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    Chapter 1




    




    The castle of Montebello basked in the August sun like a cat on a garden wall. In the still, heavy air, Therese could hear the murmur of life from the village below and the chatter of haymakers in the summer meadows up against the forest edge. The hay was nearly cut now, and the weather remained kind. Following the men with their scythes, the women in colourful headscarves raked up the coarse grass and pitched it onto the drying stands. The shaggy hummocks dotted the sloping ground. Soon the horses and wagons would begin hauling it down to the village barns. The season’s wheel was turning as it had done for hundreds of years.




    The sun fell slowly in the afternoon sky and shone into Therese’s face. She moved out of its glare and, resting her elbows on the railing, looked out over Krasna Dolina.




    The tower gallery in which she sat was new. The Egerhazys valued tradition and their ownership of the castle. When the tower roof had begun to look seriously decayed, they had stretched their budget to replace the tiled cone and had included the gallery tucked under the eaves. The work had taken more than five years. First cutting and hauling the massive oak logs in the hardness of winter, sawing and stacking them to season and then carefully cutting them to size in the wagon yard below the castle hill. Then, over the space of a summer, estate workers had stripped off the old bonnet of the tower and carefully saved the tiles.




    With the summit of the tower bare, the carpenters had opened the door to the gallery for the first time in many years and started to remove the old supports one by one and replace them with new oak. Therese had visited at that time. Standing in the doorway - she had not dared to pass through onto the loose planks beyond - her heart died as she looked down between her toes at the roofs of the family apartments below. The intricate timber web that would support the new gallery was taking shape and the carpenters stepped without fear from beam to beam, with nothing to hold them if they missed their footing. She nearly vomited, and the men had laughed kindly at her white face. She hurried below, and the Convent prayed for the men’s safety at every mass until the job was completed.




    Now she was safe. The solid walls and floor of the gallery, the heavy beams of the roof above, all closed her in. In summer, when the wind was not too strong, the servants pulled up the shutters. Then she could sit with her forearms resting flat on the rail, her chin on her knuckles, and watch the world below.




    It was not a large world. No matter where on the circular deck she sat, she looked out over Krasna Dolina, the Beautiful Valley, tucked into its forested walls that were not quite mountains but were too large for mere hills. Far to the southwest, maybe thirty kilometres as the crow flies, she could see the Trnava Gates. The Gates were a sharp gorge through which the sluggish Trnava River left the valley, and the highway and the railway came in. The railway soon crossed the river and wound along the southern wall of the valley, where great stone quarries gouged the hills away.




    As a concession to the Egerhazys, who had allowed the steel monster into their valley, the line had been continued to end in the village below the castle. From the little station it was possible to ride out into the world beyond, out onto the Danube plains, to Bucharest, to Pressburg, to Budapest, Vienna and beyond.




    Apart from the railway or foot trails through the forests, the only way out of the valley was to use the highway. Either through the Trnava Gates beside the river and the railway, or to the east over the Tergov Saddle. Looking east, Therese could see where the white road wound up from the village and disappeared into the forest shadow. Higher up the slope, it could be glimpsed in pools of light where it doubled back on itself, to and fro, tighter and tighter until it flattened out and headed for the notch in the hills called Tergov Saddle.




    The tower gallery had become a favourite summer place for Therese. Whenever the pressures of her office allowed, she would tell Maria that she was not to be disturbed, and she would climb the tower to meditate. Sometimes she would bring some work, some papers or reading, as a sop to her conscience. Mostly the papers stayed unsigned and the reading unread. She just needed to draw strength to get the Convent through these difficult times.




    For the moment, the valley was peaceful but she did not expect it to remain so for much longer. The Egerhazys had cut short their summer a month ago and moved on to America. Whatever was coming to the valley, they did not want to be swept up in it.




    For with the harvest gathered all over Europe, it was the time for armies to march. The radio brought confusing news. Statesmen rushed between capitals by night train and even flew by aeroplane in the worst of weather. While the owners and controllers of society were out in the country attending to their estates, the chancelleries hummed with activity. Day by day, war moved from a possibility to solid reality.




    Over the centuries, war had done little damage to the valley. It was isolated and possible to bypass, and armies were reluctant to enter for fear of being trapped. The same stood for raiding parties; only overwhelming strength could guarantee a safe exit with their booty.




    The history of Montebello Castle was a history of allegiances changed. A new king, a new social order, and the current owner had only to decide whether to cooperate or go into exile. The Egerhazys proved particularly adept at this and no doubt they would return again in a year or two, after the current unpleasantness, and again life would go on.




    The chapel bell rang out a mellow angelus, and the haymakers started to gather their tools and make for the shrine on the boundary between the meadow and the wagon yard. Therese sighed and picked up her chair. No doubt matters would take their course with or without her worrying.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    




    They came late in the morning. There was no resistance from the village. The people lived lives so far removed from the government that they had no personal interest in the movements of any army, even their own. Therese heard the rumble of the convoys on the highway through the village and waited for the first troops to arrive at the castle. Eventually they came.




    Through the window came confused noises, but she assumed that some vehicles had come up to the wagon park. It was a much sharper, brassy roar that climbed up the final hill and became muffled in the gateway. It would have stopped there, inside the open castle gates, and its occupants would now have to walk up through the stony wards just like all the castle residents.




    Sister Maria tapped at the door and rushed in, flustered and nervous. “Mother Therese, a motor bike has come, with three soldiers on it.”




    “Thank you, Maria. Show them in when they get here.” She was surprised that it took no effort to control herself. “Stop worrying and arrange for some coffee for our guests. If they are all soldiers, they will take coffee and sandwiches in the refectory. If there is an officer, you had better bring his coffee here and take care of the soldiers in your office. Go now!”




    Ten minutes later, she was back. “Mother Therese, Sergeant Grossner wishes to see you. He has left one soldier with the motorbike.”




    The sergeant strode into the room and stood at attention. He was a large man with short hair and a black moustache. He wore a thick and bulky uniform. A pistol hung on his belt in a closed brown holster. Therese sat back in her chair but did not rise to greet him. For a moment, she let him suffer in silence.




    “Sergeant Grossner, you are welcome. As this is a convent, I think you may remove your hat.”




