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  FOREWORD




  This is the first set of short stories I have written since the Clifton Chronicles.




  Once again, some of them are loosely based on incidents that I’ve picked up on my travels from Grantchester to Calcutta, from Christchurch to Cape Town. These tales are marked with an

  asterisk, while the remainder are the result of my imagination.




  However, after Tell Tale was published, I was given an idea by Rupert Colley for a short story that was so irresistible that I couldn’t wait another ten years to write it. The

  result is ‘Confession’, which has been added to the paperback edition.




  Since then I have turned ‘Confession’ into a one-act play, and along with ‘Who Killed the Mayor?’ they make up a double bill.




  Jeffrey Archer,




  March 2018




  







  UNIQUE




  







  




  A CHALLENGE




  Many years ago an editor from the Reader’s Digest in New York invited me to write a hundred-word story with a beginning, a middle and an end. As if that

  wasn’t enough of a challenge, he insisted that it couldn’t be 99 words or 101.




  Still not satisfied, he asked me to present the finished piece within twenty-four hours.




  My first effort was 118 words, my second 106, and my third, 98. I wonder if you can work out which two words I had to put back in.




  The result was ‘Unique’, which you will find on the next page.




  It may interest readers to know, this is also 100 words.




  







  




  Paris, 14 March 1921




  The collector relit his cigar, picked up the magnifying glass and studied the triangular 1874 Cape of Good Hope.




  ‘I did warn you there were two,’ said the dealer, ‘so yours is not unique.’




  ‘How much?’




  ‘Ten thousand francs.’




  The collector wrote out a cheque, before taking a puff on his cigar, but it was no longer alight. He picked up a match, struck it, and set light to the stamp.




  The dealer stared in disbelief as the stamp went up in smoke.




  The collector smiled. ‘You were wrong, my friend,’ he said, ‘mine is unique.’
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  Saint Rochelle, June 1941




  Nothing would have stopped them playing poker on a Friday evening. Even the outbreak of war.




  The four of them had been friends – well, at least colleagues – for the past thirty years. Max Lascelles, a huge man who was used to throwing his weight about, sat at the top of the

  old wooden table, which he considered no more than his right. After all, he was a lawyer and mayor of Saint Rochelle, while the other three were only town councillors.




  Claude Tessier, the chairman of Tessiers Private Bank, sat opposite him. He’d inherited the position, rather than earned it. A sharp, wily, cynical man, who was in no doubt that charity

  began at home.




  To his right sat André Parmentier, the headmaster of Saint Rochelle College. Tall, thin, with a bushy red moustache that indicated what the colour of his hair must have been before he

  went bald. Respected and admired by the local community.




  And finally, Dr Philippe Doucet, who was the senior physician at Saint Rochelle Hospital, sat on the mayor’s right. A shy, good-looking man, whose head of thick black hair and warm open

  smile made several nurses dream about becoming Madame Doucet. But they were all to be disappointed.




  All four men placed ten francs in the middle of the table before Tessier began to deal. Philippe Doucet smiled when he saw his hand, which the other three players noticed. The doctor was a man

  who couldn’t hide his feelings, which was why he’d lost the most money over the years. Like so many gamblers, he tried not to think about his long-term losses, only rejoice in his

  short-term gains. He discarded one card, and asked for another, which the banker quickly replaced. The smile remained in place. He wasn’t bluffing. Doctors don’t bluff.




  ‘Two,’ said Max Lascelles, who was seated on the doctor’s left. The mayor showed no emotion as he studied his new hand.




  ‘Three,’ said André, who always stroked his bushy moustache whenever he felt he was in with a chance. The banker dealt the headmaster three new cards, and once he’d

  checked them, he placed his cards face down on the table. When your hand is that bad, there’s no point in bluffing.




  ‘I’ll also take three,’ said Claude Tessier, but like the mayor, once the banker had considered his hand, he gave nothing away.




  ‘Your call, Mr Mayor,’ said Tessier, glancing across the table.




  Lascelles tossed another ten francs into the pot, to indicate he was still in the game.




  ‘How about you, Philippe?’ asked Tessier.




  The doctor continued to study his cards for some time before saying confidently, ‘I’ll match your ten and raise you a further ten.’ He placed his last two grubby notes on top

  of the mounting pile.




  ‘Too rich for me,’ Parmentier said with a shake of the head.




  ‘Me too,’ said the banker, also placing his cards face down on the table.




