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Here lies half of Spain: killed by the other half.


LARRA (El dia de difuntos de 1836)










HISTORICAL NOTE


The Spanish Civil War, the training ground for Hitler’s and Mussolini’s later attack upon Europe, was conducted with a fanaticism and ferocity worthy of its foreign tutors.


In July 1936 the collectivist revolution dictated by the socialist Azaña overthrew established order and paved the way for General Franco’s rebellious coup at Pamplona. Coordinated military risings took place throughout Spanish territory under the banners of patriotism and religious nationalism. The new republic was challenged and overthrown by rebel generals like Francisco Franco and Mola.


At the end of four days the rebels controlled a third of Spain.


Immediately, the country was plunged into a blood-bath in which private vendettas flourished and old scores were paid off, on both sides, with impartial brutality. But Madrid, the glittering prize for which the rebels longed, did not fall. Besieged until republican capitulation some three years later, it stood as an oasis, doggedly defended against the attacks of Franco’s Moors, his shock troops, Hitler’s Condor Regiment and Mussolini’s elite battalions. And beside the Spanish republican soldiers in defence were the men of the famous International Brigades – British, American – men of almost every nationality and creed, who saw in Azaña’s failing republic the last bastion of Europe against the onslaught of Hitler’s fascism.










PREFACE


After the death of General Franco, the Spanish dictator, a secret people emerged from hiding; after forty years of self-imposed imprisonment, they came from cellars and attics, caves in the mountains.


These were the enemies of Franco’s fascism; men and women who had fought for the Second Republic during the three year Spanish Civil War.


Mostly, they were unimportant people; minor politicians, the leaders of small republican groups, wounded soldiers unable to escape abroad, partisans who had challenged the authority of Franco’s Civil Guard: they belonged to every strata of Spanish society, they came from every part of Spain.


From the province of Old Castile one person emerged whose name had become a legend.


She was Juana de Córdoba, the daughter of the Count and Countess of Avila.


 


Avila’s role during the war was mainly passive. Like Segovia, it was won by Franco practically without bloodshed. But, soon after the end of hostilities in 1939, a series of political assassinations drew Avila’s name to the forefront of world news. The murders, beginning that autumn, continued until 1970.


The method of killing was identical – two shots in the head from a small-calibre pistol; one of foreign make; probably a Vostok, according to ballistic experts.


 


When, by 1960 eleven prominent Spaniards had been executed (all men who had been responsible for war-time repressions) the police were still without clues. But, in the summer of 1961, upon the body of Señor Ignacio Llobet, a member of the German controlled Spanish Secret Police, was found a small medallion: this, clutched in Llobet’s hand, commemorated Pelayo, a legendary hero of the Asturians.


Inscribed on the medallion was a small, black arrow.


The assassinations continued, drawing closer and closer to the person of General Franco himself. Each corpse held the Pelayo medallion, which then became known as the Arrow of Death.


In the year 1970 the killings ceased.


 


Juana de Córdoba came from her hiding-place on the night of the coronation of Juan Carlos, the young king whom Franco had designated as his successor. A cellar door opened in Pío’s House, as the people of Avila then called it; Juana climbed the spiral stone staircase to the upper rooms.


By then the old house was almost a ruin on the eastern outskirts of the town. Originally the family seat of the Count of Avila, it had the reputation of being haunted because, when its great lake was drained to make a local authority park, the skeleton of a man was found in the silt; this was popularly believed to be the body of Pío de Córdoba, the husband of Juana, who was last seen walking near the lake on the night his young countess disappeared. Certainly, this was the evidence given by Fonseca, the last retainer of a noble line, who, nearly four decades later in 1977, was apparently the sole occupant of the house.


 


Fonseca, beloved by the House of Avila, was rarely to be seen outside its walls. Once a week he would drive a donkey and cart into Avila’s market to buy provisions for which he paid in cash; presenting each coin to his thick-lensed spectacles before parting with it. Long-haired, trembling on a stick, Fonseca hobbled among the market stalls with an agility that belied his eighty-five years. He answered no questions, ignored greeting, disdained assistance. His sole aim was to purchase his requirements and return to Pío’s House, there to slam the door of the servants’ entrance and lock himself in.


In the early days following Franco’s victory the Civil Guard entered the house and searched it for what they called republican moles. Finding nothing, they left Fonseca, the recluse, in peace.


As the years passed so interest in the house diminished.


Its windows were curtained, its doors bolted. Sometimes watching children playing in the park would gather at the public railings that now hemmed the walls, and watch Fonseca, through carelessly pulled curtains, stumbling from room to room preceded by an uplifted lamp; then they would call shrilly and ape his movements.


Electricity served all rooms except the cellars, but he never used the lights.


 


With the coronation of the young king, a change came over Pío’s House.


On the morning of the ceremony, November 22nd 1975, Fonseca rose early and shaved off his straggling white beard; in a looking-glass he cut his long white hair to reasonable length.


But Juana de Córdoba, his mistress, awakened late.


 


Lying in her cot, Juana’s half-closed eyes drifted around the tiny cellar; the only light was provided by an oil lamp; the only ventilation came from a grating in the ceiling.


Within the hybrid of neither sleep nor wakefulness, Juana de Córdoba remembered her past through forty years of waiting for freedom, imprisoned in this room; she heard again the sounds and voices of her youth; a dark siesta that conjured through four decades the sleepless visions of her past. And through it all came the one repetitive dream, the sound of Richard’s voice.


 


Richard said, ‘When the war is over I think I’ll write a book about it.’


‘And will you include me in that book?’ Juana asked.


‘Of course. You are one with me now in everything I do.’


‘And if I have a child as a result of this, will you tell of it, too?’


