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CONFESSION IN THE DARKNESS

27th December 1943
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The arid aroma of burning petrol, smoke and smouldering buildings, leaving the taste of burnt food on her tongue, gently filtered through into St Paul’s cathedral as French Resistance Leader Marie-Madeline Hall sat on one of the massive cold wooden pews in a row of them that seemed to stretch on endlessly, and the dark, almost black wood of the pews seemed like such a stunning, but stark, contrast against the gently shining gold, silver and bronze of the altar up ahead.

Marie-Madeline had been in England for a good few months now after being flown out of France at the insistence of MI6, the British Spy agency, and her own closest lieutenants, and even now she still found St Paul’s to be an impressive reminder of the power of faith in the darkest of hours.

The immense marble altar was a beautiful reminder of humanity’s ability to build and live and worship peacefully without the need to wage a global war against each other, and the massive golden statues and decorative details honouring Christ and many more amazing figures of the bible was another beautiful reminder that Marie-Madeline really needed to savour for the times ahead.

It might have been late in the evening with the only light daring to illuminate St Paul’s were a few carefully placed candles that burnt slowly like beacons of hope in the ever-growing darkness that was the war, Marie-Madeline had still been expecting a few more worshippers to honour the cathedral with their presence, especially so close after the Lord Jesus Christ’s birthday, the very best of celebrations indeed.

But only Marie-Madeline and another five people were sitting in the pews, and the other five people were so far away sitting on other rows upon rows of pews that she couldn’t even really see them clearly. They were mostly women but that was to be expected given the dire state of the war, and Marie-Madeline just wished she had some comfort for them.

She didn’t.

Those women were probably here for the exact same reason she was, because she wanted guidance to relax some of her fears about going back to France, her home, the country she loved, and the country she just wanted, needed to be free.

Marie-Madeline was deadly certain that she wanted to go back to France, it was in her blood after all and she never wanted to leave in the first place, but that was before most of her network had fallen, her resources had been destroyed and some of her best friends in the entire world had been captured, and were probably dead now.

Marie-Madeline smiled to herself for a moment because that was exactly why she had to go back to France, because it needed her and Marie-Madeline needed France to be free, and if there was any chance that her friends were still alive then she absolutely had to stop the war and get them back.

No matter the cost.

The sound of footsteps, people muttering prays and a person coughing echoed around the cathedral as Marie-Madeline focused on a very tall man in the black clothes of a priest walk past, and he looked at her and bowed her head.

“Do you need anything dear child?” the Priest asked.

Marie-Madeline wanted to scream and shout yes to that question and tell him all of her fears and worries and concerns about returning to France after so long, but if she had learnt anything about being a female leader of a resistance group and operating in a man’s world, it was that calmness was a girl’s best friend.

“Are you free for confession padre?” Marie-Madeline asked.

The Priest smiled and gestured her to follow him.

Marie-Madeline felt her stomach twist into a painful knot because this was the first time she was allowing herself to realise just how nervous she was about returning to France.

And she had forbidden herself her processing these emotions for so long she was just scared of what she would say and she what she was going to do about the future.

Because Marie-Madeline just knew what happened tonight could decide the fate of the war.
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Even before the war, Marie-Madeline had never really liked confessional booths, and this one might have been in thee St Paul’s but it was still just as cramped and small and horrible as all the other booths she had been in over her life travelling the world, but still trying to keep her faith as strong as she possibly could.

Marie-Madeline sat on a very uncomfortable chair in the dark brown confessional booth, and the chair was a little silly in its own right because the “pillow” on it was nothing more than a thin piece of cloth, not exactly comfortable but she wasn’t here for comfort, she was here for guidance from God.

The confessional booth wasn’t even large enough for Marie-Madeline to stretch her arms out in and the little booth smelt of sweat, dried tears and something musky that Marie-Madeline couldn’t identify. She had little doubt the priest had tried to cover up the smell with a faint burning of incense but that did little in reality.

The only advantage of the smell was that Marie-Madeline no longer had to breathe in the horrible aromas of the bombings and attacks on London like she did in the main area of the cathedral.

Marie-Madeline heard someone shuffle around in the booth next to her and moments later, a small panel opened revealing the Priest through a golden metal grate.

And then for the first time Marie-Madeline really focused on the priest, and he was a rather attractive man considering his advanced age, grey hair and his war-hardened face.