    The social antennae that are part of every old soldier heard her accent, understood her rank and adjusted his demeanour. He whipped off his hat, clicked his heels and bowed his head.




    “Sergeant Grossner, Your Honour, reporting as ordered!”




    “ Very good, Sergeant. You bring orders for me?”




    “ Er, no, Your Honour. Er, Captain Prince Mefist just sent us, sent me to take charge of the castle and, er, report back.”




    “Very good, Sergeant. Excellent. The castle is yours. Now if you report to Sister Maria outside, I think she has ordered some coffee and a small snack for you and your men. I shall write a quick note for Prince Mefist, and if you would be kind enough to come back in ten minutes, it will be ready for you.”




    Grossner clicked his heels again and left. Campaigning soldiers soon learn to take meals whenever they are offered.




    How should she write to Mefist? She recognized the name. The Mefists were not part of her family’s circle but had a respectable reputation. She thought they came from somewhere to the north, a tiny principality that existed in spirit only. The Mefists had not been sovereign for many years now and had never sought to establish a grand name in the Empire. Well-bred, rich enough, they represented the class from which Therese had come herself.




    What was Mefist now? Clearly not the leader of any considerable force, or he would be more than a mere captain. She decided to write to him as the Prince and not the captain.




    Dear Prince,




    I am taking advantage of your sergeant to send a quick invitation. We dine at the unfashionable hour of six o’clock. Perhaps you could join me for dinner and we could discuss how best we at Montebello can serve you and the Imperial Army,




    Your servant,




    Mother Therese von Falberg




    Mother Superior of the Sisters of Magdalene at Montebello & Castle Chatelaine




    She sealed the note in an envelope and gave it to Maria. “I will be praying,” she said and shut her office door. She heard the sergeant come and go before she called for a sandwich and took it up the tower, together with a book of prayers newly translated from Italian.




    She could not escape the Imperial Army even at the top of Montebello Tower. Trucks were passing through the village and grinding up the long climb to Tergov Saddle. They must have been unloading there, because an equal stream of trucks was sliding back down the road and heading out of the valley.




    In the wagon yard below, the castle soldiers lounged around two trucks, smoking and chattering quietly. Their rifles stood resting against each other in stacks of three. They were cooking over two fires on the grass verge. She watched them and tried to decide what, if anything, made these men different from the farmers she normally saw from her tower.




    Far below, a motorbike and sidecar disengaged itself from the village traffic and tore up the narrow ramp towards the castle. She recognized Sergeant Grossner getting out of the sidecar and giving orders. Immediately, the men were busy. The trucks reversed to the other side of the yard to unload tents and equipment. Within half an hour, three large tents had been erected and a smaller one set off to one side. Over towards the forest, four men were digging a latrine. She hoped they would erect a shield around it.




    Therese sat thinking for a long time. Before the angelus could call her to her duty, a small staff car started on the climb up from the village. It pulled into the wagon yard, and an officer got out. Would this be Mefist? His insignia were covered by a black leather coat thrown over his shoulders. He looked young and relaxed; he wore his cap fashionably tilted towards one ear, and he was smoking a cigarette.




    The officer inspected the tents, with Grossner following a metre behind him. Grossner called the men together and barked them to attention. Roll call, and the men’s shouted names carried across the meadow. Mefist was already walking away.




    He started on the sharp climb up to the castle gate but suddenly stopped and looked up at Therese. She threw herself back into the shadows too late; their eyes had met. Embarrassed, she collected her things and returned to her office to wait for him.




    She waited a long time, and her tray of papers was nearly empty before Maria knocked. “Mother Superior, Captain Prince Mefist is here to see you.”




    He was a handsome man with dark curly hair and fine features. He came straight to her desk and held out his hand. “Mother Therese, how good to meet you! I have come to impose on your hospitality.”




    Therese was shocked at herself. How thoughtless! She should have realized he would need a room. She looked at Maria standing at the door. “A visitor’s room has been prepared, Mother Superior.” Bless her heart, thought Therese. I wonder if it has been, or whether it will be just now?




    “Prince, you are early for dinner. Can I offer you coffee?”




    “Please, call me Mefist. If it is no trouble to you, perhaps we could delay the coffee? I need to see a little more of your empire. Sister Brigitta has shown me around the Convent and the chapel, but I really need to see more of the castle and the family apartments before we can sit and talk sensibly. If you would send someone with me...”




    “Of course. I shall come with you myself, and then we can carry on to dinner.”




    They strolled through the dark family rooms. They had been closed since the Egerhazys had left and had a musty smell. The furniture sat covered with dustsheets, and the smaller paintings removed to the basement. Mefist paused in the dining room and lifted the dustsheet from the polished oak table. “Old Egerhazy lives well. I wish I had come in happier times.”




    “Do you know the Count?”




    “An acquaintance only. Everyone knows the Count. And I believe I also know your brother? Otto von Falberg?”




    “You know Otto? Do you have any news of him?”




    “He joined the Artillery, but I should imagine you know that. No, I can’t say I’ve seen him recently. We were at the Academy together. Have you heard from him?”




    “He wrote from Vienna, but that must have been two months ago. Perhaps now you are occupying us…”




    “Yes, that should make it easier. The first thing I need to do is to get the telephones working. Some fool in the village has locked up the switchboard and gone home. We should be able to get at least a partial service running soon.




    “If these are the living rooms, where are the bedrooms?”




    Therese took him through the empty portrait gallery and on to the bedrooms. He showed more interest in the number of toilets and bathrooms.




    “Prince, what are your plans for us? Will you be staying long?”




    He laughed. “I am sure we will be staying here for as long as it is possible. Once the General gets his feet under the table here, you won’t pry him out easily. It’s a fine house, most desirable. Comfortable, spacious, beautiful views, and then there is the hunting.” He turned to look at her. “Of course, there is also the company.”




    “But I must keep the Convent totally separate. I am afraid we will be no company at all.”




    “Mother Therese, you cannot imagine how refreshing it is for soldiers to have civilized ladies around. Even if they are nuns. Although I will have trouble calling such a beautiful young lady ‘Mother.’ Could I call you Sister?” He smiled, but she cut him off.




