans writhed under its punishment. By day Mandel could see the smoke from the burning stain the air and at night the clouds threw flickering red shadows. But at last the city fell and Mandel wept to see such bleeding and renewed his vows that such things must never be repeated.

As he sat in a half ruined hotel the emissaries came.

The military emissary was a young colonel with the red ribbon of the Iron Cross and Muselier swiftly ushered him from the room declaring that these discussions were military affairs and beyond the competence of mere politicians. He had grinned, not really concerned about such things but caring much more about the other emissaries who stood expectantly in silence with an undercurrent of tension between the two.

Henri Tanguy was a tall man who had yet to see his fortieth birthday. He wore a perennial half smile and had the most expressive eyes Mandel had ever seen. At the moment the eyes were expressing little humour and more than a little disapproval at his companion. Tanguy had fought in Spain and commanded the French and Belgium volunteers in the early stages of the Spanish wars. Wounded he had returned to France and at the fall of France he had escaped with his family and joined the forces of New France. Mandel had sent him back to France to lead the growing forces of resistance, and there he had used his talents to good effect.

His companion was calmly regarding him with a mouth that held at bay the flickering smile of a man who felt safe in the presence of his enemies. Émile Hennequin ran the Paris police and ran it with great efficiency for he was a clever and capable man, but that intelligence and that competence had only eventually turned towards combating the enemies of Vichy France. Hennequin had worked with the Gestapo and the Milice, the hated paramilitary force raised by Vichy France to combat the forces of resistance. His crimes were black and his crimes were many, and at a non-too gentle nudge from Tanguy he began to excuse his errors, pleading that his crimes were forced upon him and that such faults were only committed to stop other greater misdeeds. He hinted that there were others far more guilty and that he was happy to serve under the coming new government and to reveal every record. Finally he pointed out that he had ordered his policemen to not only strike, but to actively fight back against the Germans.

Mandel said no word during this appeal and he had long since schooled his face to reveal nothing of his thoughts. Instead he turned to Tanguy and raised a questioning eyebrow.

‘It’s true, boss,’ replied Tanguy, ‘my boys and girls have been fighting alongside the police since yesterday evening. The Metro workers have gone on strike and so have the telephone operators. It’s a mess to be honest, the bastard Milice have teamed up with the SS and both are ignoring orders from Army headquarters in Paris. It looks like the Army have lost control, but if they join the party, then...’

The rest of the sentence remained unsaid but Mandel could easily imagine the fate of city partisans in any battle against professional soldiers. It was time to make an unpalatable decision.

Hennequin was covered in sin so deep that his very bones must be black as coal, and natural law screamed in his ears that the man must be first condemned and then shot with as little time as possible between the two events. But natural law was not the only law, nor even the most powerful and other factors must force him to speak.

He fixed a polite and utterly false smile upon his face and gifted it to the policeman. ‘Your feelings do you credit, monsieur, and your actions show your diligence and obedience to orders. In the days to come this will be remembered. Return now and lead your men as you have always led them. We will speak again I am sure.’

His words soured his mouth even as he said them, but they must be said. Paris was already descending into chaos. Arresting its Chief of Police would not help that situation, a fact that Hennequin was no doubt counting upon. His smile was returned by one even more insincere and there was a soft click as the door closed behind him.

‘I hate that bastard.’ Tanguy’s words were delivered calmly enough, but his eyes revealed the hate, for they now shone with undisguised loathing. ‘You know how much blood that man has on his hands? Men, women, children rounded up and never seen again. My boys and girls captured and tortured.’ He paused and then uttered what he hoped was a final argument. ‘And there is not a single Jew left in Paris...not one.’

Mandel had never made a secret of his religion, but a lifetime of devotion to a single cause could give only one answer. ‘Jew or Christian they were all French and all were entitled to the protection of the state. I make no distinction and neither should you.’

He spoke perhaps a little more sharply than he intended, his careful patience slipping a little and he recovered it with an effort that involved giving Tanguy a real smile, for despite political differences he admired the man for his courage...and besides he needed the resistance leader, more than he needed the police chief, truth be told. He broadened his smile knowing that Tanguy deserved an explanation and that the explanation would draw the man closer to him. ‘Henri, what would you have me do? Would you like me to have Hennequin arrested, perhaps shot? And what then? The Paris police are personally loyal to him, would they obey your orders or mine? You know that they would not. You know that they would lay down their arms and a greater burden would fall upon your men and women. You and I need the man...and he knows it, but only say the word and I will have him recalled and arrested.’

