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Prologue


    The contents of the surveillant’s old tin trunk first came into my possession early one rainy morning in April, five years after the Millennium had passed by. The day the postman delivered the large package containing the treasures remains clearly etched upon my memory forever and is an event I will never forget even if I am lucky enough to live to be a hundred years old.


    After I had opened up the strong cardboard box that had arrived unexpectedly from the United States of America, I unpacked it carefully and laid the items that were placed haphazardly inside on the kitchen table in order to view them at my leisure. The package contained the possessions of a guard who had served in the penal colony of French Guiana ~ otherwise known as Devil’s Island or le Bagne ~ during the first two decades of the twentieth century. A short accompanying note told me how the articles in the box had recently been transferred into the packing case from an old tin trunk that had not been opened since the death of the guard on Saint Joseph Island, French Guiana, in 1931.


    The surveillant’s old tin trunk had been stored in a dank underground cellar for many years and many of the things in the cardboard box I unpacked were mildewed and smelled musty and damp. However, despite the unpleasant odor that permeated around the kitchen as I removed the many items from their bubble-wrapped nest and placed them on the pine table I sat at, it soon became plain that I was looking at a fascinating and unique record of the life and times of a French Surveillant Militaire who had lived, loved and died in what had once been perhaps the most notorious penal colony the world has even known.


    Here were the guard’s books; his diary, a navy log and an old leather-bound volume filled with drawings, prose and poetry written in a neat copperplate script. There was his photograph collection; a stack of faded black and white and sepia prints, many depicting the guard himself; a wiry, good-looking man pictured in a variety of military uniforms, sporting a beautifully curled mustache and a slightly arrogant expression. A young woman I guessed was his wife appeared in several of the pictures too, a pretty dark-haired girl whose large expressive eyes somehow seemed to convey a nature as gentle and soft as the blurred pixels of the old-fashioned photographs she gazed at me from. There were also images of fellow guards and their families and wives standing amongst the colonial buildings of French Guiana as well as a couple of snaps of a large group of somehow rather strange looking children, who stared rather unnervingly at the camera with unsmiling faces and lifeless eyes. A number of photographs of a particularly stern looking military family completed the collection; the men wore uniforms so immaculate and the women finery so starched it appeared their clothes could well have been hired simply for the benefit of the portraits.


    Another stack of papers tied with a faded ribbon turned out to be the guard’s personal documents and included his gun permits, his surveillant’s commission certificates and his marriage and death certificates. Together with these records, wrapped carefully in a wad of old tissue paper, I was astonished to find a number of incredibly rare watercolor paintings depicting prison scenes from the Ile des Pins, the now forgotten French penal colony, where the majority of the Communards had languished for seven years after their deportations following the Paris Commune uprising in 1871. I knew records of this colony were extremely scarce because the Communards were only in New Caledonia for a very short time, almost all having been pardoned and allowed to return home in 1879.


    As well as ephemera, there were other items in the box including many convict-made ornaments, as well as carvings and jewelry. Jaguars, birds, bare-breasted native women and ships were etched laboriously into the surfaces of the coconut shells and buffalo horns I took from the packing case, and strange black dolls made of wood and balata glared balefully at me from where I placed them on the kitchen table, as if they were annoyed at being disturbed from their long slumber in the surveillant’s old tin trunk. A small, worn leather pouch contained a quantity of jewelry including a pair of fine gold cufflinks decorated with stylized waves and a number of rather flashy gold and silver rings, some of which were set with large and unusual looking stones. In the very bottom of the packing case lay a splintered and broken violin which appeared to be in a very sorry-looking condition indeed.


    There were other very much more ominous pieces in the box, too. A beautifully hand-made double-edged stiletto knife with a handle made from rings of polished hardwood and brass, which could have had no possible purpose other than to stab and kill. Several keys I found had the design of bars on the finger pieces and had almost certainly once been employed to lock suffering human beings up behind cell doors. I also picked up a strange, round-ended metal cylinder which I screwed apart to reveal an empty interior, only to replace it on the table hurriedly when I realized it could be nothing other than a convict’s plan and that shortly before its long sojourn in the surveillant’s trunk, the tube had most likely been well-filled with tightly-packed banknotes before being inserted into a prisoner’s rectum for safe-keeping, as was the practice amongst convicts in le Bagne. And so it went on until all the long-forgotten things on the table-top seemed to merge together, each item lending its own small part in making up what amounted to a collection of highly personal effects that seemed to me to be crying out to tell the story of the guard who had lived and died on Devil’s Island all those years ago.


    After I had marvelled over the guard’s belongings, the first thing I did was to contact the old lady (the daughter of the guard who had served in French Guiana) who had sent me the contents of the old tin trunk in order to tell her that the hoard of belongings might well have a considerable historic and intrinsic value and that I perhaps I ought to return what she might previously have regarded as a useless collection of junk. She told me I should regard the collection as mine now with the condition that with her help, I would at least attempt to write some semblance of the story of what had happened to her father and mother in the French penal colonies of New Caledonia and French Guiana over three quarters of a century ago. How could I possibly refuse?


    So, over the next five years, under the guidance of the reminiscences of an old lady provided by countless long-distance telephone conversations, I pieced together the fascinating jigsaw puzzle provided by the many items that had made up the contents of her father’s old tin trunk as best as I could and this book is the end result. However, before I begin to tell the story that unfolded I feel it necessary to attempt to convey to the reader how much of the tale really happened and how much is actually fiction.


    Most of the characters who appear in this book are based upon those that I came across amongst the contents of the guard’s old tin trunk and I have changed the name of some but not others. The Costas and the Molinis must therefore essentially be regarded as fictional families, although the people they are based upon certainly existed. Due to a lack of information in many chapters of the book I had to use my imagination to fill in the gaps, so I feel it is only fair to present this book as a fictional story based on truth rather than an accurate historical account. Besides the missing portions of the story that I reinvented, the memories of very old ladies are notoriously unreliable and although at times the guard’s daughter seemed to relive certain events as if they had been yesterday, at times her recollections had become extremely vague and unclear throughout the passage of time.