  ‘Then it’s just the two of us, Philippe,’ said the mayor, wondering if the doctor could be tempted to part with any more money.




  Philippe’s eyes remained fixed on his cards, as he waited to see what the mayor would do.




  ‘I’ll see you,’ Lascelles said, nonchalantly tossing another twenty francs into the centre of the table.




  The doctor smiled and turned his cards over to reveal a pair of aces, a pair of queens and a ten, the smile remaining firmly in place.




  The mayor began to turn his cards over one by one, prolonging the agony. A nine, a seven, a nine, a seven. Philippe’s smile was still in place until the mayor revealed his final card,

  another nine.




  ‘A full house,’ said Tessier. ‘The mayor wins.’ The doctor frowned as the mayor gathered up his winnings without revealing the slightest emotion.




  ‘You’re a lucky bastard, Max,’ said Philippe.




  The mayor would like to have explained to Philippe that luck had very little to do with it, when it came to playing poker. Nine times out of ten, statistical probability and the ability to bluff

  would decide the final outcome.




  The headmaster began to shuffle the pack, and was about to start dealing another hand when they all heard the key turning in the lock. The mayor checked his gold pocket watch: a few minutes past

  midnight.




  ‘Who could possibly consider disturbing us at this time of night?’ he said.




  They all looked towards the door, annoyed to have their game interrupted.




  The four of them immediately stood up when the door was pushed open and the prison commandant marched in. Colonel Müller came to a halt in the middle of the cell, and placed his hands on

  his hips. Captain Hoffman and his ADC, Lieutenant Dieter, followed in his wake. Another full house. They were all wearing the black uniform of the SS. Their shoes were the only thing that

  shone.




  ‘Heil Hitler!’ said the commandant, but none of the prisoners responded as they waited anxiously to discover the reason for the visit. They feared the worst.




  ‘Please be seated, Mr Mayor, gentlemen,’ said the commandant as Captain Hoffman put a bottle of wine on the centre of the table, while his ADC, like a well-trained sommelier, placed

  a glass in front of each of them.




  Once again, the doctor was unable to hide his surprise, while his colleagues remained poker-faced.




  ‘As you know,’ continued the commandant, ‘the four of you are due to be released at six o’clock tomorrow morning, having served your sentences.’ Eight suspicious

  eyes never left the commandant. ‘Captain Hoffman will accompany you to the railway station where you will take a train back to Saint Rochelle. Once you’re home, you will resume your

  former duties as members of the town council, and as long as you keep your heads down, I feel sure no stray bullets will hit you.’




  The two junior officers dutifully laughed, while the four prisoners remained silent.




  ‘However, it is my duty to remind you, gentlemen,’ continued the commandant, ‘that martial law is still in force, and applies to everyone, whatever their rank or position. Do I

  make myself clear?’




  ‘Yes, Colonel,’ said the mayor, speaking on behalf of his colleagues.




  ‘Excellent,’ said the commandant. ‘Then I will leave you to your game, and see you again in the morning.’ Without another word, the colonel turned on his heel and

  departed, with Captain Hoffman and Lieutenant Dieter following closely behind.




  All four of the prisoners remained standing until the heavy door was slammed shut, and they heard the key turning in the lock.




  ‘Did you notice,’ said the mayor once he’d lowered his heavy frame back down onto his chair, ‘that the commandant addressed us as gentlemen for the first time?’




  ‘And you as Mr Mayor, but why the sudden change of heart,’ said the headmaster, as he nervously touched his moustache.




  ‘The town’s affairs can’t have been running quite as smoothly without us, would be my bet,’ said the mayor. ‘And I suspect the colonel will be only too happy to see

  us back in Saint Rochelle. He clearly hasn’t got enough staff to administer the town’s affairs.’




  ‘You may well be right,’ said Tessier. ‘But that doesn’t mean we have to fall in line.’




  ‘I agree,’ said the mayor, ‘especially if the colonel is no longer holding all the aces.’




  ‘What makes you think that?’ asked Dr Doucet.




  ‘The bottle of wine, for a start,’ said the mayor, as he studied the label and smiled for the first time that day. ‘Not vintage, but quite acceptable.’ He poured himself

  a glass before passing the bottle across to Tessier.




  ‘Not to mention his demeanour,’ added the banker. ‘Not the usual bombastic rhetoric suggesting that it can only be a matter of time before the master race has conquered the

  whole of Europe.’