‘If you have a child I will cherish it, because it comes from you. If it is a boy we will call him Jerónimo, or Juanita if it is a girl. If it is a girl she will be dark and beautiful like you; God knows what a boy would look like.’


‘Were he to be like you I’d be content.’


 


Later, Juana said, ‘Have you ever stopped to think that we might not get out of this . . .? We are fighting for a new democracy, but will Spain ever be truly democratic? All right, we get rid of Franco, but another dictator could rise. Victory itself could mean the end of us.’


And Richard answered. ‘We love, you and me, in the measure of lovers . . . nothing in the world can alter this and nothing can destroy it.’


‘How many lovers, I wonder, have said that before?’


‘Come on, come on!’ and he knelt above her. ‘If you don’t believe that this union will last for ever, how will the world?’


‘Then I,’ said Juana, ‘will be confident, too. We will live in San Sebastián, I think . . . in a cottage overlooking the harbour . . .’


‘We will eat nothing but hot, crusted bread and drink cheap vino tinto . . .’


Juana reached up and brought her mouth to his. ‘Where is Nicolas . . .?’


‘Up there on the crag.’


‘How long will it take him to cross the gulley?’


‘Twenty minutes, perhaps longer.’


‘Remember, I once said that I would ask you. Please . . .’


Richard replied, ‘Remember, will you, that you are supposed to be a countess . . .?’


‘Please?’


The rain began again in a drumming roar on the barn roof, the moon faded over the Pyrenean night.


 


These were the things Juana remembered when she opened her eyes from sleep and saw about her not the barn roof and the steepling mountains beyond its door but the stained walls of the sub-cellar of Pío’s House; the whitewashed ceiling with its loose plaster; she saw the flag-stone floor that had bounded her feet for nearly forty years; one of republican Spain’s topos, the forgotten moles of defeat.


Juana de Córdoba closed her eyes again as she heard Fonseca’s footsteps thumping overhead.


 


Dressing in a black, satin suit, Fonseca went about his duties on the morning of the coronation with a new vigour, undraping furniture, sweeping, dusting, polishing the long refectory table of the dining-room.


At midday, with a flower in his button-hole, he took the trap into Avila and there bought a bottle of San Sadurni de Noya, which was the wine his mistress preferred. The rest of that day he spent in the kitchen, cooking a meal fit for the Countess of Avila.


The wine he laid carefully to cool to correct temperature.


When dusk came that evening every door in Pío’s House was open, every curtain drawn back. Fonseca, ever the royalist and with confidence in the integrity of the new king, turned on every electric light bulb in the place. Lamps and chandeliers blazed, the rooms shone brilliantly. People, in wonder, began to throng the railings of the park.


They watched Fonseca light an oil lamp in the hall. Holding it aloft, he descended the spiral stone staircase leading to the cellars and returned with Juana upon his arm.


She was old, the watching people said, but she was still beautiful.


Did she not possess the regal dignity of her mother, the old countess? the older ones agreed.


Of good height, she held herself erect despite her years. Her black dress was trimmed with white lace at the wrists and throat; upon her head was an ivory comb and this held her white hair in a bun at her neck. In her face was a pale, sad beauty, and some of the women wept. But there was a quickness in her step as Fonseca, with a flourish, positioned her chair at the head of the refectory table. He poured her the wine and she savoured it; the people watched in silence.


 


Pinned to her dress, unseen by them from a distance, was a small metal medallion; a portrait of the legendary hero Pelayo, he who saw the Cross of Victory fall from the sky after his defeat of the Moors at Cangas six hundred years before.


Beneath Pelayo’s portrait was inscribed a small, black arrow . . .










CHAPTER ONE


1937


The midday sun burned down on to the sierra and the saw-toothed ranges were pillars of light. Old mists of morning, rainbow-coloured, barged and shouldered through the narrow gorges and canyons; little waterfalls cascaded down to the purple plain beneath, filling the dried watercourses. Petrified by sun, the lizards clawed at the heat. There was no sound but the droning of the cicadas and the echoing hoof-beats of a mule.


 


Richard Hanson sat awkwardly in the saddle. Hunched in his big poncho, with his sombrero pulled down to shield his eyes, he moved with the graceless effort of a man unused to riding. And the mule delicately picked a path through the cluttered boulders of the mountain track, raising its head in agony for a scent of water, but there was nothing of water save the distant waterfalls. This came to its nostrils, unsettling it, and Richard had constantly to spur it onward. At times he would rein the animal close; mule and rider motionless on the pass while Richard searched the towering rock outcrops about him for a sign of movement. Eyes narrowed to the fierce light he examined every ledge, crag and gulley for ambush, then settled again to the onward plod, chin on his chest.


The mule stumbled often, sometimes nearly unseating him, and he cursed it silently, for the drop over the pass to the plain was several hundred feet. But not only did he curse the mule. He cursed the heat, the Spanish Civil War and the International Brigade for sending him into the sierra.


He was exposed in the sierra and he didn’t like exposure. Fighting in the rubble of Madrid’s University was a different kind of war, one he understood. For a start, one fought with comrades. You either attacked or defended; took cover or disdained it, as the situation demanded.


From the moment he had left the Lincoln Battalion, Richard had sensed the isolation of the man who fights alone. If it was necessary for Franco to die, it would have been better, he thought, to achieve it by other means; a mass assault on his Salamanca headquarters? A pattern bombing of his advance base at Burgos? There were a dozen ways of eradicating political opponents without organising far-fetched individual efforts such as this.