    So there we have it; I present The Surveillant’s Old Tin Trunk as a fictional story based very much on the truths that emerged from an old woman’s memories and the evocative contents of an old tin trunk. Although I have attempted to reconstruct the old lady’s stories as accurately as I could, this book cannot be regarded as an accurate historical account of the lives of the Costas and the Molinis as I have employed a very generous amount of artistic license, as well as changing and even fabricating the dates of certain events in order to provide a smoother read. With the vast amount of provenance I am in possession of in the form of papers, books, sketches and certificates I do not suppose I would have had too much difficulty convincing anyone that the following story is completely true, but to have done so would have been unfair and possibly disrespectful to the real people that Martin and Marie Costa are based upon, not to mention the rest of the Molini family, who must also be regarded as fictional characters. Despite this unavoidable deviation from the truth at times, when the book was finished the guard’s daughter seemed to feel that if it was possible for her relatives to read the book from beyond the grave they would recognize themselves and their story at once, so I feel that although the book is a fictional novel, I have kept my promise to her as well as I could.


    Although all the photographs in this book have been taken from the original contents of the surveillant’s old tin trunk they should in no way be regarded as images of the people and places that appear in the story. Indeed, this would be impossible as I have already explained that the characters never actually existed. All pictures included should therefore be seen as having been included simply complement the book and give the reader a better idea of the life and times of a military family who lived and worked in the French penal colonies at and just after the turn of the twentieth century.

  


  
    
Chapter One


    Rezza, Corsica, 1911


    The young man walking along the wooded, tree-lined path was of no more than average height and build, but he moved up the steep incline of the stony track with an ease and grace that indicated a great strength and fitness. The late spring sunshine filtered through the overhanging leaves of the great oaks that lined the path he travelled and the beams of light that broke through the foliage dappled the earthen surface. White and yellow butterflies fluttered above the pink and white flowers that grew along the grassy, boulder-strewn verges, and here and there along the track, motes of dust hung in the air, looking like tiny insects in the rays that reached down from the tangled canopy overhead. High up in the nearby mountains, the double whistle of a cuckoo calling for a mate drifted across on the warm spring air.


    Martin Costa felt about as good as he had ever done in his life. Although his old corduroy trousers were patched and worn and his shirt threadbare and he did not have good shoes to wear upon his feet, the beauty of the morning and the fact that his grandfather had finally given him his blessing the previous evening, had made the day the happiest he could ever remember. Martin loved the old man who had brought him up as dearly as he did his birthplace; but although he had only just turned seventeen years old, he also knew the world did not end with an isolated village in Corsica and the boy was determined to do more with his life than tend to the few hundred sheep and the goats, chickens and fruit trees that made up the tiny Costa farmstead.


    As a very young child, whenever he and his grandfather had travelled into Ajaccio to sell the strong cheeses they made from the milk their tiny goat herd produced to a small charcuterie that was owned by a life-long family friend, Martin had often spent hours sitting on a stone seat at the nearby port, gazing out into the blueness of the Mediterranean Sea and imagining sailing away to adventure on one of the boats or ships that left the familiar shores of his homeland. Now it would not be too many months before the young man finally took the first steps towards achieving this childhood dream, because two months later in July, Martin Costa would join the French Navy as an apprentice Marin Fusilier.


    Two weeks previously, when Martin’s grandfather had first learned that Martin had signed on and been accepted by the Navy and would be starting his service in a few months time, he had refused to listen. After that he became angry; then he sulked like only very old men can. Finally, with tears rolling down his lined brown cheeks and hanging in droplets from the huge white moustache he had worn for as long as Martin could remember, he fell to pleading with his grandson. But just for once the young man had hardened his heart and refused to be talked out of the course of action he had been planning since he was ten years old, for he knew that to give in to his grandfather now would be to assure himself of a future digging in the Corsican dirt and throwing grain to the pecking poultry until he was as gnarled and stooped as the old man was himself.


    The teenager was too young yet to know that his grandfather’s histrionics had been nothing but pretence, performed for the sole purpose of letting his grandson know that he and his wife loved him dearly and would miss him when he was gone. When Martin was just three years old, the ox-cart carrying his family that his father had been driving along a mountain track had overturned and fallen down a steep bank. Baby Martin had been thrown clear, but his parents had both been killed in the tragedy and his older brother injured. Mario had been unconscious for nearly two weeks and had never really completely recovered; ever since the accident the big, good-natured boy had always been as slow and plodding as Martin was quick-witted and agile. Their grandparents had taken both boys in and looked after them ever since. The old couple had watched the two brothers grow to early manhood together and the old man had known since Martin was a high-spirited, inquisitive toddler that unlike Mario, who thought only of the farm, the boy would never settle for a quiet life in the Corsican countryside, as beautiful as it was.


    Two days after Martin had told his grandparents of his plans, he was sitting on the wooden bench on the little porch outside their tiny stone-built house, watching Mario happily driving the last of the hens into the coop for the night. The huge sun setting over the rocky peaks of the nearby mountains in the west suffused the whole of the Costa farmstead with a roseate glow, and the first bats of the night were already flickering around hunting for insects in the quickly growing darkness. His grandfather walked out of the only door their home possessed, carrying two small glasses in his work-worn hands. Both contained a gererous measure of the pastis that he had recently begun to make from the seeds of the white-flowered anis plants that he grew between the rows of his fruit trees. To Martin’s surprise, the old man sat down beside him on the bench and handed him a glass.