The expressive eyes were not stupid, though they showed an inner turmoil that Mandel admired. Tanguy was every much a patriot as he was and hated to see the guilty walk free, but now he was beginning to see just what twisting paths must be trodden to see France free once more.

There was a last defence though. ‘But Georges, you promised the man amnesty!’

Mandel’s smile now grew teeth, though his voice remained soft and the smile was the smile reserved by experienced politicians when thinking of future victims.

‘Did I, Henri? I promised only that his actions would be remembered and so they will be...possibly by a court of law. In the meantime I employ the Devil in Heavens cause. He will not be the first devil to dance to my tune. In fact I have several. Let me tell you...’

Whatever words Mandel was about to utter were broken by a brief knock on the door and the appearance of Admiral Muselier and Major Fidalgo, the liaison officer from the Allied army commanded by Jorge and Percy Hobart. Both were grinning like school boys who had done great mischief.

‘We put the fear of God into that bastard!’

Muselier’s good humour was infectious, but Mandel was a patient man and waited for the smiles to end, never letting his face betray his feelings while the two men pulled up chairs next to Tanguy.

At last the grins subsided and Muselier rubbed his hand over a bristled chin. ‘We may have a fight on our hands, Georges. Hitler has ordered Paris either be held or burnt. Now the Army knows that Paris cannot be held. It’s too big a place, too spread out and they have too few troops. Plus they are running out of options for retreat. We are in the south, the Americans, the British and the Canadians are north and west. Hell, if I was them I’d be running east as fast as I could, but they have a problem and it’s a big one.’

‘Several big ones really,’ interrupted Fidalgo. ‘The first is that Hitler has promised to hang any officer who orders a retreat, and the second and third are the SS and the Milice. The SS are fanatics and will bring Paris down with them and the bastard Milice have got no option but to fight. Anything but victory leads to the guillotine. So the army has no choice but to join in the fight before the SS turn on them. A few well timed arrests of the higher officers will see the army rank and file taking orders directly from the Blackshirts.’ All of Muselier’s humour had now vanished. ‘We may have to fight for Paris, Georges. I know this was not what we wanted, but we may have no choice.’

‘We got in a parting shot though.’ Fidalgo’s voice was one of humorous pride. ‘We told him that if Paris was harmed what we would do to Berlin would make Carthage look like a lovers’ kiss.’ He touched an empty sleeve. ‘I told him that I was still owed an arm and that we would invite the Asturian and Basque regiments up and tell them to leave not a single stone standing. Never have I seen a man turn so white so quickly. It seems that our German envoy was a survivor of the Spanish war, but even that doesn’t change the situation. Reluctant or not the German army garrison of Paris will fight.’

Mandel had listened very carefully and had kept very still while his dreams of a peaceful entry into Paris crashed about him. He was about to make another unpalatable decision, not a small one like clasping an undoubtably evil man to his bosom, but a huge one. One that would be debated and argued about long after he was dead.

He willed the trembling in his hands to cease and urged his mouth to betray no sense of panic as he spoke. ‘Admiral, I am no military man and I cannot give direct orders to you, but I would ask that you speak with Tanguy here about organising a general strike in Paris. Not just the police, not just the Metro, but everyone. I want Paris shut down. Every shop, every bar, everything. Nothing is to move. And after that I have one more suggestion.’

Muselier bowed his head, knowing what was to come and dreading it but forcing his ears to listen to the words. 

‘Take Paris.’
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THIS CITY OF LIGHT
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The bottle tumbled as it fell, the glowing flame at its end relishing the rushing air.

It fell and fell, slowly at first and then with rushing speed smashed onto the bed of the truck and burst into shards of bright glass and tongues of bright flames.

Men screamed.

Men rolled in agony.

But not all men.

Some escape to tend the wounded; then with vengeful eyes break into the apartment building. The harsh stutter of machine pistols is heard from inside and then frightened people are pushed outside.

Crying people, terrified people.

Men, women, children, babes in arms.