This, he considered, as the mule plodded onwards, was where republican intelligence fell down. The Gestapo, which controlled the nationalist secret service, would never adopt such amateurish methods – a single agent backed by partisans in the field. An isolated attack on Franco was dependent upon many links in a chain of organisation, and the more people were involved, Richard contended, the greater the chance of failure. Also, working with strangers, especially gitanos – Estremadura gipsies especially – was not a privilege.


For the past ten months he had fought with Spanish comrades in the defence of Madrid. There was an end-product in war – life or death. The din of the battle with the Colts and sloshers going full blast was an acceptable, if terrifying, certainty. True, one never got used to the sight of broken bodies, but there was within the carnage a comradeship that compensated for the horror. This was why he had joined the International Brigade; not to wander in the mountains in search of doubtful allies.


He was weary, hot and insecure, and his trepidation, Richard knew, was transmitting itself to the mule. The animal slowed its steps. Richard dismounted, took its bridle and led it under the cover of an overhanging bluff. There, in shade, he sat with his back to the rock face, his long legs thrust out, his rope-soled shoes with their canvas uppers cocked up. The mule watched Richard as he unfolded a torn map and spread it on his knees. Automatically, he unscrewed the stopper of his water-bottle, threw back his head and sucked at the hot, sweet water. The water spilled, making white rivulets in the red ochre stain of his face, and laced his stubbled beard with glistening drops. The mule moved, coming closer. Richard lowered the water-bottle. The mule’s eyes were unwaveringly upon his.


‘You poor old bastard,’ Richard said.


 


After resting. Richard tightened the straps of the morse transmitter on the mule’s haunches. Mounting, he rode again, watching every gorge and defile for movement, for he did not trust gitanos. Spanish gipsies in the sierra possessed a code of their own: often they fired first and asked questions afterwards – the sight of a new poncho or a Winchester repeater determining their attitude to life. True, Richard reflected, the case might be different when dealing with gitanos of whom the International Brigades approved. The three gipsies with whom he had a rendezvous that afternoon, were, he had been assured, proved patriots. Hans Deimler, the Intelligence chief of the Lincoln Battalion had spoken highly of Old Pep, Nicolas and Manolo. According to the files (and Deimler himself had been specific upon the point) these were gitanos of courage and tenacity; fighters for the republican cause since Franco’s rebel coup ten months ago.


Richard, nevertheless, approached the place of rendezvous with care; an area where the mountain track narrowed; where a trained eye could shoot a feather off a man’s hat.


It was then that he saw a flash of light; a splintering diamond that pierced the wavering heat, and instantly died.


Field glasses.


Field glasses watching him.


Richard reined in the mule, staring upwards; two hundred yards to his right, below the ridge of the sierra, the light splintered again. He grinned and wiped his mouth against back of his hand.


From his smock he took a leather cigarette-pouch, and rolled a cigarette, licked the paper and blew on the tinder spark of his trench lighter. Watching the ridge, he inhaled the smoke deeply, his eyes narrowed to sun-glare.


High on the crest something had moved. They were careless gitanos, he reflected, if it was gitanos, for these were men who could tread an enemy encampment at night and return at dawn with the gold teeth of Moors. They were to the Gredos what the Basque were to the Pyrenees; men who knew a trail by an upturned leaf; who could smell the smoke of long dead fires.


Reaching out, Richard gently thumped the mule with a big fist.


‘Get on,’ he said.


Vaguely, he wondered if the flash of light from the crest was a signal. Drawing the big Winchester from its saddle holster he snapped a round into the breach; under his shoulder straps he touched the comforting coldness of his Colt revolver. It could be the gitanos waiting at the rendezvous, as Hans Deimler had planned it; but it could also be a patrol of the Civil Guard who were mopping up in the Gredos.


Richard smoked steadily, staring up at the crest.


 


The gitano boy, Nicolas Alvarez, lowered his field glasses and watched the pass below.


Earlier, a mile away, he had seen a man riding a mule, but now he could not see him; instead, he heard the mule’s hoof-beats and the spit became dry in his mouth. Always, when he heard the sound of oncoming riders he knew this strangling of the senses: he associated it with the hoarse shouts of men, the screams of women.


Raising the glasses he looked again, but the pass below was empty.


The boy’s palms has grew wet and in his belly was a shivering, he actually vomited to the sound of hoof-beats. He associated it with the coming of the Civil Guard, they who burned the acorn bags and set fire to the vines. And the vines flared in crackling fire and smoke rose over Alanis, his village, and always, always there was the screaming of the women. But that was a year ago, when he was aged fourteen.


Now he did not vomit. He lifted the butt of the little Kerak rifle and pressed it against his cheek and aligned the foresight with the backsight, aiming down at the pass, and awaited the oncoming rider.


It was then that Richard, now leading the mule, came into his view.


At this point there was an overhanging rock, and Nicolas lowered the rifle and slung it across his back. Retreating from the ridge, he swung his legs into space and momentarily hung there, his rope-soled sandals scrabbling for a hold. The sun ate at his back, spying through rents in his shirt where a whip had cut. Hand over hand, he descended twenty feet, dropping the last six feet to the ground where Old Pep, his grandfather, and Manolo were resting.


Nicolas said, gasping:


‘Grandfather, he comes! I did see him. It is a man on a mule – the Yanqui!’


Old Pep grunted. ‘Bide yourself. We saw a man also,’ and he turned his walnut face upward. ‘Also, we were just considering the stupidity of it, sitting up here in the Gredos awaiting an accursed Americano on a mule. Eh, Manolo?’


Manolo Quinto, polished a bullet, spat out of his bearded face; with his short, thick legs thrust out, he tipped up the brim of his sombrero. ‘Under a sun that would raise blisters on my dead grandmother? I am a madman in a lunatic’s war for listening to Felipe Astrada!’


