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This story is a work of fiction


Any reference to facts, characters


or actual events is purely coincidental





 


Day One


 


 


 


Germany, November 7, 1945


I awake with a jolt. “An air pocket”, I think as I look out the window. The Black Forest stretches below the Douglas C-47 Skytrain. We're about to land in Stuttgart, now under control of the US Army, as well as the rest of West Germany. After all, this part of the trip was short and comfortable, less than two hours. Much shorter and comfortable than the trip from New York to London, on a C-54 Skymaster streaking at top speed: that airborne giant, capable of carrying up to 50 soldiers and 5,200 kg of cargo, brought me as the only passenger, for sixteen hours, from one side of the Atlantic to the other. While I rest back in my seat, I think back to the events that led me to become the most important payload in the history of the United States Air Force, with the exclusion of Little Boy...


 


***


 


Washington, State Department, November 5, 1945


The Vice Secretary of State had thoroughly cleaned his glasses before speaking to me: “Mr. Tancredi, you are certainly well aware of the esteem and gratitude the US government has for you, acknowledged by, among other things, your speedy granting of US citizenship ...”


“With all due respect, Mr. Vice Secretary” I cut him short, clearing my voice, “I don’t think you brought me here from Tucson with an escort worthy of a head of state just to renew the gratitude of your government for the ‘Constantine’ affair …”


“You’re right. The truth is we still need your services. Now more than ever.” He rose from the hardwood desk and looked out the window overlooking the Potomac. “Hitler is dead, and we won the war. As you know, the Potsdam Conference, in addition to sanctioning the division of Berlin into four sectors, confirmed our jurisdiction over more than half of Germany. Now we must rebuild the country ... and here’s where you come in: Fausto Tancredi, teacher in Philosophical History at the University of Tucson.”


“You need a philosopher? I thought you needed new rulers.”


“Good rulers can not be improvised overnight, let alone in a country ravaged by twelve years of terror and ideological conformism. We must de-nazify the minds and hearts of the Germans before filling the seats”, he sighed. Then he turned, staring with a mixture of fear and hope. “In a castle in the Black Forest we have gathered a group of scions of the German military elite, who still enjoys a certain prestige among the population. If you can teach them the rule of law and respect for human rights, we will repeat the experiment on a larger scale, and we will create a new leadership for a liberal and democratic Germany.”


I jumped in my chair. “Mr. Vice Secretary ... do you know that I am Jewish?”


“I know,” he said, his eyes shining like steel. “And that makes you the ideal person for the job. Accepting you, for those kids, will be the first step on the road to amend. I’m counting on you, Professor Tancredi.”


He held out his hand. And I could not help but shake it.


 


***


 


Germany, November 8, 1945


The Neuschwanstein Castle, built by the “mad king” Ludwig II of Bavaria and inspired by Wagner’s operas, had been requisitioned by the US Army, in what had ironically been named “Operation Dionysius”. I arrived there with a convoy of three jeeps and twelve military escorts, led by a very talkative Italian-American.


[image: image]


“Bedda matre! Is it true you come from Castellammare of Stabia?” exclaimed Private First-Class Vince Costello.


“Yes” I agreed with a slight smile, “my father was the headmaster of the grammar school there. He came to America with his wife and son, so he didn’t have to swear allegiance to the fascism.”


“And he was right! Now I understand why you are a teacher: like son like father, or something like that ... Anyway, be accuorto with the Major. He doesn’t like intellectuals.”


Major Burt “Bull” Hogan, the garrison commander, a giant with a drooping mustache and blazing eyes, was not the kind to waste time on pleasantries. “I know what you came here to do.  Those queers at the State Department think a dandy nerd is sufficient to create many little sausage-and-sauerkraut George Washingtons...”


“What would you prefer?” I instinctively retort. “Doing what Winston Churchill suggested, flatten Germany and turn it into a huge potato field?”


The major stops and grimly stares at me: “Do whatever you want, but keep in mind that I’m in charge of discipline here” and walks away.


Later, I meet the young people gathered for the occasion in the vast courtyard. They’re about twenty, between sixteen and twenty-one years old, equally divided between boys and girls. The boys wear black high-neck jackets with gold buttons, the girls white blouses and long pleated gray skirts. For a moment I seem to have gone back a century in time: in the United States no young person would wear a clothing like that, let alone on a college campus. Immediately they make it clear that they are hostile towards me: just when Hogan introduces me as their “new Philosophy teacher”, they stare at me with contempt and move away, leaving me alone. Maybe I will not be sold into slavery as Plato, but if a good beginning makes a good ending, I'll have to work hard to gain their trust.
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