  ‘I agree with Claude,’ said Parmentier. ‘I can always tell when one of my boys knows he’s about to be punished but still hopes to get off lightly.’




  ‘Once France is free again, I have no intention of letting anybody off lightly,’ said the mayor. ‘The moment the Hun retreat back to the Fatherland where they belong, I shall

  round up all the quislings and collaborators, and impose my own form of martial law.’




  ‘What do you have in mind, Mr Mayor?’ asked the headmaster.




  ‘The whores who made themselves available to anyone in uniform will have their heads shorn in public, while those who assisted the enemy will be hanged in the market square.’




  ‘I would have thought as a lawyer, Max, you would have wanted to conduct a fair and open trial before passing judgement,’ suggested the doctor. ‘After all, we can’t begin

  to know what pressures some of our countrymen must have been under. I can tell you as a doctor that sometimes there’s a fine line between compliance and rape.’




  ‘I can’t agree, Philippe, but then you’ve always been willing to give everyone the benefit of the doubt,’ said the mayor. ‘An indulgence I cannot afford. I shall

  punish anyone and everyone I consider to be a traitor, while honouring our brave resistance fighters who, like us, have stood up to the enemy whatever the consequences.’




  Philippe bowed his head.




  ‘I can’t pretend I’ve always stood up to them,’ said the headmaster, ‘and am well aware that as town councillors we have often received preferential

  treatment.’




  ‘Only because it was our duty to ensure the town’s affairs are run smoothly in the interest of those who elected us.’




  ‘Let’s not forget that some of our fellow councillors felt it more honourable to resign than collaborate with the enemy.’




  ‘I am not a collaborator, Philippe, and never have been,’ said the mayor, thumping his fist on the table. ‘On the contrary, I have always tried to be a thorn in their flesh,

  and feel I can safely say I’ve drawn blood on several occasions, and I’ll continue to do so given the slightest opportunity.’




  ‘Not that easy while the swastika still flies above the town hall,’ suggested Tessier.




  ‘And you can be assured, Claude,’ continued the mayor, ‘I will personally burn that evil symbol the moment the Germans depart.’




  ‘Which might not be for some time,’ murmured the headmaster.




  ‘Possibly, but that’s no reason to forget we are Frenchmen,’ said the mayor, raising his glass, ‘Vive la France!’




  ‘Vive la France!’ the four men cried in unison, as they all raised their glasses.




  ‘What’s the first thing you’ll do when you get home, André?’ asked the doctor, trying to lighten the mood.




  ‘Have a bath,’ said the headmaster. They all laughed. ‘Then I shall return to my classroom and attempt to teach the next generation that war serves little or no purpose, either

  for victor or the vanquished. How about you, Philippe?’




  ‘Report back to the hospital, where I expect to find the wards full of young men returning from the front, scarred in more ways than we can imagine. And then there will be the sick and

  elderly, who had hoped to enjoy the fruits of retirement, only to find themselves overrun by a foreign power.’




  ‘All very commendable,’ said Tessier. ‘But that won’t stop me going straight home and jumping into bed with my wife. And I certainly won’t be bothering to have a

  bath.’




  They all burst out laughing.




  ‘Amen to that,’ said the headmaster with a chuckle, ‘and I’d do the same if my wife was twenty years younger than me.’




  ‘But then, unlike Claude,’ said the mayor, ‘André hasn’t deflowered half the virgins in Saint Rochelle, with promises of an overdraft.’




  ‘Well, at least it’s girls I’m interested in,’ said Tessier, once the mayor had stopped laughing.




  ‘And can I assume, Tessier,’ said the mayor, his tone changing, ‘you will then return to the bank, and make sure all our affairs are in order? I can remember exactly how much

  was in my account the day we were arrested.’




  ‘And every last franc will still be there,’ said Tessier, looking directly at the mayor.




  ‘Plus six months’ interest?’




  ‘And what about you, Max,’ responded the banker, equally sharply. ‘What will you do after you’ve hanged half the population of Saint Rochelle, and shorn the hair off the

  other half?’




  ‘I shall continue my practice as a lawyer,’ said the mayor, ignoring his friend’s barb, ‘as I suspect there will be a long queue waiting outside my office in need of my

  services,’ he added, as he refilled everyone’s glass.




  ‘Including me,’ said Philippe. ‘I’ll want someone to defend me when I can’t afford to pay my gambling debts,’ he added without a hint of self-pity.