They are pushed against the wall too frightened to protest.

They hold hands or place them over children’s eyes.

The pistols stutter once more and the wall receives a gift of blood.

This is Paris in the days of her liberation.

She burns, this city of light.

A thousand flames, a thousand deaths, a thousand victories.

Hard won victories where courage and small arms must defeat armour.

Barricades built on her leafy boulevards are no match for the harsh tread of tanks but each robs the enemy of that which is most precious.

Time.

Time while a French army rushes up from the south, time for it to throw an encircling arm out to the east.

And Paris is cut off from the world.

Time.

There is time now for the sending in of troops to aid the uprising and a battered and bleeding Henri Tanguy meets a grim faced Admiral Muselier and together they plan the downfall of the occupiers.

Morning.

The eastern horizon gold barred with dawn, the western still dark with rain seeded clouds.

The bottle is passed from mouth to mouth, each dry with fear and each desperate for courage of any kind in this hour of escape.

For who would not wish escape and to avert punishment for crimes and faults?

There is a challenge from the half-light and ragged firing as an answer.

But heavier weapons have a heavier reply and the bottle falls and bursts into bright shards covered in bright blood.

This is Paris in the days of her liberation, in the hour of her relief.

She burns, this city of light.

A thousand burnings, a thousand smiles, a thousand vengeances. 

But she is free now, this burning city of art, this burning city of culture.

Free.

He walked down the still smouldering Champs-Élysées. Walked humbly because this was a humble victory parade and he would not sully victory with grand gestures, with images of military might. There were cheers and there were waving flags, but the cheers were tinged with sadness and the flags were tinged with blood.

So he walked, walked with the soldiers and the resistance fighters, walked with the common people in a great mass until they reached a bullet scarred Arc de Triomphe.

And there he spoke.

Humbly, for this was no time for grand words, only for tears of gratitude. This time the words did not matter, this time only the stage mattered, only the moment mattered.

For Georges Mandel was in Paris.

Was home.

Was free.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

FOREVER


[image: image]


He loved her.

Loved her gentle smile.

Loved her grey eyes, her bright cheeks, her soft voice.

Loved her forever.

A wife beyond compare.

Forever.

He loved her.

Loved her mother’s eyes reflected.

Loved her voice that was both grave and joyful as only a child can manage.

Loved each new experience shared.

Loved her forever.

A daughter beyond compare.

Forever.

He spoke to them both telling them of his love.

Promising eternal fidelity, promising eternal devotion.

And while he promised he sat in a spring flowering garden and read stories to his daughter while his wife looked proudly on.

He loved them.

His family beyond compare.

Forever.

But the flowers wilted, his voice faded and then his wife.

Last to go was his daughter still holding her favourite doll. She ran to him with imploring arms and then she too faded with a piteous wail, and he woke as he woke every morning with fresh tears stinging tired eyes. For wife and child were dead, long dead he suspected, and he prayed every tear ridden morning that their end had been painless.

Oh, he had tried, God knows he had tried.

Photographs had been made and sent far and wide and every visitor had been interrogated but Northern Spain was full of the missing and the tide of happy discovery had long since receded.

Night time dreams gave him comfort, but what the night gave the morning took away, although it was kind in its cruelty for it gave him duty.

Duty was a salve to never healing wounds for he led a select band drawn from many lands and united by a common cause.

The Second Guards Regiment of the Asturian Republic were men without homes, men who had lost families, men who hated. But Asturias had welcomed them out of desperate necessity and turned that hate to good purpose. Scouts they were, saboteurs, spies. Predators who struck from the dark or in plain sight. They were the fear of sentries and generals, the stuff of legends and each man had found a new home and a new family in the regiment. Every man except their colonel who loved only one lost family and used duty as a rope to bind himself to sanity.

It was duty that thrust him out of a temporary bed this cold winter morning, duty that caused him to perform those actions required before a smiling farmers wife brought him breakfast and duty that fixed a smile on his face as he greeted his staff.

Half the battalion was clustered around the farmhouse and today was a day when plans must be made.

For the enemy was moving south.

Attacked from the west, pummelled from the east, with its cities in ruins, the Nazi leadership had plans to move to a southern redoubt and there, protected by the shadows of tall mountains, fight the war anew.