    “That would be incorrect. While I am in charge of the Sisters, I must be called ‘Mother Superior,’ whether I approve of it or not.”




    “Very well, Mother,” he said with a grin. “What is upstairs from here?”




    “The servants’ quarters. Shall we go up?” The stairs emerged in the servants’ hall, a large loft with sloping ceilings divided by heavy roof beams. A long dining board took up much of the space, and the rest was filled with comfortable benches and settles around the fire space. The Egerhazys believed in basic comforts for their servants.




    “This could be ideal,” said Mefist. “Perfect. Where are the bedrooms?”




    Therese had never seen the servants’ quarters before. A corridor led off the hall with rooms on either side. Each contained one or two small beds, a skylight, a cupboard and a washbasin and mirror. The servants lived in more comfort than the nuns, for they had washbasins. She saw that each room had a radiator, a remarkable luxury for a servant’s bedroom. She remembered being told that the Count had hired an American engineer to modernize the plumbing and heating of Montebello. She wished he had come to the nuns’ cells as well.




    Mefist seemed happy. He counted the rooms as they walked down the corridor, and inspected each one on the way back. The room nearest to the hall had a door in the far corner.




    “Where does this go?” He unbolted it and pulled. It had not been used recently. As it creaked open, dusty newspaper draught-proofing fell from the jamb. Inside they found the head of a spiral staircase and another door.




    “That must go out onto the roof; but where do the stairs go? Please be careful,” he said, not doubting that she would follow him. “I expect it is very dusty.”




    The stone steps were worn, and it was dark. On their way down, they twice passed small windows that must light the steps during the day. They had dropped some way before they reached a door, outlined by light in the room beyond. Mefist opened it.




    “The library! Now I know where I am,” exclaimed Therese. “The main rooms are just there. The stairs go on down to the buttery and the wine cellar, and towards the boiler room, or you can take a door out into the courtyard.”




    “Mmmh. A private way up and down. Better and better. Is it time for dinner?”




    They ate together at the high table in the refectory. The cooks had done their best to please him, and it pleased Therese to see him enjoy himself. He shared a small jug of the local muscatel.




    “Prince, why are you here? What do you want from the castle? Or from the Convent?”




    “Ah, now to business. I am, I suppose, a herald. A proper harbinger of changes and bad times. We’re going to set up our head quarters here. They’re sending old General Falk here. Should be arriving next week. Do you know him? Falk-Sokol from Breslau?”




    “No, I’ve only met the old man. I didn’t know there was a son.”




    “But that’s him! He must be nearly seventy. They have to put him somewhere, and there won’t be much to do here. We’ll secure Tergov for the moment, and then we’ll probably move on. After that, Montebello will just be the policeman of the valley. Keeping things quiet and denying it to anyone else. Old Falk should be able to manage that.




    “So I have to arrange everything, accommodation for officers and men, communications, kitchens. We’ll be busy.




    “Then I need a bigger sickbay. Yours is far too small, so we’ll keep that for the nuns. The sisters can nurse us, I hope? That’ll save bringing our own nurses, who are always a fearful headache. We spend our time pretending to guard their virginities; we might as well be hunting unicorns. They’re just as mythical.




    “I’ll ask you to clear out the coach house — my men will do the work, if you like. We’ll turn all that into bunk space for the soldiers, and the loft above.




    “What else? A guardroom and sentry box at the outer gate. Regular patrols around the hill at night. Castles are easy; they’re designed to be secure.




    “Finally, we need an officers’ club. We’ll put a bar in the servants’ hall and set it up as a lounge, and the girls can live in the bedrooms.”




    “Girls?” Therese thought she had misheard.




    “Yes, girls. Of course girls. Can’t have an officers’ club without them, and I think we’re going to find them in your Convent.” He studied her face and seemed ready to laugh at her.




    Therese was stunned and insulted. “I assume you are joking,” she said stiffly. The quizzical expression on Mefist’s face showed he was not.




    “But, but we’re nuns.” She must have misunderstood. “You can’t use us. Aren’t you a Christian?”




    “My dear Therese! Don’t be upset. We’re not going to carry you off and rape you. Or your Sisters. If you don’t want to volunteer, well, we’ll just find some girls elsewhere. Don’t worry about it.” He started to fold his napkin. “Now, we shall be busy tomorrow. I have a hundred things to attend to, and I will need your fullest cooperation. I’ll breakfast at eight. Then we’ll start with a roll call of all castle staff at eight-thirty, and the nuns at nine. I’ll want full names, dates of birth, all the details.




    “I’ll get my men in as soon as I can, and we’ll start getting ready for the staff. We have to move furniture in and out, so if you have someone to tell them where to store things…




    “We’ll make a start on the officers’ club too. I have to have something ready to welcome the General. He’s fond of that sort of thing.”




    “But he’s so old!”




    “Old Falk? He’s famous for it. He fills his estates with love children. He’s been doing it for years, and he’ll probably die doing it. The Army is proud of him.”




    Therese felt shocked. People did not talk about such things to nuns, and having Mefist discuss them openly over dinner confused her. “I don’t know about the General, but I will not have the Sisters or the Convent associated with any such thing. And I will not have you filling the servants’ quarters with prostitutes either.”




    He smiled at her. “Mother Therese, I don’t believe you are aware of what is happening here. You’ve been occupied, like it or not. In fact, you could say we have raped you already! This castle is Army property now, and it is going to be run the way I want it run.




    “Naturally, I don’t want to disturb the Sisters more than necessary, or drive you out of your home, but the Army’s needs come first. Believe me, I won’t hesitate to push all of you ladies out of the front gate tomorrow before breakfast if I have to. But that will not be good for you or the castle. The village people still need you, and who will take care of the sick and injured soldiers? Who will mend the damaged souls?”




    He paused to let his words sink in. He studied her face, and when she dropped her eyes, he went on.




    “Therese, my dear, you have responsibilities you can’t avoid. The sisters can stay inviolate in the Convent, and someone must lead them. More than that, you are still chatelaine for the Egerhazys. You can’t leave, and I don’t want you to.”




    “But those girls…”




    “Unimportant! What difference does it make to you if the Army keeps its girls upstairs, or in the cellar, or down in the village? You don’t have to mix with them. The important thing is to keep the castle running. Keep food on the tables and fire in the boilers. Keep the hospital working and the General happy. All of those things are important, and I would welcome your assistance. What’s so wrong with that?”