    “So, Martin, it seems you are still determined to go ahead with this foolishness, even though you know it will break all of our hearts,” he said in a terse voice.


    Martin’s heart sank. Just for a moment he had thought his grandfather might have had a change of heart. The young man sighed inwardly and prepared himself for yet another bout of pleading and recriminations.


    “I am sorry if my decision causes you pain, Grandfather, but there is nothing that you or anyone else can say that will make me change my mind,” he replied, with soft determination. The old man leaned his back on the weather-beaten wooden slats and sighed deeply with apparent sadness.


    “Then there is nothing more to be said on the matter,” he replied, with a sudden twinkle in his eye.


    “Except to tell you to be happy, to be careful and never forget that you will always have a place with us here should you ever wish to return home.”


    Martin looked at his grandfather’s lined, familiar face in surprise and delight. All at once he knew that he had never loved the stringy, sun-browned, stubborn old man more than he did at that moment. He gazed into the dark brown eyes that were deeply set in a face that had wrinkles upon wrinkles and really noticed for the first time how old his grandfather was beginning to look. Despite his happiness, the teenager felt a sudden pang of guilt.


    “Are you sure, Grandfather?” he began. “The farm...........”


    His grandfather silenced him by raising the glass of pastis he held in one gnarled fist in an exaggerated toast.


    “Quiet boy, or I might just change my mind yet,” he said in a gruff voice, tapping his glass against the drink that Martin still held in his own smooth hand. “Here’s to the navy! Salute!”


    In fact, although he would never have said as much, the old man thought Martin’s decision to join the navy was actually the best idea he had heard for a long time. A career in the services had always offered an alternative to young Corsican men who could but would not settle for a quiet pastoral life of agriculture or who wished to see something of the world. The truth was, other than embarking on a life of crime and perhaps ending up in a far-flung penal colony somewhere, joining the army or the navy was just about the only way to do this. Grandfather Costa had sensed a restlessness in the boy for some time now and he was also not fool enough not to have noticed his handsome grandson’s occasional surreptitious visits to the flighty young wife of Filidori, the village blacksmith, whenever the farrier was away shoeing horses on a distant farm. This was a situation that could surely end only in disaster. Yes; let the boy go, he thought, draining the last of the liquorice-flavoured pastis. In his heart, he knew only too well that Rezza was far too small a place for a boy like Martin. Better a life at sea than a foolish mistake, a prison cell or even a knife in the ribs from a jealous husband.


    The following morning, Martin’s grandfather had needed someone to walk far up into the hills to Vincent Rossi’s house to fetch a pair of shears Rossi had borrowed. Vincent was an old family friend, but he was far too fond of forgetting to return items on loan and Grandfather Costa knew he would likely never see the shears again if he let things go any longer. The spring had been slow starting this year and it was the first really hot day of the season. Martin was keen to please the old man and he gladly volunteered for the three hour walk at once and left after a special breakfast of his grandmother’s chestnut flour cakes washed down with strong, sweet coffee. Mid-morning found him striding happily up the sunlit mountain path, daydreaming of the strange countries, distant ports and dusky women he felt sure he would soon be seeing during his long awaited service with the French Navy.


    High above the boy, a red kite drifted high up on a thermal in the cloudless sky looking for prey. Although the bird was soon little more than a speck in the blueness, its high-pitched, squealing calls drifted down to Martin as he made his way along the track. Martin stopped to watch the graceful raptor circling effortlessly, then gave a start when he realized that some of the shrieks he was listening to were not made by the bird of prey at all, but were coming from somewhere close by in the forest, just off the overgrown track where he stood. He cocked his head to one side and listened carefully and he heard the shrill cries again, followed by the sound of loud male voices and laughter. By now the screams had begun to sound almost panic-stricken, so Martin left the path and walked quickly into the surrounding woodland in the direction of the commotion. He soon came to a glade in the trees where he saw two young men who were about the same age as himself standing over the figure of a girl who lay on the ground crying bitterly.


    The girl was younger than Martin, perhaps fourteen or fifteen years old. Although her cheeks were tear-stained and her brown curly hair in disarray, the boy feld a jolt go through his whole being as he saw that she was just about the prettiest thing he had ever seen in his life. Martin would never forget the first time he saw Marie Molini. In the future, whenever he looked back to that day in the forest clearing it seemed as if his mind had somehow photographed the moment and kept it in his memory forever. She wore a simple, sleeveless dress that had ridden up high over her tanned legs and Martin tried not to stare too hard at her slim brown thighs as she looked up at him with terrified eyes that reminded the boy of some frightened wild animal caught in a trap. One of her white sandals had come off somehow and lay on the ground together with a bunch of woodland flowers that were scattered on the ground nearby. “Please,” she said to Martin through her tears as if recognizing him as a possible savior, “make them go away.”


    All at once Martin felt a rush of protectiveness that surprised him by its intensity. He paced confidently over to where the girl lay on the ground and positioned himself close to where she was sprawled amongst the fragrant maquis of the forest.


    Martin put his hands on his hips and looked at the pair of young men in front of him steadily.


    “Leave her be,” he said, in a low voice that to those of his school friends who knew Martin well, meant it was time to take notice.


    The two youths in front of Martin glanced at each other quickly. Martin recognized the largest of the pair at once; he was a notorious troublemaker from the nearby town of Salice who was known as Mouton and who had the reputation of being cruel, violent and quick to take offence. The other boy was weasel-faced and slight, but the ugly, pock-marked Mouton was very big for his age and was extremely thick-set with very broad shoulders. He took a step closer towards Martin and squared up to him in an aggressive manner.


    “What is it to you?” he replied, with an ugly sneer on his coarse-featured face, at the same time reaching theatrically into one of the deep pockets of his baggy work-trousers. Martin knew at once that Mouton was reaching for the knife that nearly all young Corsican men carried and he debated going for his own blade, but instead he found himself echoing the words his grandfather had spoken when he had given him the beautiful ram’s horn-handled lock knife for his fourteenth birthday.