Such a move could give only new victims to the hunters who had gathered around the farmhouse and a tender target had been chosen.

The photographs had been taken in the early morning by an aircraft that had streaked overhead with many a blinking eye. They showed a narrow, mountain-folded valley and in the valley a small ornamental castle with pointed towers that cast long shadows across a waking land.

Spies had told of this place and a secret date when generals would gather to chart the move south and then defy the world.

To attack from the air was too blunt an instrument, for the castle had its own skyborne defenders and many upward-pointing guns, while overpowering armies were too distant. But where armies and aircraft would fail a small force of black clad men could do much harm.

Yet care must be taken. So high a prize could not be seized with a careless hand. But the hands that had gathered in the farm house were calloused with much experience and cruel smiles spoke words of wisdom. At last, the calloused hands were satisfied, and the cruel smiles grew wider and more savage. The castle would be attacked, and its walls splashed with blood.

And this time, this time their colonel would lead them.

The red light cast livid shadows on the men who sat in twin rows facing each other. There were no words spoken between them; the noise of aircraft engines prohibited such luxury. Besides any possible words had been spoken hours ago on a twilight-covered airfield so, they sat with only their own thoughts to comfort them. Some thought of a lost childhood, others of lost sweethearts and one who sat furthest forward thought of a lost wife and child. He would be first to lead, first to jump and his eyes never left the faces of the pilots who ignored him and kept their own eyes looking out into the blackness. For even now with the Nazi empire broken on a cross of rubble and defeat, danger still lurked in the sky.

The hours piled up, the one upon the other into a mountain of leaden monotony but at last the noise of the engines died a little and a pilot turned to mouth words while a gloved hand spread five fingers wide.

It was time.

He stood and walked to where a now open door screamed at the rushing wind and waited for the minutes to die and the red light to be conquered by a green brother. He did not remember jumping, but the memory was not needed for blackness surrounded him in frigid silence with only the knives of coldness to tell of his descent. The ground reached up and held him with snow covered arms.

And now he must wait for dawn.

‘Corporal Dobresnski missing, sir. Shall I send out a search party?’

The words were spoken with pain and hope for the corporal had been a good comrade who might even now be lying in a snow drift with a broken leg, but the sergeant already knew the answer, and Dobresnski, a raw-boned man from Czechoslovakia who had acquired a new family in Asturias must accept whatever fate had in store for him.

Later...if there was a later, they would retrace their steps and solve the mystery, but for now the corporal would have to wait.

The colonel shook his head, wondering if there was a new made widow in Gijon. ‘No, there is little enough time. Assemble the men.’

The jutting stone outcrop made a good assembly point but was only the start of the journey that the twenty had begun only hours before and they had many kilometres to travel before they could gaze upon their target.

The castle was small, built only a century ago by a family who had done well supplying Prussian armies in the wars against Napoléon but small or not the family had excellent taste. Columns of bare trees stood sentry over a driveway and awaited the caress of spring while a long and square ornamental pond was surrounded by gardens that were white with the morning frost.

In another life the colonel would have told his daughter that the castle was the home of a beautiful princess who waited only for the kiss of a handsome prince. But that life was gone, the castle held not a single princess, the Asturians were less than princes and intended to do far worse than kiss the inhabitants.

But not yet.

A whole day must be spent on a cold hillside while cars came one by one and emptied themselves of Generals and aides. A whole day spent watching sentries pacing, gun crews relieved and a whole day spent shivering in a bleak and lazy wind until every enemy had been accounted for, every move noted.

Until night came.

A cold night, a night where the wind grew teeth and ate body warmth in ever increasing bites.

But still the Asturians waited in silence, warmed only by patience born of a hate that held them in place until an appointed time which had been chosen with great care.

And when every watch told the same tale they began to move off the hill in pairs of black clad revengers and into a night soon to be flavoured with blood.

A sentry almost at the end of his watch, yawning despite the cold, less alert now with scant minutes before relief and looking forward to a warm bed. A man well-wrapped and with a dog on a short chain.

He peers into the darkness but sees nothing, hears nothing. There is nothing to see, nothing to hear, nothing to fear.

There never is, and the thought of a warm bed grows ever larger in his thoughts as he reaches the end of his beat.