    “But the girls, you said you wanted to use us. That’s sacrilege!”




    “Well, it would make life easier, of course. I need a dozen girls, and here on my doorstep is an unlimited supply of single, obedient ladies. I sure we could sort out a dozen pretty ones and the problem would be solved. With a minimum of inconvenience for everyone.




    “Never mind; I wouldn’t want to upset you or your family. Otto would probably come and shoot me at dawn if I laid a finger on you uninvited. We’ll just bring some girls from the village tomorrow.”




    “From the village? You can’t bring women from the village! We know them all. We don’t have any women like that! They’d never come. I mean, I suppose they might if we didn’t know about it and you paid them enough, but they would never come and do things like that with the nuns watching over them.”




    Mefist leant back and laughed. “What a delightful thought! Having the girls do their duty under the supervision of some of those kind old ladies you have in the Convent. I wonder what they would make of the whole process.




    “No, you have the wrong idea. They won’t be coming up by invitation. This is the Imperial Army. If we want something, we just take it. I’ll send the sergeant to round a few up. I do wish you’d reconsider. I would much rather have volunteers because then I won’t have to guard them. On top of that, volunteers are more likely to work with a will, and that way everyone is happier. Are you sure you can’t lend me some girls?”




    Therese rose to her feet. “Prince, you go far beyond the bounds of politeness, and of your religion. I will not have my Sisters thought of as girls for the use of any man who might fancy some diversion. Our vows are sacred!




    “Now, I’m going to bed. You can sort out your unpleasant problems by yourself.”




    As she turned to leave, Mefist called out, “Sleep well, Mother! I’ll see you for breakfast.”


  




  

    Chapter 3




    




    Therese breakfasted alone in her office. Her night had been restless. She kept thinking of the changes that had happened so quickly, and worrying about the changes the new day would bring. The thought of the officers’ club still horrified her.




    She did not have much time for thought. Maria called for her. “Mother Superior, Prince Mefist requests your company in the refectory. Shall I tell him you can’t come?”




    “No, thank you, Sister Maria. I had better attend.” She rose sadly. “Don’t forget we meet at nine o’clock.”




    The castle workers were already standing in line when she got to the refectory. A small soldier with untidy hair was taking down their details. He jumped to attention as Therese came up.




    “Good morning, Mother Superior.” Mefist relaxed against a table. His uniform fitted him so perfectly, he might have been born in it. “This is Timko. I should imagine you’ll be seeing more of him. Back to work, Timko!”




    Timko grunted, “Your Honour!” and sat down again.




    “I had no idea how many foresters Egerhazy maintained. What does he do with them all?”




    “Oh, fire-wood, fences—I had never really thought about it. The forests are very large, and the sawmill has to be run, of course. Whenever we want something built in the gardens, it always seems to be the same men.”




    “Good, I shall borrow some, if you don’t mind, to help my men with the coach house. As soon as Timko has finished here, he is going to ask the carpenter for a sentry box—and don’t forget to requisition the paint, Timko. The sentry box will be the first thing the General sees, so it had better be properly made and painted correctly.




    “If it is all the same to you, Mother, I’ll have our cooking detail report to your cook. They’re sensible men, and they won’t mind being told what to do. They might even learn something, although I doubt it. We’ll need extra hands in the kitchen when everybody is here.




    “What else do we need to talk about? Office space. Do you mind if Timko shares some of Sister Maria’s space? That way he’ll be close to the telephone in case we get everything connected in the near future. I’m sure the General will want a proper signals room and antennae on the roof, all that sort of thing. He can worry about that when he gets here.”




    Mefist took her by the elbow and led her aside. “Mother Therese, could you please show me who should help us with the family apartments and the coach house? If I don’t have someone who knows their way around, there’s no telling the damage my men could do.”




    “Certainly, Prince. Mikhail is the outside foreman. We can speak to him about the coach house, and Fodor is the best person for the family rooms. He is assistant to the butler whenever the family is in residence. Let’s do it now.”




    They walked down the slow-moving line of servants. Mikhail was an old man, a carpenter, and he smelt of tobacco and pine shavings. He stood with his cap in his hand.




    “Yes, Mother, I shall get there directly. Just as soon as His Honour’s man has my name and number. Clear the coach house and make up bunks. They’ll have to sleep on straw for a while. We’ve got the timber, but it all takes time. I’ll get the men to it straightaway.”




    “Mikhail, the Prince wants a sentry box. You’d better start on that today. We must have it ready for when the General comes.”




    Mikhail thought about that. “I’ve never made a sentry box, Mother. I’ve been in them many times in the Great War, but I don’t know they’d be what His Honour wants.”




    Mefist smiled. “You don’t know the Imperial Army yet, Mikhail. We have instructions for everything. Timko will show you what we need.”




    Mikhail bobbed his head. “Thank you, Your Honour. I shall get right on with it myself.”




    They moved down the line to Fodor, a painfully thin young man in a white over-shirt and dark trousers. “Fodor, please help the Captain’s men prepare the family rooms for the General. I want all the good furniture in the cellar. What about the carpets, Prince? Do we put them back?”




    “Not unless you want them destroyed! All that marching and stamping to attention. I try to put a stop to it inside, but it seems to be part of our nature. Shout at a soldier, and off he goes without troubling his brain at all. Put canvas covers down, Fodor, if you have them. If not, see the sergeant and get some tarpaulins from the trucks. I don’t want to destroy those beautiful floors too. I have to be able to look the Count in the eye after the war.”




    “I beg your pardon, Your Honour, but do you want the books to stay in the library?”




    Mefist thought for a moment. “Yes, why not? Soldiers spend most of their time lounging around doing nothing, and the books will help. I’ll have the General issue an instruction about it. Better take anything valuable away, though. I don’t suppose anyone would steal, but you never know. They might borrow a stack of books just to lift their beds higher off the floor.”




    Mefist led her on. “So we’re expecting the nuns shortly. I don’t think we have much for them to do at the moment. Tell me, who is your deputy? Sister Brigitta?”