    “Don’t even think about pulling that weapon if you are not planning on using it,” Martin said in a low voice, gazing steadily at the big adolescent in front of him.


    Mouton was more than a little confused as well as rather taken aback by the manner of the teenager who stood in the clearing facing him. Because of his size and his menacing appearance, the big lad from Salice was used to people backing down at once when he confronted them, but this cock-sure peasant in front of him was plainly not intimidated by him at all. Mouton sensed something indefinable in the self-assured gaze of the young man he had never encountered before, which made him unusually cautious. The big youth stared at Martin and fiddled with the weapon that was still in his pocket, unsure of what to do next.


    Martin saw Mouton’s hesitation and thinking quickly, he decided to give him a way out. He had no fear of the two young men in front of him at all. He was quick, strong and courageous and would normally even have relished putting his strength to the test against the both of them. However with it being only a matter of weeks before he began his dream he knew the last thing he wanted was to land up in trouble for sticking some fat slob with a knife.


    “The girl is family.” he lied. “Get on your way.”


    The big youth from Salice took his hand out of his pocket and the tension went out of his body immediately. Teasing a slip of a girl and brawling with a cocky paisan in the woods was all very well, but starting a vendetta between families that could last for generations over a mere piece of skirt was serious business and would surely not please his father, who ruled over his five sons with an iron fist even more brutal than that of young Mouton himself.


    “Then let us forget it,” he said, baring his yellowing, crooked teeth in a condescending leer that passed for a friendly grin.


    “It was only a bit of fun, after all. But perhaps you would do well not to let such a sweet little chicken walk in the forest alone in the future. You never know when a fox might come along to catch her and eat her.”


    Martin glared at Mouton and felt his temper rise again, but he forced himself to smile back. He nodded his head slowly.


    “Perhaps so,” he replied. “We will say no more about it. Good day to you.”


    Mouton took a last, lingering look at the girl on the ground and licked his fat lips.


    “No doubt I will see you both again someday,” he said pointedly, before turning to his sly-faced companion.


    “Come on Coco! Let’s go!” he said shortly. Then, with a final long look over his shoulder at Martin, the hulking teenager and his friend left the clearing and walked back through the woods to the mountain path.


    Martin held his hand out to help the girl up from where she lay at his feet on the forest floor. When he pulled her to her feet he noticed how soft and fragile her fingers felt in his own coarse, work-hardened palm. Her slender body was still shaking from the fright she had experienced and the long, dark lashes around her dark green eyes were still wet with tears.


    “Come, it is over now,” Martin told her in a gruff voice, suddenly finding himself feeling uncharacteristically shy.


    “Did they hurt you?”


    The girl stood up and for the first time Martin realized how small she was. The top of her head only reached to his shoulder. She had a sprinkling of barely discernable freckles across the bridge of her nose and her tanned skin seemed to almost glow with the fresh bloom of youth. She looked up into Martin’s eyes with total trust when she answered him, and it was then that the boy realized for the first time how the young Marie Molini was as completely innocent and naive as she was alluring.


    “No.” she said, seeming to dismiss the unpleasant incident from her mind as quickly and easily as a child ten years younger might have done. She bent down to gather up the fallen blooms she had collected and carefully started to rearrange them into a bunch again.


    “I picked these for Papa,” she explained. “The big boys chased me through the woods and I tripped on a root and fell. I don’t know why they were after me. Perhaps they wanted to steal my flowers. They are very pretty, are they not? Will you take me home now, please?”


    As they walked away from the forest clearing, Martin noticed something bright glinting in the sunlight where the girl had fallen. It was a small medallion of the Virgin Mary on a thin silver chain. He picked the piece of jewelry up carefully from the grass and placed it into the girl’s small hand.


    Such was Marie Molini’s artlessness that at first Martin had wondered if the girl might not perhaps be a little simple, but as she chatted brightly to him on the way back to her home things began to become rather more plain. In fact, Marie was not backward at all; Martin learnt that her father was the Commandant of the isolated French Penal Colony of the Ile des Pins in New Caledonia, where Marie had been born and brought up and her life in Oceania had been so sheltered she might have been living in a different world. She had lived on the prison island with her parents all her life and this was the first time she had travelled back to Corsica where her family had a large olive plantation, which her uncle took care of in their absence. Marie was so good natured and open that Martin found himself warming to her at once. Very soon, the pair of youngsters laughed together as Marie tripped along happily beside Martin, telling him all about her life in New Caledonia as if she had known him for years instead of minutes. It seemed she could not stop talking, and so remarkable were the tales of the young girl from the Ile des Pins that Martin soon wondered if she was exaggerating in order to make herself appear more interesting in his eyes. If she was, she need not have bothered, because Martin found her completely captivating in any case.


    “My tutor is a murderer who killed four people and our houseboy stole all the money from the biggest bank in Paris,” she boasted, looking out of the corner of her eye for a reaction from the handsome young Corsican who walked beside her.


    “And Papa is the most important man on the island. He has a smart uniform with shiny buttons and a big pistol and a rifle, which he carries everywhere. There are brown-skinned natives on the island called kanaks who live in grass huts and hunt birds and fishes with spears.”