‘We are all three mad to be here, instead of taking siesta safe in Alanis,’ answered the old man. ‘You saw with the field glasses my son. Are you certain it is the Americano?’


‘I am sure. He is a sore-arse rider. He is also large. His legs hang down below the mule’s belly and his feet stick out.’


‘That sounds like an Americano,’ said Old Pep. ‘Did you see the box he is supposed to be bringing?’


‘I did not see a box.’


Manolo, rising, beat the dust from his smock. ‘Does it exist, this box without wires, or is it in the imagination of Hans Deimler and Felipe Astrada?’


‘Astrada tells us, therefore it must be so,’ said the boy.


Manolo replied: ‘Yes? Well, in this war I do not believe the things I see, let alone those I hear,’ and he raised his big Mauser rifle and smoothed the butt, and his hand, where it touched, left bright sweat on the grain of the wood. ‘This alone I trust, eh, old man?’ and he winked at Old Pep.


It was a good rifle. Earlier in the month, during an ambush in the forest of Chapineria, he had taken it from the body of an Italian officer; also a little crucifix; which, if he returned in one piece to Alanis, he would give to Ana Martínez, who was inclined to the religious, and this he mentioned now.


‘Arrive back on earth,’ muttered Old Pep from the ground, and he scratched under his smock. ‘Crucifixes! May fleas infest your arm-pits,’ and he clambered to his feet in wheezes. ‘Take me up the slope, Grandson, and we will all look through the field glasses at this Americano.’


And Manolo added, ‘You two look and I will sight him. Perhaps he is not the Americano but one of the Guardia. If he is, he will obtain a hole between the eyes.’


Helping Old Pep, the two climbed the slope to the crest; all three lay behind a ledge. The old man sighted with the glasses; Manolo squinted down the barrel of the Mauser.


Richard, still leading the mule, danced on the tip of the Mauser’s foresight like a man on fire in the sun. The boy said. ‘It is he, Grandfather?’


‘Put it down,’ commanded Old Pep, and struck the barrel low. ‘Nicolas is right. It is for sure the Yanqui whom they call the Americano.’


 


Now the hooves of the mule were clattering, and above animal and rider, disturbed from their nest, two vultures were screaming high in the splintering light like the hinges of a rusted gate.


The three watching gitanos could see Richard clearly now against the bright mood of the mountain, and his fingers, bunched on the reins, were white slices of the sun. He looked a man of strength. His broad grey smock reached to his knees, his poncho was folded on his back: his long legs were clad in brown trousers of frayed leather: there seemed no weariness in him, though the mule was spent.


Behind him, on the mule’s haunches, was the box without wires.


Manolo said, ‘He does not know us. Gitanos appear suddenly? He may fight?’


‘He will know of us,’ replied Old Pep. ‘Felipe Astrada has arranged it with the International Brigade in Madrid.’


Mule and rider disappeared in a fold of the pass. The vultures ceased their screaming.


The sierra was empty, save for sunlight.


‘He has vanished,’ muttered Manolo, peering over the ledge.


 


Richard led the mule into the cover of an outcrop, removed the transmitter and slung it across his back. Facing the mule along the pass he brought down his fist upon its flank. The animal staggered, then reared up, galloping short. Wearying, it slowed to a trot, then stopped and nosed the berm of the pass for water. The three gitanos peered down at the mule below them.


‘Caramba! He has fallen off,’ said Manolo, and lowered his rifle. ‘The mule has arrived, but not the Americano.’


Old Pep said, ‘Americanos are all the same, they do not know the sierras. They come from the big cities and do not know the tracks; the mule stumbles; they fall. And he has taken the box with him. Dios mío! Did you hear him go? Felipe will be angered if we report back with a mule and no Americano.’


Nicolas said, ‘Shall I go down and see where he has fallen?’


‘Do not worry about him,’ said Manolo. ‘Try to find the box.’ He elbowed Old Pep. ‘I will go with him – you stay here, old one. Are we agreed?’


‘We are not,’ said Richard, and slid back the hammer of his Colt revolver.


All three swung to him: feet astride on the rocks behind him, Richard covered them, and their hands slowly rose.


Richard said, ‘We meet, do we? Old Pep, Nicolas, the grandson – Manolo Quinto – Felipe Astrada’s gitanos?’


Slowly they lowered their hands.


Nicolas, the boy, was grinning wide.


‘Madre mía!’ said Manolo, and cursed. ‘We shall never get over it.’










CHAPTER TWO


Richard opened his eyes and pulled aside his blanket, and there was a redness in the sierra comparable to the beginning of the earth.


Manolo, lying near, awoke also and sat up, scratching under his khaki shirt like a bear after fleas, squinting up at the sky. Old Pep slept on, the sleep of the gitanos.


Having a Spanish mother, Richard knew gipsies, and was not impressed.


At such times when they were asleep, they were wakeful: one could not expect to sleep under the moon as one did under a ceiling; his early days with the International Brigade had taught Richard this. This old gitano, for instance . . . Old Pep.


Rolling a cigarette, Richard considered him.


Here was a reprobate with the face of a saint: nor was he sleeping now, but watching, one eye slitted above his poncho. The boy also, this was the grandson of the reprobate, with a white smile of innocence and a left hand for lifting a sober sailor’s wallet. Only in Manolo, the ugly, bearded one with the manners of a pig, was artlessness: Manolo was what he looked – a cut-throat. One could sleep with Old Pep and the boy Nicolas and expect to awake in the morning; to expect it with Manolo was expecting much.