    Yes, she supposed that Sister Brigitta was her deputy. Therese admitted to herself that Sister Brigitta should really be given a role or a title. It was just that she found the woman so repellent. Hard-faced, bitter, grasping. Therese could not imagine leaving juniors in her charge. Brigitta stood behind her whenever the Bishop visited, and at her side for every service in the chapel. For all that, she knew less of the day-to-day running of the Convent than Sister Maria.




    “I suppose you could call her my deputy. Why are you asking?”




    Mefist shrugged. “Oh, just in case. So I know who to turn to if you are not available. Now, I’m expecting Sergeant Grossner with the girls soon. I’ll send them straight up to the servants’ hall when they come. Perhaps you could bring Maria to register them?”




    “Prince, I thought about this all night. I do not want my Sisters to have anything to do with those women. They can take care of themselves! We will not be involved.”




    “Mother Therese! I’m surprised at you. Of course they can’t take care of themselves. I expect they’ll be very upset, and I don’t think Sergeant Grossner is the man to take care of them. He’d probably line them up and shout at them. You’ve got to help them. They will have no one else to turn to. If we are not kind to them, we might find them jumping out of the windows, God forbid!”




    His objections surprised her. She had not imagined that he would care. She knew very well that the women had souls the same as anybody else, so she compromised. “Very well. We will come and register them. But that’s all. Nothing else. Once they are registered, we shall leave and never go up to that floor again.”




    He seemed pleased with her. “Of course. As you like. Just help with comforting them. After all, they will be leaving their families behind, and I am sure they will be very lost. Leaving fathers, husbands, babies. It will be a big blow, I’m sure. If you don’t mind, I’ll send some other Sisters up as well, just to help them through the first hours.”




    “Prince, you can’t do this! You’ll kill them! Get your women from somewhere else, but please, not from the village. You’ll destroy everything. When you leave, what’s going to happen to them? Do you think they’ll just be able to go back home? You may as well line them up in the courtyard and shoot them now!”




    Mefist stiffened under her attack. “Mother Therese, this is war. There’s nothing you or I can do about it. The Army needs women, and it will have women. Like it or not, I have to take them where I can find them. Where there’s fighting, people suffer. Soldiers and civilians. Some suffer more, some less. You have never seen a village that has been fought over. Or a battlefield. Or a starving refugee column. Be thankful that we are only talking about taking the girls in and giving them good food and a comfortable bed in return for two or three hours of work every day. At least they and their families are still alive!”


  




  

    Chapter 4




    




    Sick at heart, Therese led Maria up to the servants’ hall. They sat in silence and waited. Therese reflected that authority could be a very lonely thing.




    A noise on the stair, and Therese waited in despair. Then black headscarves rising out of the stairwell let her relax again. It was the Sisters that Mefist had said he would send. They sat quietly at the table. Therese realized with a start that none of the older Sisters had come. Timko, or maybe Mefist, must have selected only the younger, prettier ones.




    Therese thought about what she must do. She rose and moved to the head of the table. All eyes turned to her. “Dear Sisters, we are living in very bad times. The Imperial Army is here and is controlling Montebello Castle. I no longer have a say in what is happening.




    “I am sorry, but there is nothing I can do. Soon they will bring a group of women up from the village. They are taking them from their families and will make them live here.”




    Therese was at a loss. She had intended to spell out the full awfulness of what Mefist intended, but now, looking from face to face, she just could not do it. “It is a great sin taking women from their families, and God knows I would stop it if I could, but I can’t. You have been sent up here because the women will be very upset. It is our job to help them bear the pains that life brings and help them in their hour of need.




    “Be kind to them…” Her voice broke. “Sister Helena, please sing for us.”




    Sister Helena lowered her blue eyes. “Mother Superior, what shall I sing?




    “Start with Ave Maria, and then you may choose a favourite hymn and we will help you.” God help us! she thought. Please, get me through this trial. Jesus and all the Saints, help us all.




    Sister Helena was still singing when heavy feet sounded on the stairs. Sergeant Grossner came first. His cap tucked under his arm, he tried to walk on his toes, a difficult thing in his heavy boots. He led the women to the far corner of the room, and they all waited respectfully for Sister Helena to finish. They crossed themselves as she ended.




    Therese had watched them come in. She recognized most of them. The peasant women all wore the traditional clothes of the valley; a short, layered black skirt and heavy, embroidered waistcoat. The married ones had coloured headscarves, but the maids all wore their hair down. There were two black-haired Jewish girls, and they wore white headscarves and long skirts. Another had the features and dark skin of a gypsy; she stood apart from the others.




    Lastly, Mefist came up the stairs. He did not sound breathless but complained nonetheless. “It’s a long way up from the courtyard. I must have a word with the Count next time I see him. He should buy a lift. Is everyone here?” He counted the women as they stood respectfully with their hands together and their eyes lowered. Therese looked anxiously at her nuns. They still did not understand.




    “Very good. A fine bunch of beautiful ladies. I expect you are wondering why you are here. I shall explain. This place”—he waved his hand around the room—“does not look very much at the moment, but with a little time and some assistance from you, it will change. By the end of the week, this will be a bordello for officers, and you are going to live and work here.” He clasped his hands in front of him and watched their reaction.




    For a moment, the news passed through the group of women like a breeze through willow leaves; then one of the young married women opened her mouth and screamed.




    The nuns were frozen at their table. Sister Helena was still standing after her singing, but with her hand at her mouth. The others stared at Therese in disbelief. Now all the women were sobbing and trying to ask each other what was going to happen and why to them.




    “Help them!” croaked Therese. The nuns, with tears starting in their eyes, rushed into the crowd to help the women. To hold their hands and put arms around their shoulders. The two Jewesses were crying into each other’s hair. The gypsy girl stood apart, dry-eyed and uncertain. Perhaps she did not understand what was happening.




    Maria came to Therese and knelt at her feet. She lifted her face, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Mother Therese, please stop him.” Therese put her hand on Maria’s shoulder. She could do nothing to help.




    Mefist stood like a black shadow. At that moment, he looked the very incarnation of evil.