    For her part, Marie Molini plainly thought Martin was wonderful. The young man walking next to her might have been surprised to know that the stories she told him of her strange homeland were in fact, not embroidered at all. Ever since she had been born, Marie’s only experience of men had been the tough prison guards and cowed convicts of the penal colony in Oceania, all of whom were warned by her strict father not to speak to his daughter unless either he or his wife were present. The ex-schoolteacher who taught the children of the officials at the tiny school on the island really had been sent to the colony when he lost his reason and killed his family in their beds while they slept, and the young fellow who cleaned the house and tended to the Molini’s vegetable garden was once one of the best known safe-crackers in the Paris underworld. On the Isle de Pins, men such as these and their accompanying stories were as commonplace as the shepherds who tended their flocks on the slopes of the Corsican hills around Rezza. Marie talked so much Martin could barely get a word in edgeways; this was the first time in her life that the girl had ever come into close contact with such a good looking, engaging boy of a similar age to herself and she was surely going to make the most of it.


    After a walk of about thirty minutes, the couple came to a wide cart-track that led to a very large farmhouse built of ancient stone and roofed with red tiles. The sides of the building were covered with flowering yellow honeysuckle and the fields on either side of the track were a mass of vibrantly colored blooms that sent a fragrant perfume across on the air. Little wonder that Napoleon Bonaparte had once said that in the springtime, he was sure he would recognize his Ajaccio birthplace blindfolded.


    “This is our house,” Marie told Martin, and he stopped at the top of the trail, intending to let her go on alone. In the past he had heard his grandfather speak with awe and respect of the huge Molini plantation and the rich owners of the farm who lived overseas and rarely came home. All at once he realized that much of what Marie had told him was very likely the truth.


    “Au revoir, then,” he said. “Be careful not to walk the quiet woodland trails alone in the future,” he advised her. With that, Martin turned to continue the errand his grandfather had sent him on earlier that morning. He began to walk back the way they had come, but he had taken only a couple of steps along the trail when it became plain that young Marie Molini was not ready to say goodbye to her engaging young rescuer just yet.


    Marie started after Martin and grabbed his hand in both of her own and held on tightly with surprising strength.


    “Please,” she begged him, smiling up into his dark brown eyes.


    “There is no need for you to leave right away. It was a long walk and the sun is very hot. Come into the house and have a cold drink. I would like you to meet my mother and father and tell them how you helped me.”


    Martin looked at the imposing, well-kept farmhouse and then glanced down at the faded patched old farming clothes he wore. All of a sudden he felt very awkward and out of place and he knew he had no desire to enter Marie’s fine home, however much he liked her.


    “No, I don’t think so,” he mumbled shyly. “I have a long way to go and had best be getting on my way.”


    Marie was a young lady who was used to getting her own way. Indeed; some might even say she was spoilt. Life on the secluded prison island of the Ile des Pins was often lonely and difficult for their only daughter, and her parents usually gave into her wishes to make up for this.


    Marie was not yet old or perceptive enough to understand Martin’s reluctance to enter her home. She only understood that for the first time in her life she had met a good looking boy of her own age that she could admire and connect with. Her over-protected upbringing had caused her mind to remain many years behind her true age of fifteen, and when she saw that her new friend was very likely walking away and out of her life forever, her response was as simple and impulsive as a very much younger girl’s might have been.


    “No!” she retorted, with a note of alarm in her voice that bordered on panic. “Please! Not yet! I want to talk to you some more!”


    Then, with the complete lack of guile that a sulking child might have shown, Marie Molini threw her arms around the surprised young Corsican and held on to him tightly.


    Martin Costa stood stock-still on the track that led to the Molini farmhouse in astonishment. He was suddenly very aware of the girl’s firm breasts thrusting against his hard stomach, and of the clean, fresh scent of her newly-washed hair that filled his flared nostrils. Her small hands had somehow slipped up underneath his rough work-shirt, and he could feel the delicious coolness of her slim fingers against the toned muscles of his back. Embarassed at his inevitable reaction, he gently tried to push Marie away from him, but she reacted by clinging to him even harder. Unluckily for him, it was just at that moment that her father, Joseph Molini, happened to come around from behind the nearby stand of fruit trees where he had been looking for his daughter, for whom he had been searching high and low for ever since she had mysteriously disappeared earlier that morning.


    Joseph Molini took in the scene in front of him in open-mouthed amazement. Just for once, his usual imperturbable military bearing was completely forgotten. Here he was, on leave, back in Corsica from Oceania just a mere week, and some scruffy peasant boy was in the act of seducing the apple of his eye, his beloved daughter, right outside his very house! Joseph Molini rubbed his eyes for a moment, half expecting the nightmare image in front of him to disappear when he had cleared his sight. But it didn’t, of course, and Joseph Molini suddenly came back to life. The decorated old soldier and now Commandant of perhaps the toughest penal colony in the world did not just shout, he actually roared.


    Martin Costa took one look at the bellowing ogre running towards him and immediately decided discretion was the better part of valor. After all, when all was said and done, he was still little more than a boy. Facing up to a pair of youthful hooligans in the woods was one thing, but this gigantic, steely-eyed mustachioed vision from hell racing towards him with the light of murder in his eyes was another. The boy took to his heels like a rabbit and fled. He made it up the mountain track to Vincent Rossi’s farm in record time and was back in his own home with his grandfather’s shears well before nightfall.

  


  
    
Chapter Two


    For the first time in her life, Marie Molini was genuinely furious with her father and to his astonishment, his young daughter was giving him almost as much of a tongue lashing as she had often seen him bestow on the hapless convicts of the Ile des Pins if they were ever foolish enough to be disobedient or insolent to their iron-willed commandant or his guards.


    “I fell over and Martin made the big boys leave me alone and he found my pendant on the grass and walked home with me and smiled at me and talked to me and you made him run away!”


    The furious girl’s angry tirade tumbled from her mouth as she screamed at her astonished father through her tears. As she yelled, she stamped her small foot and glared at him with an anger that Joseph Molini found a great deal more disconcerting than the sullen stare of any multiple murderer or gangster back in the prison camps of New Caledonia. In his time in the service of the penal colonies the prison Commandant had shot escaping convicts without compunction, stepped in between knife-wielding fort-à-bras and entered a barrack room full of mutinous jail-birds with no thought for his own safety, but the slight figure of the tearful and obviously distraught young lady who stood enraged in front of him he found almost impossible to deal with.