Therefore Richard had slept with his face to Manolo and his back to Old Pep and his grandson, with the cold comfort of the big Colt revolver against his chest. But the hand that had come into his blanket before dawn was not Manolo’s, but that of Nicolas. Fascinated, Richard had watched the small, supple fingers, scarcely feeling the feathering touch. But his big Ingersoll watch had flown off his wrist and over the top of his poncho, which was not unreasonable, he thought; his life could have moved just as quickly.


Even in the International Brigade one allowed for peculiarities in comrades.


 


Now crows were protesting at the threat of the sun and the forest clearing was shafted with patterning gold. Old Pep sat up, yawning and thumped his skinny chest.


‘You slept good, Americano?’ and Richard answered:


‘The sierra is a good bed; better than the trenches of Jarama.’


‘But you will sleep better still when you kill Franco, eh?’


Richard grinned at the old man, and Manolo interjected. ‘Nobody will sleep better than a Spanish gitano when Franco is six feet down – never mind Americanos.’


Nicolas was kneeling, rolling up his poncho. ‘You fought at Jarama, hombre?’ His smile was bright.


‘Against the Germans in Spanish Legion uniforms?’ added Old Pep, and Manolo turned away, and spat.


‘It was a February cold,’ replied Richard. ‘That is all I remember about Jarama.’


‘You were with the British on Suicide Hill, against the Moors?’ There was expectancy in the boy’s face. ‘There was talk of them even in Alanis, the brave British.’


Richard did not answer, he was pulling on his sandals. They were good sandals; he had taken them from the feet of a dead six foot Moor during the battle of Corunna Road, when the rebels had broken through into Madrid’s University City. Nicolas said:


‘You do not answer me?’


Richard rose and shook out his poncho.


‘You talk too much,’ growled Manolo. ‘A grandson with a woman’s tongue. Make a fire and talk with the belly; one battle is like another and men do not discuss them.’


 


Old Pep was thinking that the Americano was either without imagination or else a sleeping fool.


Like most big men, his movements were slow, his hands were large, like his feet; yet they were feet that moved without sound. Strange, then that the watch had come to Nicolas so easily? Soon the Americano would miss it, and there would be much consternation and searching and where did you see it last, comrade? And where could you have dropped it?


The old man grinned. His yellow teeth rolled drunkenly in his mouth. Nicolas caught his eye and winked.


 


Richard washed in a stream, blowing and gasping to trickles of freeze soaking down to his belt, and the floor of the valley below glinted with quartz where little waterfalls cascaded white between the pines.


He said, as Old Pep joined him: ‘Did you see last night the fires of Talavera?’


Old Pep replied, ‘I saw, and I piss in the milk of the fascist pigs. I knew Talavera from the breasts of my mother. In Malpica we were horse dealers. The soil tastes sweet, the donkeys and the women walk like queens.’


‘Yet you come from the north?’ Richard straightened his naked body to the sun.


‘You hear my tongue, eh?’ Old Pep’s wizened face creased up and he shrugged. ‘Yes, a man is responsible for the sounds he makes! I am of Basque blood, you understand. Spawned in Roncesvalles and fashioned in New Castile.’


‘It is a good enough beginning.’ Richard looked at the sky. ‘When do we move?’


‘After we have eaten.’


Richard pulled on his shirt and tucked the flaps into his belt and he smelled the smoke of the fire Nicolas was making and when he returned to the clearing Manolo was squatting on his haunches, stirring coffee in a tin hanging from sticks, and the smell filled the forest. Then Old Pep brought from a bag four wheaten cakes, also a botijo of wine.


They ate and drank amid the harsh cawing of crows, and Manolo said sullenly: ‘You come from the Internationals, Astrada says.’


Richard nodded. Unseen, Nicolas was listening to the ticking of the stolen Ingersoll.


‘From Hans Deimler, the secret Intelligence? This is what we were told.’


‘That is right.’


‘And you bring the box without wires, the morse transmitter?’


Nicolas whispered in awe, kneeling closer. ‘The box that speaks over mountains, compañero?’


Richard nodded.


‘That is wonderful indeed!’


‘What is so wonderful?’ Manolo moved testily. ‘In Alanis there is a telephone. In one end you speak and words come out at the other. It can be bad; it is the way the bishops call the Guardia.’


‘That is why you also need communications,’ said Richard. ‘Felipe Astrada has requested it – your leader?’


‘Felipe Astrada, he is our leader,’ said Nicolas, his face going up.


‘Where is he?’


‘At Salinero, east of Avila,’ answered Old Pep.


‘And we march to him now.’


‘We do not. We ride.’


‘I ride, for I have a mule. You?’


‘Soon we will have horses, as Felipe commands.’


Nicolas grinned and drew his finger across his throat. ‘Ah-ee! And what horses, Grandfather! Fine, Guardia horses!’


Manolo rose and stamped out the fire. He was squat, broad and surly, with the smell of a man unwashed. Old Pep rose, too, looking at the sky. ‘The sun says two hours after dawn. If we had a watch we would know the time. You have a watch, Americano?’ He winked at Manolo.


‘When I left Avila, but yesterday I lost it,’ replied Richard.


‘That is most unfortunate,’ said Old Pep.


‘It is worse. It’s a bloody tragedy.’


‘The strap broke, you think?’


‘Possibly, if it happened to be a wrist watch. But is time so important?’


‘It is,’ replied Manolo, turning away. ‘The Guardia patrol will come before the sun is low.’


‘And from it you will steal the horses?’


Old Pep spread his hands. ‘God will provide them. And the Guardia, being dead, will not require them. Besides, I have an important meeting with the Guardia sergeant.’


‘Of this particular patrol?’ asked Richard, strapping his poncho on to the mule.


‘Sergeant Tomás Fernández.’ Old Pep explained. ‘We are old friends, you understand? For fifteen years I have been coming to the Gredos to find Sergeant Fernández; for longer than that he has been visiting Roncesvalles, to find me. But we do not meet, save once – many years ago.’