    A stocky woman burst from the crowd and threw herself at his feet. “Your Honour! Your Honour!” She scrabbled at his boots, bending to kiss them. “Your Honour, my baby. I must go back. I must feed her.” She knelt up and opened her waistcoat. Her large breasts swung wildly under a grey cotton blouse, wet and stained. “Look, my milk is ready for her. I must go back. As God protects me, I must go to my baby!”




    “Stop!” commanded Mefist to the room. Everyone looked at him, and the noise fell to quiet sobbing. For a moment, he looked at Therese as she sat at the head of the table. “Mother Therese, are you sure you can do this?”




    Therese swallowed. She looked at the kneeling Maria. She looked at the woman at Mefist’s feet. At the women clinging to each other and to her nuns. Did she really have a choice?




    She turned back to Mefist. “I—” Her voice cracked. “I must talk with my nuns.”




    “No,” he said sharply. “You are in charge. They will do what you tell them. You must decide.” Then he relaxed and moved towards her. “Apart from that, if there is any question about what you are doing, it is far better that only you should commit the sin. Give them no choice and their souls are safe, I believe.”




    She looked at him coldly. This man had the devil in him. “I have decided. Now give me a moment to talk to my Sisters.”




    The nuns came back to the table and sat with their eyes lowered. The village women watched, sobbing quietly. Therese swallowed and spoke carefully. “Sisters, I cannot allow this to happen. I have done my best to divert the Captain from this course, but he will not listen. For the moment he is our Caesar, and we must bow our necks to his rule.




    “In a moment, I will give you a command that will suspend your vows and put you outside our order. It is a great evil, and I take it on myself only. By doing this, we can prevent a greater evil, and these women can return to their homes. Only Sisters Simone and Maria will be exempt. Sister Simone because she cannot bear this burden in honesty, and Sister Maria because she is a little older than the rest of us. Sister Simone, come here, child.”




    Sister Simone came to her. She had a simple, clear face with sky-blue eyes. “Mother, why are you sending me away? I am a good nun.”




    “Of course you are, child. You are an example to us all. I am not sending you away. It is the others that must go away. I want you to go to Sister Brigitta and ask her to come to my office. Can you do that? Then you can stay with your Sisters in the Convent. Go now.”




    She reached up to pat the girl’s head and send her on her way. “Go to Sister Brigitta,” she repeated to herself as she left the table.




    Maria came to her without being called and again knelt beside her chair. “Please, Mother Superior, let me stay. Don’t send me away from you. Let me take Sister Simone’s place.”




    Therese was surprised. “Why do you want to stay?”




    “I don’t want to leave you, Mother Superior. It’s a good thing. I want to help you and my Sisters.”




    “Are you sure you want this, Maria? You won’t be able to change your mind once you have started.” Therese’s heart was touched as Maria nodded her upturned face. It felt good to know she had at least one unconditional friend. “Very well, if you wish it.” Maria returned to her seat.




    “Mother Superior?” Sister Agata asked for her attention. “Mother Superior, will you stay with us?”




    “Of course, child. Do you think I would let you suffer alone? We will all do this together. We will pray together, we will help each other, we will show the Army how true Christians act, and maybe at the end of this war, better times will relieve us of most of our burden.




    “Now kneel, and we will say the rosary together. Then you can show these unfortunate women back to their homes.”




    The Sisters pushed back their chairs and knelt. The village women all knelt with them. Even the two Jewesses knelt and bowed their heads. Their prayers might be different, but their relief was shared. Mefist remained standing through the familiar prayers.




    Therese dismissed them. “Off you go, Sisters. Take the ladies down past the wagon park; I don’t want the soldiers shouting at them. Take them all the way down to the halfway shrine before you come back.”




    “Yes, Mother Superior,” they chorused.




    The village women started to move off. One tall girl with long black hair and a pale complexion came and stopped by Therese. “Thank you, Mother Superior. It wouldn’t have mattered too much to me—not that I want to lie with any of these pigs—but thank you for the other women and their families. We’ll tell the village what you’ve done. They’ll be angry for sure. The men won’t want to think of what these soldiers are doing to our nuns. We’ll tell them what you did for us.”




    “What’s your name, child?”




    “I’m Jana, the butcher’s daughter. Don’t you remember me?”




    She vaguely remembered the butcher’s little girl. “Of course, but you are a woman so soon. Go with God, my child.”




    “Oh, ladies,” called Mefist after the departing nuns. “I shall expect you back here immediately after dinner. There’s work to be done and no time to lose.”




    Therese was left alone with him.




    “Why did you send Sister Simone away?” he asked. “She looked the prettiest of them all.”




    “Yes, but she’s simple, almost an idiot. Her family sent her here so we could protect her from the world. It wouldn’t be right to let men use her.




    “You knew what would happen, didn’t you? You knew I couldn’t sit by.”




    Mefist grinned like a boy. “I had faith in you, Therese. I know you are kind and generous. You’re a good woman.”




    “A fine way you picked for me to show it! God alone knows what the Bishop will say when he hears about all this.”




    “I know perfectly well what he will say. There’s not much difference between the Church and the Army, you know. You’ll explain to him, and he’ll say, ‘I’ll have to leave that to your own conscience.’ Then afterwards he’ll do his best to disown you, mark my words.”


  




  

    Chapter 5




    




    After dinner, Mefist came to lead her back up to the servants’ hall. Now the decision had been made, she felt better. Nervous and excited for the future, but happy at the thought of the village women back in their homes.




    Mefist looked happy too. “You know, I’m very pleased I’ve got your girls to work with. Grossner says he picked the best he could find in the village, but it would have been a struggle to do anything with them. Just like most of the men we get as soldiers; the most you can hope for is dumb obedience.




    “At least most of your girls are ladies, and intelligent. You can’t enjoy love-making without some education and intelligence, and if you are not enjoying it, your lover won’t either.”




    “I’m sure you know much more about such things than I, Prince,” she said sourly.




    “Therese, my dear, let’s be friends. If we work together, we can make this a happy place for the girls. The best bordellos are like a home. The men are pleased to come and relax in them, and the girls are pleased to see them. If we get it wrong, the men will just hurry through, and the girls will suffer. They’ll feel as if they were in prison.”




    “Prince, you’re not going to win me over to your way of thinking. I can’t imagine how I came to be involved in such a foul thing. Prostitution is wrong, and that’s all that should be said about it.”