    Joseph Molini may have been overprotective but he was by no means a stupid man and it was not very long before he managed to make some sense of the almost hysterical wrath his daughter continued to bombard him with. It soon became plain that he has misjudged the situation on the path outside his house and that perhaps he also owed both his daughter and the young man in question his apologies. The Commandant of the Ile des Pins had never seen his beloved daughter so upset and he was shocked almost to the point of speechlessness. Knowing Marie to be completely truthful ~ indeed, she did not possess the guile to be anything else ~ he realized that he had obviously misconstrued the scene that had caused him to fly into such a murderous rage and that the boy he had put the fear of Christ into had actually been helping Marie, rather than attempting to seduce her before his very eyes. Knowing his daughter’s temper to be as volatile as his own, Joseph assumed Marie had been playing some childish game in the forest with the local children and that their skylarking had ended up in a tearful argument. It seemed that the scruffy farm boy had been good enough to comfort his daughter and bring her home.


    Although Joseph Molini may have been wise in the ways of the convicts of the penal colony he ran with an iron fist in New Caledonia, he still chose to regard his daughter as a child. He was therefore reluctant to accept that anything sinister might have occurred. Like so many fathers before him, ideally, the old soldier would have liked his daughter to remain his little girl forever. It was this reluctance to accept the fact Marie had grown up that caused him to choose to remain blissfully unaware of the effect that her blossoming charms might have had upon Mouton and Coco when they had stumbled across her on a lonely, wooded hillside. Perhaps this was just as well. For if Joseph Molini had known the truth of what had been in the minds of the two young toughs from Salice in that sun-dappled, deserted forest that morning, there is no question that he would have hunted them down and killed them both before nightfall.


    Joseph Molini nervously fingered one end of his beautifully curled moustache as he tried in vain to calm his daughter down. Luckily for him, it was at just that moment that his wife Clotilde entered the room, drawn by all the commotion. Clotilde Molini was a tall, elegant woman who was often described as handsome rather than beautiful. As usual, she was immaculately turned out in a long grey silk dress with a high collar. She also wore a delicate choker made of white lace around her neck, which nestled next to an expensive string of white pearls. Her thick flaxen hair was fashionably and elaborately coiffed in a loose pile on top of her aristocratic head with seemingly not a strand out of place. The set of her features denoted her as the kind but very strong woman she was. She looked down at her daughter in surprise when Marie ran to her and hid her face in the spotless silk she wore like the child her father still thought she was.


    “Mama, why did Papa shout at Martin and make him go away?” she sobbed, her brimming eyes causing a large wet patch to appear instantly on the breast of the sweet-smelling, gossamer thin material her mother wore.


    “There were two nasty big boys in the woods and they were teasing me,” wept Marie, raising her wet eyes from her mother’s bosom for a moment in order to to shoot a vitriolic glance at her father.


    “I ran away from them and I fell over. Then Martin came along and he told them to stop it and they went back into the forest and left me alone.”


    The pretty teenager angrily looked at her father again, her cheeks glistening with the tears that still ran copiously from her eyes.


    “I wanted you both to see him,” she whimpered. “He was so nice and his eyes were so kind and he was my friend. So I asked him to come into the house to have a cold drink. Then Papa came along and chased him away!” Before she pressed her face in her mother’s blouse again, Marie burst into a fresh torrent of wailing that was so violent, her father felt the short hairs on the back of his neck actually stand on end. Not knowing what else to do, he pulled on the end of his moustache until it hurt.


    Joseph Molini looked at his wife in bewilderment. He opened the palms of his big hands wide, spread his arms and shrugged his broad shoulders in a gesture of total helplessness. As was normal when his daughter was upset, he was very concerned, but he had no idea of what to say or do to defuse the situation and as ever, he looked to Clotilde to put things right again. Clotilde thought hard as she stroked the bouncing curls of her daughter’s soft brown hair for a few moments, then very gently, she pushed Marie away from the soft silk where she had taken refuge between her breasts and holding her at arms’ length, she softly shook her by her shoulders and smiled at her.


    “Come now, little one,” she said. “Don’t be angry with your father. He was only worried the boys in the forest might be doing something bad to you because he loves his little Marie so much,” she explained, knowing as usual, exactly what to say in order to calm her daughter down.


    “But Papa knows now that he made a mistake and that Martin is your friend. This evening, we will all sit down at the table in father’s office together and write a nice letter to Martin to thank him for helping you today. Would that make you happy, little one?” she cajoled in a soothing voice.


    Marie Molini looked up at her mother with shining eyes and all at once, similar to a sudden change in the weather on a rainy day, she switched from heartbreaking sobs to sunny smiles almost instantaneously. She ran over to hug her relieved father quickly, before running swiftly up the creaking staircase to her bedroom.


    “I will go and find my best pen and some of that pretty notepaper you gave me last Christmas!” she called over her shoulder happily, as she hurried up the stairs, the fury and resentment she had so recently felt for her father flying out of her mind immediately like a swallow winging into the sunshine from a dark barn. As Marie flew up to her room, her feet sounded loud on the wooden boards of the staircase and her mother looked at her confused husband and shook her head and smiled. However, unlike Joseph, she was only too aware of the changes her daughter had gone through during the past year or so, and she knew that today’s little incident with the farm boy might very well be just the beginning of similar troubles to come.