  ‘Perhaps we should call a truce,’ suggested the headmaster. ‘Forget the past six months, and wipe the slate clean.’




  ‘Certainly not,’ said the mayor. ‘We all agreed to abide by the same rules that applied while we were on the outside. A gentleman always honours his gambling debts, if I recall

  your exact words, André.’




  ‘But that would clean me out,’ said Philippe, as he checked the bottom line in the banker’s little black book. He didn’t add that while they’d been incarcerated,

  every night had become a Friday night, and Dr Doucet had come to realize for the first time just how much the mayor must have pocketed over the years.




  ‘The time has come to consider the future, not the past,’ said the mayor, wanting to change the subject. ‘I intend to convene a council meeting as soon as we get back to Saint

  Rochelle and expect you all to be present.’




  ‘And what will the first item on the agenda be, Mr Mayor?’ asked Tessier.




  ‘We must pass a resolution denouncing Marshal Pétain and the Vichy regime, and make it clear that we consider them nothing more than a bunch of quislings, and in future will be

  supporting General de Gaulle as the next president of France.’




  ‘I don’t recall you expressing those views at any of our recent council meetings,’ said Tessier, not attempting to hide his sarcasm.




  ‘No one knows better than you, Claude, the pressures I’ve been under, attempting to keep the show on the road,’ said the mayor. ‘Which resulted in me being arrested and

  thrown in jail for collaboration.’




  ‘Along with the rest of us, who did no more than attend the private meeting you’d called without notice,’ said Tessier. ‘Just in case you’d forgotten.’




  ‘I offered to serve all your sentences,’ said the mayor, ‘but the commandant wouldn’t hear of it.’




  ‘As you never stop reminding us,’ said the doctor.




  ‘I do not regret my decision,’ said the mayor haughtily. ‘And once I’m released, I shall continue to harass the enemy whenever possible.’




  ‘Which wasn’t all that often in the past, if I recall,’ said Tessier.




  ‘Children, children,’ said the headmaster, aware that six months locked up together hadn’t improved their relationship. ‘Let us not forget we’re all meant to be on

  the same side.’




  ‘Not all the Germans have treated us badly,’ the doctor said. ‘I confess I’ve even come to like one or two of them, including Captain Hoffman.’




  ‘More fool you, Philippe,’ said the mayor. ‘Hoffman would string us all up without a second thought if he believed it would benefit the Fatherland. Never forget the Hun are

  either on their knees or at your throats.’




  ‘And they certainly don’t believe in an eye for an eye when it comes to our brave resistance fighters,’ said Tessier. ‘You kill one of them, and they’ll happily

  hang two of us in revenge.’




  ‘True,’ said the mayor. ‘And if any of them should fail to make it back across the border after the war is over, I’ll be the first to sharpen the guillotine, so help me

  God.’




  The mention of the Almighty stopped everyone in their tracks, and both the headmaster and the doctor crossed themselves.




  ‘Well, at least we won’t have a lot to confess after spending six months in this hellhole,’ said the headmaster, interrupting the eerie silence.




  ‘Although I feel sure Father Pierre would not approve of us gambling,’ said Philippe. ‘I’m reminded that Our Lord threw the moneylenders out of the temple.’




  ‘I won’t tell him, if you don’t,’ said the mayor as he refilled his glass with what was left in the bottle.




  ‘That’s even assuming Father Pierre will still be around when we get back,’ said Philippe. ‘When I last saw him at the hospital, he was putting in hours that would have

  broken a normal man. I begged him to slow down, but he simply ignored me.’




  A clock in the distance chimed once.




  ‘Time for one more hand before we turn in?’ suggested Tessier, handing the cards to the mayor.




  ‘Count me out,’ said Philippe, ‘before I’m declared bankrupt.’




  ‘Perhaps it’s your turn to win,’ said the mayor as he began to shuffle the pack, ‘and you’ll get everything back on the next hand?’




  ‘That’s just not going to happen, and you know it, Max, so I think I’ll call it a day. Not that I expect to get much sleep. I feel like a schoolboy on his last day of term who

  can’t wait to go home.’




  ‘I hope my school isn’t this bad,’ said the headmaster, as he began to deal another hand.




  Philippe rose from his place and made his way slowly across to his bed on the far side of the cell, before climbing up onto the top bunk. He was just about to lie down, when he saw him standing

  there, in the centre of the room. The doctor stared at him for a few moments, before he said, ‘Good evening, Father. I didn’t hear you come in.’