Marie-Madeline would have been surprised if the man hadn’t fought in the 1914-18 war and now he was just tired of the world fighting itself all over again, Marie-Madeline could really, really understand that.

“Forgive me father for I have sinned, it has been seven days since my last confession,” Marie-Madeline said.

“Child of God,” the Priest said, “this is a time of war and God testing us, he will forgive you fighting the Devil’s influence,”

Marie-Madeline was impressed that the priest seemed to know exactly who she was and what she did. Granted that was hardly surprising given how many of the UK’s top politicians, spies and other assets came here, Marie-Madeline would have been surprised if one of them hadn’t mentioned her or at least her spy network, considering it was the largest in France.

“God sees all dear Child, what is it that you fear,”

Marie-Madeline didn’t want to answer the question, she didn’t want to admit to God that she was weaker than others believed her to be, she wasn’t sure she could handle the challenges he would throw at her and she really wasn’t sure she could undo the Enemy’s work in God’s divine land.

But she couldn’t not answer God.

“I am meant to return to France soon but, I am unsure if I am stronger enough to lead my network after so long. I am not even sure much of it survives,” Marie-Madeline said.

The Priest nodded. “God gives us challenges to face but only those that he knows we can face. To doubt the His plan to is to doubt God, and that only leads to damnation dear child,”

Marie-Madeline wanted to disagree, surely doubt was good from time to time. Her doubting her plans and revisiting them and improving her plans had saved her and her network more times than she cared to count, far more times than this priest of all people could possibly understand being locked away in the safety of England for so long.

“You doubt His Plan?” the Priest asked.

Marie-Madeline nodded. “God gives me strength and I don’t know how but I know guides my actions but, I don’t know how to return to France and win the war for Him,”

Marie-Madeline wasn’t exactly sure if she was fighting the war for God per se, but given how she was inside a confessional booth, she knew she just needed to keep sounding zealous enough and maybe the priest would give her a piece of information that was actually useful.

“What are you most scared of dear Child of God?”

Marie-Madeline smiled because ever since the war first started she had only ever had a single fear. Or a range of fears that boiled down to a single deadly point.

“Being captured,” Marie-Madeline said.

The Priest nodded fiercely and maybe if she had met him in a “pub” as the English called it, she might have asked what had happened to him in the 1914-18 war, because she had seen the look of horror veterans had all too many times in recent months and that was the exact look the Priest had now.

“God has a plan,” the Priest said. “I was captured in the battle of the Somme decades ago, and the Germans tortured, beat and did worse to me. I kept my faith, I kept believing in Him and he rewarded me because he guided the allies to my position and I was freed,”

As much as Marie-Madeline wanted to believe the priest, she just couldn’t help but think that maybe God had nothing to do with any of this war and the heroic deeds of it. 

Maybe God was just a mythical piece of faith that humans used to keep themselves calm and maybe God wasn’t real in the slightest.

“I truly fear His judgement,” Marie-Madeline said as she took out two white cyanide tablets that a British spy friend of hers had given her recently just in case.

Marie-Madeline knew that it was logical to want to die instead of falling into enemy hands. Especially as she knew so much about British and French resistance activity, she knew codes and encryptions and the locations of battlegroups.

Marie-Madeline was far too important to fall into enemy hands so surely killing herself was the best way to serve the war effort if it ever came to that.

But Marie-Madeline just couldn’t get over the fact that if she killed herself then she was dishonouring God as she was one of his creations and she might go to hell for what seemed like a great idea at the time.

The Priest slowly nodded. “I see your problem dear child of God but know that this is not about dishonouring God it is about something else entirely,”

Marie-Madeline leant closely to the golden metal grate and she really hoped that this was the amazing piece of information that she had been waiting for.

“If you deny the enemy information against the forces of good and people that want to use God’s light as a beacon of hope against the darkness. Then this is not dishonouring God, it is simply preventing the enemy and God would forgive you. Jesus sacrificed himself for humanity almost two thousand years ago and now we must all aspire to be as great as he was,”

Marie-Madeline instantly bowed her head slightly as what the priest was saying felt so true, right and real. 

And what really surprised her was that Marie-Madeline felt something almost click inside her, like all of her past worries and concerns and fears were disappearing because she knew that God was important, right and he would guide her actions in helping the allies win the war.

No matter how impossible it seemed.

“Thank you padre,” Marie-Madeline
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