‘And when you find him, you will give him more, eh, Grandfather?’ cried Nicolas. He was cleaning the coffee tin of soot, and suddenly sprang up, arms outspread, gliding about the clearing and making the noises of an aeroplane, grinning up wickedly at Richard while Manolo cursed him, flapping him into silence.


Old Pep cried: ‘Vaya hombre! – do not act like a child!’ He appealed to Richard, hands outstretched. ‘Not sixteen years under his bottom and he yearns for blood. It is the cruelty of the war.’


Richard said, mounting the mule. ‘You owe a debt to this Sergeant Fernández, old man?’


Manolo, hauling his belongings on to his back, replied, ‘When we meet Sergeant Fernández, hombre, you will learn the size of the debt, eh?’ and he slapped his thigh and bellowed laughter, and Old Pep shouted hoarsely, his head back and his hands on his hips, but it was not laughter.


Nicolas watched silently, staring at Richard.


‘This is a private joke?’ Richard now mounted, reined in the mule.


Manolo stopped his laughter. ‘It is the old man’s private business, hombre. See to yours.’


‘As long as it does not delay us,’ answered Richard. ‘I am not chasing Guardia sergeants. Felipe Astrada commands you to get horses. All right, we will get horses, but I am not here to help pay debts.’


There was a silence. The three, standing together, were unmoving.


Richard said, ‘Private business? Let it be done in private time.’


‘Por Dios, hombre!’ Old Pep showed his yellow teeth, and his face, with the lips drawn back, was the face of a hawk.


‘I am sent to Felipe Astrada, not to you. So meet your sergeant, if you like. I have a mule. It is you who need the horses. If necessary, I will go to Salinero alone.’


Only the mule moved, gently scraping at the leaves with a hoof.


There were no other sounds but those of the forest.


Old Pep said, ‘It is required of us that we get horses. Six, our leader says, and we get them from the Guardia.’


‘Then come!’ Richard swung the mule about. ‘Get them!’


Manolo’s face was aggressive, his thick red mouth hanging open. Old Pep nodded, his lined cheeks creasing into a smile. ‘You give instructions, eh? But a few hours here, and you are the leader?’


‘It will be different,’ muttered Manolo, ‘when we get back home to Felipe Astrada. There we have only one leader; it is he. Ah-ee, we go!’


Nicolas was grinning, his fine teeth gleaming in his dirt-stained face. Richard took the mule forward and bent low in the saddle, his hand out to him.


‘But first – my watch.’


Nicolas’s smile died. Uncertain, he looked from Old Pep to Manolo.


‘The watch,’ repeated Richard.


‘The watch? What watch?’ Old Pep flung up his hands, fury upon his face. ‘You accuse my noble grandson of stealing your watch? Your mother was born under a dung-heap for you to make an accusation! Dios mío!’


‘The watch,’ repeated Richard, and leaned down and grasped Nicolas by the collar.


‘Son of a thousand devils!’ shouted Old Pep. ‘Release him!’


‘When I get the watch,’ said Richard, and the mule went round and round and Nicolas with it, until, shame-faced, the boy pulled the watch out of his shirt and dropped it into Richard’s outstretched hand.


‘Caramba, hombre!’ ejaculated Old Pep with incredulity. ‘You stole it, boy? That was unforgivable,’ and then he grinned wide, growing expansive. ‘Ah yes, but what a thief!’ His face was alight with pleasure. ‘Can you not admire such honesty? You ask, hombre – he produces it! Now you understand my pride in my grandson; he has the belly of a man and the heart of a stallion!’


‘Perhaps,’ said Richard. ‘Meanwhile, I’ll have the skin off his backside if he steals from me again – understand?’ and he showed his fist to Nicolas then spurred the mule and rode away, shouting over his shoulder. ‘Come, now – for the Guardia and their horses. We’ve wasted time enough.’


‘Great milking tits!’ whispered Old Pep, ‘this is impossible!’ and he clouted Nicolas around the head. ‘Come!’


Manolo said, emptying his hands dolefully, ‘He orders. We go. Perhaps, if he lives long enough, I may grow to like the Americano.’


With Richard leading on the mule, they went in single file through the forest amid the clattering panic of birds.










CHAPTER THREE


All that day they travelled in the Gredos mountains, sometimes along the pass that led northward to Avila, sometimes across the eastward tracks to Perameras, the bastion of the town, and the heat did not pity them. Later, when the sun fell down the sky, mist rose, making water, and this ran in rivulets, beading their face and clothes like rain. The sweat steamed upon them, vapouring from the flanks of the mule on which Old Pep rode now, at Richard’s insistence. And when they reached Las Navas, where the Guardia patrol was expected, they rested behind a bluff overlooking the pass.


Below this bluff the Guardia patrol would come, said Old Pep.


The sun was low and Nicolas imagined that he saw the guns of Madrid winking diamonds from the east; the others said it was not so.


The sun sank lower. The earth was painted in redness. Even the little waterfalls were as cascades of blood.


Nicolas stripped off his shirt to kneel and wash in a pool, and made small cries of hurt, for the rocks were hot to touch, and Richard, watering the mule, saw the stripes on his back where a whip had cut, and asked:


‘How did he get that?’


Manolo had gone to the crest and was watching for the patrol, and Old Pep answered, ‘He steals from you, yet you are interested in his pain?’


‘He is a child in a man’s war. What is he doing here, anyway?’


‘You are wrong, hombre. He is a man in a child’s war.’ The old gitano rolled a cigarette and put it into his beard. ‘He became a man when his father died.’


‘And the whip?’