    It was early evening and Martin Costa was standing on the curved stone bridge that spanned the slow-moving river that twisted and turned through the fields and woods surrounding his Rezza home. The river was low at this time of the year and the current beneath the ancient arched stonework where he stood moved slowly, somehow reminding Martin of the unhurried progress of a muddy brown snake. Under a tree that dipped the tips its of its trailing branches into the river like the fingers of a child sitting in a boat, a big fish rose to take a fly that was struggling in the surface film and instantly, there was nothing but a series of spreading ripples left to denote where the insect had met its fate. In one work-hardened hand, Martin held a gold coin and a letter written on pink, scented notepaper. A small gold medallion of the Virgin Mary on a delicate chain dangled from the strong fingers of his other hand and glinted brightly in the weakening light of the setting sun. Martin Costa scowled to himself as he read the rather ambiguously worded missive through for the second time since the Molini’s stable boy had brought it to him whilst he was mending a hoe in the tiny yard in front of his grandfather’s farm earlier that afternoon. The letter was written in a beautiful, copperplate script accentuated with flowing tails and loops.


    Dear Monsieur Costa,


    I thank you for assisting my daughter in the forest after her fall yesterday and as a measure of my gratitude I would like you to accept this gold 20 franc coin as payment. I am sure you will understand my initial reaction to your presence outside my home and that as a father, I always have my daughter’s best interests in mind. Therefore, I would strongly suggest that you forget all about the events that occurred yesterday in their entirety.


    Best Regards


    Joseph Molini


    Martin Costa screwed up the piece of notepaper angrily in his hard fist and dropped it off the bridge into the river where it floated downstream, bobbing and swirling like a pike float as it was buffeted and tugged at by the slow current. He looked at the design of the crowing rooster on the dull yellow coin in his palm for a moment, then without really knowing exactly why, he threw it high into the air where it caught the last rays of the retiring sun and flashed brightly before falling into the river with a dull splash. In the pocket of his worn corduroy pants he carried another letter, which Marie Molini had slipped furtively to the stable boy after her father had given him his own curt missive to deliver to Martin. Inside the envelope the stable boy had given him ~ as well as the short note that Marie had written to him ~ Martin had been surprised to find the tiny medallion that he had picked up in the woods after he had sent the youths from Salice on their way. Martin had fastened the piece of jewelry around the firm column of his sun-browned neck and it now nestled in between the crisp, springy hairs that had just recently begun to appear on his glabrous pectoral muscles. Like Joseph Molini’s words the letter that Martin had found inside the second envelope had been undeniably brief and the message it contained was as characteristically honest and direct as her father’s had been, although Marie’s four short sentences certainly proclaimed a very different sentiment.


    Thank you, Martin Costa. I think I love you. I hope and pray we will meet again one day. Please do not forget me.


    Marie Molini


    Martin watched the creased up ball of paper that Joseph’s letter was written on drift out of sight as it rounded a bend in the river. In some indefinable way he was somehow aware that the last two days of his life had been very important and he whistled softly and happily to himself as he made his way homeward, walking with his usual characteristic swagger. As he passed along the narrow tree-lined path in the encroaching darkness, he remembered the way the young girl’s breasts had felt against his own body as she held him close in her downy, golden-brown arms and the manner in which her bright eyes had sparkled as she looked up at him. All was as clear and fresh in his mind as if it had been mere seconds ago rather than almost twenty-four hours previously.


    Forget her? Marie Molini need not have worried that the handsome young man who had come to her assistance in the forest would ever be able to put her out of his mind, however far he might travel during his service with the Navy. Although she did not realize it at the time, the girl from the Ile des Pins had made an impression on Martin Costa that was going to last a lifetime.

  


  
    
Chapter Three


    French Naval Depot, Toulon, 1919


    Service in the Marin Fusiliers had turned out to be nearly everything the young Corsican man had dreamed it might be and the life seemed to suit him perfectly. Martin Costa had always been blessed with the good looks, sturdy body and quick mind that made him stand out from his childhood friends back in Rezza, but seven years in the Navy had changed the callow farm boy into a strikingly handsome, powerfully built seaman whose intelligence and popularity amongst the majority of the officers he served under and his shipmates secured him an enviable promotion through the ranks to quartier maître within two years of signing on as an apprentice.


    Serving in the French Navy in the early years of the Twentieth Century was undeniably tough, but Martin’s upbringing on his grandfather’s tiny farm in Corsica had been even harder. Back in Rezza, times had occasionally been so frugal that the Costa family had often been forced to live on the wild birds and squirrels that Martin and Mario trapped and shot in the woods and fields around his boyhood home, as well as the fish that the two brothers caught in the nearby river. During bad years, these wild creatures had often been the family’s only source of meat. In the summer months, since he had been a toddler, Martin’s preferred bed consisted of nothing more than a pile of straw under the stars. When the nights turned chilly he moved inside his grandfather’s house and slept under a thin blanket on a hard wooden floor. Every winter evening he could remember Martin had shivered with the biting cold when bathing outside at the water pump in the cobbled yard during the bitterest months of the year. Martin had risen at dawn before school every day of his life to carry out the chores his grandfather had allotted to him and sometimes he fell asleep at his desk after staying up into the early hours of the morning during the busy seasons, when all hands were needed to complete the farm work, which was very much more important to a poor Rezza family than lessons could ever be.


    To a boy who had only ever possessed two faded, patched pairs of corduroy pants, a succession of broken-down pairs of boots with holes in their soles and a few rough work shirts since he had entered his teens, the mass of kit and uniforms that the French Navy presented him with on his arrival at the depot in Toulon made him feel as if all his Christmases had come at once.