He halts and stamps cold feet trying to force heat into freezing toes and adjusts the strap of an used rifle longing to be relieved of its weight.

A second yawn is interrupted as his dog growls a warning. He fumbles for a flashlight and sends its beam out into the misty air.

It sees nothing and touches nothing, but there is a muted cough from close by and the dog falls dead at his feet.

The flashlight follows the sound and reveals a black clad figure holding a strange bulky pistol with a long barrel. 

He sucks in a breath of cold air intending to convert it to a shout of alarm, but a hand reaches round from behind him, stills his tongue and a sharp knife slices his throat through to the bone. Warm blood melts cold snow and the hand releases him to fall across his dog, joined in mutual death.

The sentry and his dog were not alone that night and more than one bed will now remain empty.

One by one the watchmen were killed until the snow clouds gazed down on gun pits manned by the dead and sentries that watched with closed and unseeing eyes.

They had some excuse these dead men, for few encountered the Second Guards and lived to tell the tale, but the castle was now naked and alone.

No need now for the silenced pistol and the more silent knife. Now was the time to make their presence known.

The great doors of the castle are locked and barred, but that poses no absolute barrier to entrance. A canvas satchel was placed against the doors and a hissing fuse given sparking life.

Alas for the doors, for they are riven now beyond repair and the Asturians flow through the splinters in a black clad tide.

Corporals still live and peer through the smoke, their ears ringing from the blast. They live but seconds more, and bullets rip them from life. There will be no prisoners this night; this night is a night of assassination, and has all too short an existence.

The Asturians run up a marble staircase, blasting doors and killing all those who hide behind, for there can be no discrimination between General and General’s aide.

As the minutes grow old there is resistance from personal weapons and the barks of Walther pistols are heard, but they are no match for automatic weapons and grenades.

A last room now and the Asturians burst in and see open French doors and a balcony with knotted sheets flung over them and a naked man climbing down, his grey fringed bald head glinting back up at them.

The cruel smiles return and break into laughter at fat arms trying to defy gravity. Game such as this comes but rarely, and in unkind sportsmanship they allow him to reach the ground before cutting him down in a volley of fire that leaves his naked body torn and shredded.

There is no guilt at this sport. For how could there be guilt when men such as their victim had destroyed all they held dear?

They are still laughing when a filigreed door opens and a man in full uniform appears out of a shut wardrobe.

He fires three times before falling back with a row of newly stitched holes that ooze blood.

But what disaster is this?

Their colonel has been hit and the cruel smiles run from their faces replaced by concern. They drag him out and down the staircase and a hurried conference takes place. They have no medic, but all are veterans, and a mortal wound is plain to see, and yet he is their colonel, the founder of the regiment and much loved.

A vote is taken, and they elect to carry him away with them, but duty opens painful eyes and a dying voice orders them to leave him and make all haste to the rendezvous place.

They nod acceptance, vowing to shed tears when time presses less. They lay him down in the midst of his victory, but in a last act see that there will be a funeral pyre to honour their leader. The castle is set ablaze and will burn to ashes as a lasting monument.

The colonel watches their swift retreat through dimming eyes and smiles, the enemy had been hurt and he has done his duty. A great tiredness rises up inside him and it seems to be a very good idea to have a small rest.

When he woke, he was not at the castle, but had returned to the garden of so many dreams. It was now no longer spring but most glorious summer. He could feel the heat of the sun on his face and the first prickle of sweat on his brow.

He heard a familiar giggle very close to his ear and on opening his eyes saw not the longed-for face of his daughter but the blank eyed stare of her doll which was suddenly snatched away to reveal a laughing face.

‘Papa, Papa! You were right! The hair did grow back!’

The doll was thrust back into his view, and he saw that which had suffered mutilation at the hands of childish scissors had now regained a full head of hair. 

His daughter’s hand was pushed into his and gripped tightly. ‘Come, Papa, we will be late, and Mama will be cross!’ He allowed himself to be led along a summer lawn to a bench seat entwined with bright flowers and there sat a most beautiful woman who rose and touched his cheek with tears pouring down her own. ‘Forever, my husband.’

The words were enough for him and with his two loves by his side he walked with joy along a winding path with every care vanquished.