Squatting, Old Pep began to clean his Enfield rifle, one of ancient make, and cackled from a bearded mouth, ‘You see the patrol, Manolo?’


Manolo, nearby, waved him away, and the old man said, ‘In Alanis, where Nicolas and Manolo live, there exists the worst landlord in Estremadura. You are interested?’


Richard nodded, scooped up more water in a canvas bucket and carried it to the mule; the animal drank greedily, sucking up the water in gasps.


‘My son,’ continued Old Pep, ‘his wife and three children – and of these Nicolas was the eldest – were happy to eat acorns, the food of pigs. Such was their poverty that they had to hire the bags in which to gather the acorns from the agent of Villesín – this was the name of the landlord. You understand?’


‘I do.’


‘You do not. One has to starve to understand starvation.’ The old gitano put his thumb in the rifle breech and peered through the bore. ‘Then, one day Vilesín himself came riding by and saw my family gathering acorns from the forest floor, and asked to whom the bags belonged, and my son answered him saying. ‘These are bags we hire from your agent, at one peseta a day.’ This angered Villesín and he called the Guardia and instructed them to burn the bags, since the profit was not his, and my son said, while the fire was roaring, ‘We are landless peasants and the harvest is thin. If you burn the bags, how can we repay your agent?’ And Villesín did not answer, but he rode away . . .’


Old Pep lowered the gun, calling, ‘Son of Perdition, Manolo – are you sleeping? Watch for Sergeant Fernández – he is not a fool!’ and he bent again, cleaning the Enfield.


‘And then?’ asked Richard, squatting beside him.


‘Then my son cried out and seized a burning bag out of the fire and ran after Villesín and pulled him from his horse and beat him with the bag, and the landlord screamed, but still my son beat him, there being only Nicolas there to stay his anger. And the Guardia – who had ridden off – heard Villesín’s cries, and returned and seized my son. After tormenting him with fire, they took him to the prison in Mérida, but he escaped to fight for the Popular Front.’


‘And Nicolas, what of him?’


‘They tied him to a tree and gave him fifty lashes – his mother also, but not the other children, for they were young.’


‘How long ago?’


Old Pep looked at the sun. ‘Eight months? – not long after Franco’s rebellion last July.’


‘And your son – the father of Nicolas?’


‘Killed in the massacre at Badajoz, by Franco’s Moors.’


Nicolas, pulling on his shirt, was returning. He exclaimed, ‘Manolo is waving.’


Old Pep rose to his feet and straightened the bandolier across his chest. Briefly, he waved back, then ran in a halting, limping gait to where Manolo was lying. Richard, following Nicolas, crawled to the edge of the crest and looked down into the plain below: westward, the spires of Avila shimmered in the dying sun.


‘Look,’ said Manolo, and pointed, ‘the patrol.’


‘It is Sergeant Fernández?’


Old Pep seized the binoculars Nicolas offered, and peered down. He said: ‘The same time, the same place. You fool! Yes, it is he. Being a creature of habit will be the death of you, Fernández!’


The patrol came on.


Led by Sergeant Fernández of the Civil Guard, it came on warily – the Spanish sergeant followed by seven Moroccans, all mounted.


‘The horses look good,’ muttered Manolo.


Richard and the others took up positions on the crest and spoke in whispers, for the sierra was settling towards the hour of dusk, when all things in the sierra rest.


 


Sweating under his tunic, Sergeant Fernández was cursing the civil war: Franco for starting it, his rebel comrades for their stupid patriotism, the republican Popular Front for its empty ideals. Nor did he like the Moors who were attached to his command in Avila. He had fought with them at Seville and Badajoz where they murdered republican prisoners with long knives and sent their gold-filled teeth back to their pagan wives in Morocco, a trick they had caught from the Spanish gitanos, and these the sergeant hated, too. And one dead crow of a gitano, he whom they called Old Pep, who said he was a Basque, he hated most of all.


Now, with a six hundred feet bluff rearing up before him, Fernández turned in the saddle. He saw behind him his drab retinue of Moors; the turbaned heads, the blunted faces. Their blanket ponchos hung limply in the windless air, covering the flanks of their lacerated horses.


‘Close up!’ The sergeant pulled them on with his arm, yelling hoarsely from a twisted mouth, and the scars of his facial wounds were vivid purple in the dying sunlight.


Manolo waved a hand, and elbowed Old Pep, whispering: ‘He do not look as handsome as before he took your bullet – eh?’ and he passed the old man the binoculars.


‘He will look worse after the next one,’ murmured the old gitano.


‘This is your man?’ asked Richard.


‘It is he.’


‘Then shoot him and get it over with.’


‘When the time comes, amigo,’ replied Old Pep. ‘You just keep arriving, my pretty Fernández.’


 


Leading the patrol up the climb to Las Navas, the sergeant was thinking that he was sick to death of the Gredos, anyway. With luck his application for a transfer to the Basque country might soon come through. With even better luck he might get the Pyrenees – somewhere like the frontier post at Roncesvalles where the accursed gitano lived, he who shot at the Guardia with explosive bullets.


Fernández spurred his mare. Knowing the route, she was picking her way delicately over the boulder-strewn pass. She was a good mare, and he respected her, even if he didn’t love her. Fernández loved only the Guardia. One knew where one stood in the force, especially in the mounted section. It combined the expertise of the soldier with the professionalism of the police force. As a soldier you could execute a woman on the spot without official enquiries; as a policeman you could throw a man into a sweat box to cool him off. Vaguely, he wished one could do that to a wife. He had a young bride back home as perky as a filly; she had black hair that reached to her waist and handsome breasts, and in his village it was productive of good conversation to claim that you had slept with María Luisa, the wife of the big, brave Sergeant Fernández of the Guardia.