    When Martin first pulled on his first dress uniform and the shining sailors’ boots in the barracks, he had startled even himself with his new dashing appearance. Immediately, he had made his new friends laugh by parading up and down between the two lines of iron beds on either side of the long building that was his new home, stopping every so often to posture and vainly check the image of the smart young recruit who grinned back at him from the full-length mirror on the wall for long minutes at a time. Martin Costa had always had a high opinion of his own worth and had always walked with his characteristic swagger, but for several days after he received his new kit, he strode around as if he might have owned the world. The young man from Rezza was unashamedly self-admiring and despite his youth, as was the fashion at the time, it was not long before he cultivated a splendid moustache, the ends of which he spent many hours curling exactly to his satisfaction. He also developed a penchant for flashy jewelry and spent a good part of his wages on silver bracelets of dubious quality and cheap rings set with large stones, which he wore on his shore leaves when drinking in the waterfront bars and cafes of the various ports around the world he visited.


    Martin Costa had the uncanny ability to always appear wide-awake, sharply dressed and perfectly groomed, from the top of his jauntily angled hat to his gleaming shoes, which he spat upon and polished until they shone like wet glass. It became a standing joke amongst the crews of the ships he served on how, even after a night’s carousing around the least salubrious of dockside bars and fleshpots, Martin would appear for duty in the morning bright-eyed and impeccably well turned-out, whilst the rest of his ship mates turned up sporting gritty, red-rimmed eyes, boots still spattered with the mud of the backstreets and creased and rumpled uniforms.


    Despite his unabashed arrogance, because of his sense of humor and his love of life, Martin was one of those very rare and fortunate people that almost everyone takes to as soon as they meet them. However, despite his popularity, most of the men he served with agreed that there was certainly a darker side to the handsome young fellow from Rezza. There were more than a few sailors and marins in the French Navy who could testify to the fact that Martin Costa certainly possessed that famous Corsican temper and sense of honor and was not a man to cross. Within a week of taking up residence at the depot in Toulon, his good looks had angered an aggressive cook with the face of a bulldog into picking on him mercilessly whenever he passed Martin by. Martin knew he was going to have to do something about the jealous man if this annoying harassment was not going to go on indefinitely, so one night he quietly waited for the cook (who outweighed him by fifty pounds) in the darkness outside his barrack room. The next day the big man had a flattened and crooked nose to go with his already pugilistic appearance, which left everyone at the depot under no illusions that it was a good idea to think twice before poking fun at Martin Costa. Surprisingly, after the incident, Martin and the cook became quite good friends.


    Unlike many men in the navy Martin had no one particular close shipmate but spent his time on shore with a variety of companions who knew that a night out with the young Corsican was never going to be dull. A grizzled old sea-dog from Brest loved to tell anyone who would listen the tale of the night that the pair of them had fled through the darkened backstreets of Algiers together, after Martin had left the owner of a seedy dockside brothel bleeding and unconscious on the filthy floor of his dingy brothel when he had grabbed Martin’s companion by the throat and demanded that he pay for the blatantly watered down drink the aging man had thrown on the floor in disgust. As the unlikely pair raced through the twisting, darkened alleys together, Martin was laughing so loudly at their adventure he could hardly manage to put one foot in front of the other. Not surprisingly, this was the stuff of maritime legend and ever since that night the old salt plainly worshipped the ground that Martin walked upon.


    If Martin was popular with his shipmates, then he was even more well-liked by the vast majority of the fair sex that he came into contact with. From the painted whores of dozens of portside brothels around the world to the shrunken old woman outside the depot in Toulon who sold packets of cigarettes to sailors from a wooden tray suspended around her wrinkled neck, women seemed to love the confident young seaman at first sight almost without exception. It appeared the combination of a debonair, adventurous sailor who still somehow managed to retain the air of freshness of an innocent country boy from Rezza was a heady fusion of male attractiveness that very few females could resist.


    Despite his occasional lapses into violence, Martin was very much more interested in enjoying life than participating in trouble and although he would gladly plunge into a fight with murderous viciousness if provoked, it was generally agreed by all his shipmates that he had never started a ruckus himself in all the time they had known him. When trouble did raise its ugly head though, Martin Costa was always there at once to throw himself into whatever melee was occurring with as much joyous abandonment as he took in everything else he did in life.


    Unlike most of his comrades, the off-duty interests of the young Corsican did not stop at hard-drinking, fighting and patronizing dockside brothels, by any means. After he had been in the service for six months Martin had won a beat-up old violin in a card game from the same cook whose nose he had previously rearranged, and within a year he could silence a room full of tough, noisy seamen with quite proficient renditions of the haunting music of Debussy which he had taught himself to play. He also made them laugh on occasions with an admittedly rather rusty but nevertheless enjoyable attempt at Camille Saint-Saëns Danse Macabre. Knowing that his work on the farm back in Rezza had interfered with his education, during his spare time onboard ship Martin also took time to painstakingly work on the handwriting skills he had neglected during his childhood. It was not very long before he could write in a beautiful copperplate text, a skill which no doubt eventually helped to secure his quick promotion to quartier maître.


    Martin’s service in the Navy was as interesting and varied as he had hoped it might be. As well as making numerous trips on the Patrie, he spent several years on the Foudre, a ship which had the distinction of being the first ever seaplane carrier in history and was deployed by the French Navy to cover troop convoys from Algeria during the First World war. Martin loved being at sea more than anything else and he disliked the long days between trips which were spent in the depot waiting for another onboard assignment to begin. Despite his love of the ocean Martin did made one journey early during the second year of his service which could not help but alter his opinion of the service he was employed in, which up until then he had maintained with nothing but idealistic pride and reverence. Always looking for a chance to get away from the depot and knowing it would do his future chances of promotion no harm at all to learn the duties involved in working in the ships stores, Martin had volunteered for a single trip on the convict ship Loire at the last minute when sickness had created a such a vacancy. The Loire transported over five hundred condemned souls to the penal colony of French Guiana twice yearly and the conditions onboard had, in the past, greatly affected seamen a good deal older and harder than the unworldly Corsican marin. Therefore it was little wonder that young Martin Costa returned from Saint Laurent du Maroni somewhat disillusioned.
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