    Mefist smiled. “What about your patron saint? Mary Magdalene? She was no better than a lot of girls, as I understand it. No, I’ve put that in the wrong way. She was a good woman, but she might have been at home here, yes?”




    All Magdalene sisters knew how to counter that myth. “Nothing in the bible says The Magdalene was a prostitute. Anyway, do you think the Church would pray to someone like that? So it can’t be true, or she wouldn’t be a saint.”




    “Therese, Therese, that argument is chasing its tail. We’ll make her a saint because Jesus loved her, and because she’s a saint she can’t have been a prostitute. No, it’s precisely because the Church spends so long telling everyone that she wasn’t a prostitute that I think she probably was.




    “Look at the society she lived in! Any single woman who goes around washing men’s feet with her hair in a society like that is no pillar of virginity. You should pay more attention to Jesus and forget the old men at the top of the Church with their obsessions about women and sex. Jesus didn’t mind—he loved Mary no matter how she earned her living, and so should you!




    “What are you going to call the girls, by the way? They’re not going to be nuns for a while; are they still Sisters?”




    “Ah, I hadn’t thought about that. I suppose they’re still my sisters, no matter what, but I can’t let them dress as nuns anymore.” A thought struck her. “I can’t dress as a nun any more. I can’t let them call me ‘Mother Superior’ either, and we can’t go to chapel with the other Sisters; we’ll have to use the visitors’ gallery. That’s terrible. Oh dear, I don’t know how we’ll feel.”




    She felt privately grim at the thought of what Sister Brigitta must be feeling. She had said nothing when she heard of her appointment as acting Mother Superior, no sympathy, no gratitude; she had just closed the elation up inside her. She must have believed she would never get the promotion she craved, because she came from a poor background and had only the most basic education. Now she would already be thinking about how she could use Therese’s difficulties to usurp the position permanently.




    At least Sister Brigitta would not receive the role of castle steward. That stayed with Therese, and she would be dealing with the Army and Mefist. Sister Brigitta would not be cock of the farmyard yet, just acting Mother Superior. She shook her head and put Sister Brigitta out of her mind. She had more important things to worry about.




    Mefist and Therese emerged into the servants’ hall to find the girls already waiting for them around the table. They got to their feet and stood, eyes down and hands clasped in front of them. Mefist looked at them for a moment, then clapped his hands sharply and said “Boo!” Therese jumped with the others.




    Mefist was smiling and happy. “Sit down, sit down, my friends, and cheer up! What’s done is done, and now we must make the best of it! Let’s talk of what we’ve got to do. Make room for me, I’ll sit in the middle.”




    Mefist squeezed himself onto one of the long benches. “First things first. What shall we drink? Therese, can we order some wine? Four bottles perhaps? We can always ask for more if we need it.”




    Sister Anna jumped up. “I can fetch it, Mother Superior.”




    Mefist looked at Therese curiously. She swallowed. “Anna, my dear, I don’t think you can call me Mother Superior anymore.”




    “So?” asked Mefist. “What can she call you now? What will you call her, Anna?”




    Anna dropped her eyes and blushed. “I don’t know, Your Honour.”




    “Dear oh dear!” exclaimed Mefist. “What are we going to do with you all? I can’t have you calling me or any of the other officers ‘Your Honour.’ We get that from the soldiers all day, and I don’t think I could stomach jumping into bed with someone who calls me ‘Your Honour.’ You can call me ‘Captain’ or ‘Prince’ when you have to, but my real friends call me Mefist.




    “What are you going to call Therese? I don’t suppose ‘Sergeant’ would be appropriate; can you imagine it?” The girls giggled at that idea. “The traditional name for someone in her position is ‘Madam,’ but I don’t think her dupka is fat enough for ‘Madam.’ What do you think?”




    The girls were looking at the table. They did not want to think of Therese’s bottom.




    “Oh cheer up, you miserable bunch! I think you should call her ‘Mistress.’ Would that suit you, Therese?”




    She realized what Mefist wanted to do, and decided to help him. “I don’t know, Mefist. Isn’t a mistress what gentlemen like you keep in a city apartment to give you some amusement when you are up from the country?”




    “Ah, my little secret is out! Never mind. Still, mistress is also the female of master. So try again, Little Anna!”




    Anna squeezed out, “Please, Mistress, shall I fetch the wine?”




    “Thank you, my child. Agata shall go with you to help with the glasses.”




    “Now look,” said Mefist to the remaining girls, “We’re in a hurry. By the time the General gets here, we must have everything clean and comfortable. We’ll have our own little bar right here, with coffee and wine and beer and cocktails. This table will have to go; we need small tables, and comfortable chairs, and a gramophone, and a piano. Can anyone play the piano?’




    “Sister Helena can play.”




    “And she can sing. She’s got a wonderful voice.”




    “Oh yes?” said Mefist with interest. “Which one of you is Sister Helena? Oh yes, I remember you from this afternoon. You sang very beautifully. Do you know any modern songs?”




    Helena blushed and looked away. “I could try to learn, Your– Prince.”




    Mefist clapped his hand and looked displeased. “Ladies, ladies! This really will not do! You must speak to me properly, man to man. Or should I say, woman to man. Now look at me, Helena!”




    Reluctantly she lifted her eyes to his. He held them for a moment and then smiled. She started to smile and to blush. “Please–” she managed and looked down again.




    “Helena!” admonished Therese, but Mefist held up his hand.




    “Don’t be so hard on her, Therese. She’ll soon get used to it. Now Helena, just look at me, smile, and say, ‘I could learn, Mefist.’ Go on, you try.”




    The idea was painful for Helena. Her face flushed, her eyes went wet, and her smile looked more like a grimace. “I could try to learn, please, Mefist.”




    Mefist applauded, and Therese and the others joined him. “There, I’m not so horrible, am I?” No one answered, so he looked around. “Maria, I’m not so horrible, am I?”




    Maria was made of stronger stuff. “I believe we’re all frightened of you, Captain Mefist.”




    “Nearly, but you can’t possibly call me Captain when we’re en famille like this. Try again.”




    “I believe we’re all frightened of you, Mefist.”