Reining in the mare, he thought of her now.


Things had been reasonable between them until a Pyrenean gitano had caught his face with an explosive bullet. He mopped his sweating brow, wondering how María would settle in the Pyrenees if his posting came through.


Now Old Pep grinned and squinted down the barrel of his Lee Enfield, and Sergeant Fernández, unsuspecting, sat like a marionette on the foresight.


Unaccountably, the patrol stopped.


Richard lifted his head imperceptibly and peered over the rock face.


Faintly the bass voice of Fernández came to him on the heated air.


‘Close up, close up!’ The Moors moved with the lethargy of men already dead. Fernández cursed them, his big fist raised.


They came on again, closing into the ambush.


‘Old Pep whispered, ‘Hold fire until we are sure of them. Nicolas . . .?’


‘Yes, Grandfather.’


‘Watch the recoil on that thing. The first thing the Guardia look for is a bruised shoulder. And aim for the men, remember. Answer to me if you scratch a horse.’


Richard, with Old Pep and Manolo on his right and the boy on his left, tightened his finger on the trigger of his Winchester repeater, taking the farthermost Moor. He estimated the range at two hundred yards. Light up, sights up.


‘Fire when I say, and not before,’ he commanded, and Manolo stared up at the sky like one bemused.


‘Here they come,’ breathed Nicolas.


 


Sergeant Fernández squinted up at the bluff as he led the approach.


Once past the bluff he could skirt the base of the peak and reach the summit, the limit of his patrol. From there he could dominate the sierra, by binoculars, from Salinero to El Espinar.


It would mean a night’s camp on the top of course, and he didn’t relish the company of his Moors. But now he began to wonder if there was much sense in continuing the upward plod; with dusk would come restrictions; even now he could see lights appearing on the outskirts of distant Avila. Deciding to stop, he thrust up a hand, reining in his mare. The Moors gathered about him in mute inquiry. Their harsh argument drifted up the face of the bluff. The rifles of the three gitanos shifted to the downward aim. Richard pressed the butt of the Winchester against his cheek.


‘They are turning,’ he said, ‘Take them now,’ and Fernández, as if hearing his voice, reined the mare in a circle, staring up. Motionless, the Moors stared also, their faces expressionless.


‘Fire,’ commanded Richard.


The rifles spurted flame in deafening concussions. Nicolas watched a pygmy Moor slip off the tip of his foresight and drop out of the saddle. Horses reared, shrieking. Manolo and Old Pep were shouting, expertly twisting the bolts of their rifles: from Richard’s repeating Winchester came the steady crack, crack, crack to each touch of the trigger. Moors were floundering about in white robes and ricochets: the horses stampeded: the sun exploded in Sergeant Fernández’ face, and his horse pawed the air, unseating him. He slid, slowly at first, down the slope leading to the ravine; then faster, head over heels in a little avalanche of rocks and stones; gathering speed to the precipitous drop to the plains.


When the smoke cleared the sergeant had gone.


Six bundles of dirty clothing, the bodies of the Moors, littered the rock-strewn pass. The horses, methodically accepting the peace that follows war, were grazing at intervals along the berm.


Old Pep rose. Opening the breech of his rifle, he blew smoke out of the barrel. ‘And that is the end of Sergeant Fernández,’ said he. ‘May his soul rot in hell, eh, Manolo? Nicolas!’


The boy scrambled to his feet.


‘Good shooting! Go and collect the horses. You and me, Manolo, we will pull the Moors’ gold teeth, ah-ee!’ He clapped Richard on the shoulder. ‘You agree – good shooting, compañero?’


‘Good enough – for men who shoot from cover.’


‘We move again, eh? This time on horses. It is good?’


‘It will be,’ said Richard, ‘after we have buried the Moors.’


‘But we do not bury Moors, compañero.’ Old Pep emptied his hands at the sky.


‘This time you do,’ said Richard.


 


With Richard leading the three gitanos, they went in single file down to the bodies of the Moors, and Sergeant Fernández watched them coming.


With blood dripping from a gashed face, he raised his head and saw them coming over the crest, and the man leading them had a revolver stuck out before him, and this man, Fernández could see, big and loose-limbed was not a gitano, so the sergeant had no eyes for him.


Fernández was waiting for Old Pep, the gitano who called himself a Basque; he who was from Estremadura but lied that he hailed from Roncesvalles, where now he made his home. And Fernández remembered the years of waiting for such a shot as this; one shot for one dead crow of a gitano and may his carcass rot in this forgotten place.


Afterwards? Fernández pondered this. After he had shot the old gitano, the others would probably kill him; they would kill him, and the vendetta would be at an end; his own death a brief entry, with the six dead Moors, in the guard book back at Avila Headquarters. But since many men die for little, he considered, and with less purpose than the way they live their lives, here, at least, was a chance to die for something.


The sergeant squinted down the barrel of his carbine and blood from his face dripped methodically upon his right hand as he gripped the butt, and the sleeve of his left arm was torn, the cuff hanging loose, exposing the muscle of his forearm sliced up to the elbow. The obliterating sun blinded him to everything but pain. His body, after the rolling, sliding downward plunge, was like the body of a man at the stake enduring the first onset of fire. Eyes rolling, the sergeant groaned. His enemies, descending the rock slope to the pass, were talking now; their voices floated down to him on the heated air. Now they had reached the dead Moors whose bodies strew the pass. The sergeant took a sight on the smallest, which was Nicolas; then the carbine foresight to the big one, which was Richard; then depressed it on to the bent figure of Old Pep, and this was his target. Fernández watched the big man kneel at the old man’s feet; he was energetically searching the robes of the Moors.
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