Forever.
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‘Time!’ McRoberts was timekeeper simply because he had the most accurate and certainly the most expensive watch Donaldson had ever seen, though McRoberts insisted that it was not a watch but a chronograph and certainly it had more dials than any self-respecting watch should have, despite its gold braided strap and almost obscene thinness.

But whatever it was called and whatever nefarious deed had placed it onto McRoberts wrist he was timekeeper and his word was law and both men retired to their respective corners.

‘Ainlie twa mair roonds tae gang.’ Taggert poured a jug of cold water over the bleeding head of Private Fleming. ‘Kin ye staun?’

Fleming shook his head, not to signal dissent but to remove the water which ran pinkly from his head and slowly stood up causing a small ripple of pride to run through Donaldson. Fleming was undoubtably a criminal but he was no coward and was quite willing to take on his opponent even though the result was more than pre-ordained.

Colour Sergeant McFarlane was already standing waiting in the centre of the ring made up of iron stanchions and tow ropes.

McRoberts looked at his timepiece and waved his hand.

‘Fight!’

Fleming moved slowly but deliberately and feinted right, throwing out a left hook aimed at McFarlane’s jaw, but the Colour Sergeant was a veteran of far too many fights to be deceived and the blow only grazed his face and his counterblow landed in Fleming’s stomach.

The blow was not a killing one however, for it was obvious the McFarlane was using only a fraction of his power, but whether this was a mercy was debatable. For Fleming was being punished, and in a way it was Donaldson’s fault.

In the winter when the snow lay thick on the ground he had mentioned that he was looking forward to a springtime twenty-first birthday.

He thought no more of his words, but Fleming had obviously taken them to heart and later when the spring lambs bounced and snowdrops thrust up shy heads the little restaurant in the village where they were billeted hosted a grand party held in his honour.

He was touched that his platoon would go to such trouble and blushed at the glasses raised in his name.

It was only later that he found out where the money for such a feast had come from.

Fleming was a forger and a good one, originally caught only by the merest chance and the betrayal of a confederate, but a forger nonetheless and he had put his considerable talents to good use in what he thought was an excellent cause.

Leave passes began to appear, each one signed by Major MacMurray, perfect in every detail and available for a price...always for a price.

All would have been well if certain members of ‘A’ company had behaved themselves on a weekend pass that had been permitted by Fleming’s excellent and most reasonably priced penmanship. Instead only hours into the first evening and filled with hastily drunk alcohol they had caused a good deal of damage and no small amount of outrage in a small town.

Naturally there were consequences and the malefactors were brought before Major MacMurray and the whole scheme was revealed in all its larcenous glory.

Fleming, to his credit took the whole blame, though Donaldson was now certain that others of his company were involved, but MacMurray, having dealt with the drunkards now had a far more serious crime to deal with and it looked as if Fleming’s next posting would be to a military prison.

Donaldson, as platoon leader had been called in as defence council and stood with Colour Sergeant McFarlane as the charges were laid out.

MacMurray, despite himself was impressed. The forged documents were perfect and his own wife would not be able to tell the forged signatures from those affixed to letters home, while the official stamp was perfect right down to the exact shade of red ink.

It was truly a shame to punish such skill but his options were limited and he was about to start the process which would begin a Court Martial when Donaldson, prompted by McFarlane spoke up.

He pointed out that Fleming’s crime was committed with the best of intentions and that he had not personally benefited from the proceeds, that his army record up to this point had been without stain, and that he was an integral part of the platoon.

Two things stood in Fleming’s favour, the first was MacMurray’s reluctance to punish and the second was Donaldson’s persuasive words, but persuasive or not there must be consequences for justice must be seen to be done and MacMurray paused, his pen poised over the paper which would end Fleming’s army career.

‘What did you have in mind Mr Donaldson?’

‘Time!’

McRoberts shouted out the single word breaking Donaldson’s thoughts and both men retired to their corners with McFarlane standing upright and Fleming hunched over from two deep punches to his stomach.

McRoberts was actually stroking his timepiece in the way another man would stroke a favourite pet and Donaldson gazed at what was surely the oddest member of his platoon.

Many thought him simple minded and certainly he was more than a little odd, but there was a weird, almost eldritch, intelligence lurking behind those eyes. Somehow the back streets of Glasgow had birthed an enthusiasm which bordered mania.