    “So you should be!” He held both arms up over his head, waggled his dangling fingers like the claws of a movie monster, and said in a creaking voice, “I am the wicked Imperial Army come to ravage all the poor Sisters of Magdalene.” They all laughed at him. “But I’m also Mefist, and when the General’s not here, my friends will call me Mefist.




    “Listen, you may not believe that I am here to take care of you, but you can certainly trust Therese. She really cares for you, or she would still be Mother Superior, and I would be up here trying to persuade Sister Brigitta to smile sweetly. Thank God for that mercy!” The thought of Sister Brigitta smiling brought another laugh.




    “Please, Mefist,” asked Maria, “What will you make us do?”




    “Girls, I want you to understand this. I have a duty to carry out, and you will help me do it. The Army has ordered it. Therese has ordered it, and now it’s a fact. Of course you don’t like the idea; who would? Still, accepting the inevitable is the difficult part. After you’ve done that, life will be easy.




    “Most of the officers are pleasant young men, not hard-hearted ogres like me. They’re full of high spirits, and they may be dead or shot to pieces tomorrow, or next week, or next month. They are a little frightened and lonely, and what they want most of all is a place to be happy. A place with the things that young men love; wine, singing, and, of course, friendly girls. So that’s your job, to make them happy.




    “It’s not such a bad gift to give them, and don’t forget that we won’t be here forever. The front will move eventually. We will push on, or get pushed back. We will go and you will stay. I see no reason why life should not continue as it has been in the past.




    “To start with, before you can be accomplished hostesses, you have to learn. Of course, that means you have to suffer a little—under my orders. I order you to suffer. Take your headscarves off.”




    Instantly the tension came back around the table. The girls were quiet and frozen. Mefist looked at Therese to give the lead. Trying to stop her fingers trembling, she reached up to unpin her headscarf. Her dark chestnut hair fell free. She shook her head, guided her hair back over her ears, and looked straight back at Mefist.




    “Therese! What beautiful hair you have!” He scrambled off the bench and came to stand behind her. He ran his fingers through her hair.




    “Who has a comb? What? A room full of girls and not a comb between them! We’ll have to use mine. What’s your name? Right, Suzanna. Jump up and comb your Mistress’s hair. Let’s make it even more beautiful.”




    Therese willed herself to sit still while Suzanna combed. The feeling reminded her of the days before she had been sent to the Convent, when friends and sisters would often comb each other’s hair. No one had touched her since then, unless by accident. The thought made her sad.




    “Come on, the rest of you. Headscarves off! You can wear them to chapel, but then they come off.” The girls took them off and sat looking at each other, shocked at the difference such a simple thing as hair made to familiar faces. Without asking, they started to pass Mefist’s comb around the table.




    Helena and Agata came hurrying up the stairs with bottles and a tray of glasses. Their headscarves came off before the glasses could be passed around and filled.




    “Therese, give us a toast!” called Mefist.




    What could she drink to? She thought for a moment. “To a happy home!”




    Mefist looked around and then banged on the table. “Mistress Therese, young Sister Suzanna here is not drinking her wine!”




    All eyes looked at Suzanna, who blushed.




    It must be part of Mefist’s games, she thought; I suppose I had better play along. “Well, Sister Suzanna?”




    “Please, Mistress, I don’t like wine.”




    “Not good enough! Mistress Therese, if all our sisters and I have to suffer drinking this wretched wine, Sister Suzanna should be enough of a lady to join in our suffering. Punish her!”




    Therese put a severe face on. “Sister Suzanna, do you have anything to say for yourself before you are sentenced?” The girls around the table looked worried and tense again. The constant shifting of familiar ground confused them.




    Suzanna could not speak up for herself. Therese tried again. “Do any of her Sisters have anything to say for this bad girl? Maria, is there any reason why she should not be punished severely?”




    “Please, Mistress, she’s only young…”




    “No reason at all, Mistress Therese,” shouted Mefist. “Youth is no excuse! Make her finish her glass right now!”




    Therese could see that the idea of the game had begun to dawn on the girls. They were smiling at Suzanna. “Sister Suzanna, not joining our toast to a happy home is a very bad thing to do. However, you are young, as Sister Maria has reminded us, so I sentence you to drink our toast right now, by yourself, with–Mefist, your advice please. How much wine? A full glass?”




    “Mistress Therese, the sentence is entirely at your discretion, but might I suggest half a glass? We don’t want to find our sister under the table at our first meeting.” The girls were openly laughing at Suzanna now, and she looked hot and embarrassed.




    “Half a glass? Mmh.” Therese pretended to ponder the question and then raised her glass. “Very well, against my own inclinations, half a glass. So, Suzanna, to a happy home.”




    “Hurray!” shouted Mefist and started to clap rhythmically. “Drink, drink, drink, drink…” The others caught the beat and started to clap and call, “Drink, drink, drink…” Now they understood the game, all nervousness had gone.




    Holding her glass with both hands, Suzanna drank as quickly as she could. She reached for her headscarf to wipe her lips. “It’s horrible,” she whispered.




    Mefist laughed. “Ah, Suzanna. To be a lady, it’s necessary to suffer sometimes! It’s good for your character. Now who will give us another toast?”




    “You, Mefist,” called Therese. “You are the one with all the words. Give us a toast!”




    “Certainly, Mistress Therese. So, I give you a toast. I raise my glass and propose a toast to the twelve—no, I forgot Mistress Therese—the thirteen prettiest ladies in the valley!”




    The girls all drank the toast; no one wanted punishment. Or perhaps they liked to be called pretty.




    “Another toast!” called Mefist. “Suzanna should give us another toast!”




    “Oh no!” she said, so quietly that only her neighbours could hear. “Why me?”




    Therese held up her hand for silence. “Sister Suzanna will propose a toast for us!”




    Suzanna started to lift her glass, but her supply of ideas had dried up. Mefist reached behind his neighbour to pull her shoulder towards him and whisper in her ear. Again she lifted her glass. “I propose a toast to Mistress Therese!”




    “The beautiful Mistress Therese!” shouted Mefist. “God bless her!”




    Therese looked down the table at the raised glasses, the smiles and shining eyes. The wine had made a difference. With such inexperienced girls, a little wine could go a long way. She looked at Mefist to end the fun.
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