For McRoberts loved clocks and watches.

Not with equal enthusiasm that was true, but though the love varied it was all encompassing and very strong, which was a problem as poverty would not support such a love.

To McRoberts odd mind the solution was obvious and he began to study safe breaking, devoting every second of every day to understanding their mechanisms until he could recite tumbler numbers and key patterns with ease and began a spree of unsolved burglaries that had as its objective a sum of money sufficient to purchase the beginnings of what he hoped would be an unrivalled collection of time pieces.

He was caught by the early arrival of an office worker and was ready to plead guilty to a lesser charge, but alas fate had given his solicitor a particularly fine wall clock, which disappeared from the wall and so sealed McRoberts fate.

So far as Donaldson knew the safe breaking remained unsolved, and though deemed odd he had been assured by other members of his platoon that McRoberts had a reputation as the finest of Scotland’s safe breakers. There was a moral dimension to this knowledge though, for Donaldson had been brought up to respect the law and McRoberts had not only obviously broken the law, but equally obviously not been punished for it.

On the other hand McRoberts was now in the army, was part of his platoon and more to the point had once saved his life, so perhaps it was better for now to let sleeping dogs lie, quell an irksome conscience, and let the future take care of itself.

‘Fight!’  

A newly soaked Fleming stood up on shaky legs and advanced towards a waiting McFarlane.

For this was the solution to Major MacMurray’s question.

Fleming would suffer twenty eight days loss of pay, a note would be made on his record and as a final punishment he would face McFarlane in the ring with the whole Battalion watching.

The only other choice was an unforged signature on the paper which would send Fleming to military prison and white-faced Fleming looked at a colour sergeant renowned for being a hard man.

But there was no real choice and now after surviving previous rounds he faced a final round with no chance of surviving.

And so it turned out to be.

McFarlane showed just why he had survived mean streets and just how he had made the Colour Sergeant’s bright red sash his own.

Fleming’s defence was beaten down and a flurry of perfectly timed punches put him on the ground.

And there he stayed. He attempted to get up but McFarlane stood over him and his growled ‘Bide thure! Yuv'e dane enough,’ was sufficient to persuade him to stay prone while Razors, who performed the office of referee counted to ten.

And then it was over. McFarlane pulled Fleming to his feet and lifted his arm in victory for in truth Fleming had achieved several victories. He had avoided Court Martial and perhaps most impressive of all had survived his fight with McFarlane.

McFarlane whispered something in Fleming’s ear and then escorted him to waiting medics who bathed swollen eyes and painted bruises with a livid purple tincture. The battalion dispersed and Donaldson walked over to his Colour Sergeant who was wiping the sweat from his body with a rough edged towel.

‘How many?’

McFarlane’s face was curiously blank.

‘How many, sir?’

‘How many knew about Fleming’s little scheme?’  

‘A few, sur, nae mony. A've hud a word wi' thaim. Thay wilnae dae it again 'n' a've spoken tae Fleming. Tellt him I’ll split his gizzard open if he tries something lik' that again.’

A word from Colour Sergeant McFarlane was likely to be a most unpleasant conversation and Donaldson was convinced that the lesson had been learnt. Which left only one question.

‘Where did he say he got the money from?’

McFarlane grimaced possibly from the memory, possibly because the edge of the towel had reopened a cut.

‘Wee bastid fooled me. Tellt me he won it at cards. He plays weel, sae ah thought nathin’ o' it. Ah even thanked him!’ A contrite look crossed his face. ‘Th' lads meant na harm, sur.’

‘I know, Colour Sergeant, but what if the Major had been convinced that I knew what Fleming was doing? What then? It could have been not one Court Martial, but two!’

‘Aye, ah mentioned that. Th' lads ne'er thought o' that 'n' wur pure upset whin ah tellt thaim.’

McFarlane was no fool and had seen the danger just as he had, just as presumably Major MacMurray had, though he had not mentioned it.

‘But 'twas a grand pairtie, sur.’ 

Donaldson grinned. ‘It was...what I can remember of it, but never again I hope?’

‘Nae, sur.’

The matter was settled, but there were other matters to discuss far more important than well-meaning criminal endeavours 

‘When you’re dressed, Colour Sergeant I
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