  ‘God bless you, my son,’ replied Father Pierre, giving the sign of the cross.




  The headmaster immediately stopped dealing when he heard the familiar voice. They all swung round and stared at the priest.




  Father Pierre was bathed in a shard of light shining from the skylight above. He was wearing his familiar long black cassock, white collar and silk bands. A simple silver cross hung around his

  neck, as it had done since the day of his consecration.




  The four men continued to stare at the priest, but said nothing. Tessier tried to hide the cards under the table, like a child who’d been caught with his hand in the biscuit tin.




  ‘Bless you, my children, I hope you are all well,’ the priest said, once again making the sign of the cross, ‘although I fear I am sadly the bearer of bad tidings.’ The

  four of them froze like rabbits caught in the headlights, all of them assuming they were no longer going to be released in the morning.




  ‘Earlier this evening,’ continued the priest, ‘a train travelling to Saint Rochelle was blown up by local resistance fighters. Three German officers were killed, along with

  three of our own countrymen.’ He hesitated a few moments before adding, ‘It will not come as a surprise to you, gentlemen, that the German High Command are demanding

  reprisals.’




  ‘But three Frenchmen were killed,’ said Tessier, ‘isn’t that enough?’




  ‘I fear not,’ said the priest. ‘As in the past, the Germans are demanding that two Frenchmen are to be executed for every German killed.’




  ‘But what has this to do with us?’ demanded the mayor. ‘We were locked up in here at the time of the bombing, so how could we possibly have been involved?’




  ‘I did point that out to the commandant, but he remains adamant that if three of the town’s leading citizens were to be made an example of, it would send a clear message to anyone

  who might consider taking similar action in the future. And let me assure you, no amount of pleading on your behalf would move him. Colonel Müller has decreed that three of you will be hanged

  in the town square at six o’clock tomorrow morning.’




  The four men all began speaking at once, and only stopped when the mayor raised a hand. ‘All we wish to know, Father, is how the three will be chosen?’ he asked, a bead of sweat

  appearing on his forehead, although the cell was freezing.




  ‘Colonel Müller has come up with three suggestions, but has decided to leave the final choice to you.’




  ‘How considerate of him,’ said Tessier. ‘I can’t wait to hear what he has in mind.’




  ‘He felt the simplest solution would be to draw straws.’




  ‘I don’t believe in chance,’ said the mayor. ‘What are the alternatives?’




  ‘A final round of poker, when the stakes could not be higher, if I recall the colonel’s exact words.’




  ‘I would be happy to go along with that,’ said the mayor.




  ‘I bet you would, Max,’ said Claude. ‘After all, the odds would be stacked in your favour. What’s the final choice?’




  ‘I hesitate to mention this,’ said the priest, ‘as it is the one that least appeals to me.’




  ‘Do enlighten us, Father,’ said the mayor, no longer able to mask his feelings.




  ‘You will all agree to make a final confession before you face your maker, and I will be left with the unenviable task of deciding which one of you should be spared.’




  ‘That would certainly be my choice,’ said the headmaster, without hesitation.




  ‘However, should you decide to go down that particular path,’ continued the priest, ‘there is a caveat which I insisted on.’




  ‘And what was that?’ demanded the mayor.




  ‘Each one of you will be expected to confess to the worst sin you have committed. And you would do well to remember that I have heard all your confessions over the years, so there

  isn’t much I don’t know about you. And possibly more important, I have also been privy to the confessions of over a thousand of my parishioners, some of whom have considered it their

  sacred duty to share with me their innermost secrets. Not all of which reflect well on you. One of them, an unimpeachable source, says one of you is a collaborator. Therefore, I must warn you

  gentlemen, should you lie, I would not hesitate to strike your name from the list. So I’ll ask you once again, which of the three options would you prefer?’




  ‘I’m quite happy to draw straws,’ said Tessier.




  ‘I’ll opt for one final game of poker,’ said the mayor, ‘and leave God to deal the cards.’




  ‘I’m willing to confess to the worst sin I’ve ever committed,’ said the headmaster, ‘and face the consequences.’




  They all turned to Philippe, who was still considering his options.




  ‘If you agree to play one final game of poker,’ said the mayor, ‘I’d be willing to wipe the slate clean.’




  ‘Don’t listen to him, Philippe,’ said Tessier. ‘Take my advice and draw straws. At least that way you’d still be in with a chance.’




  ‘Possibly, but with my luck, Claude, I don’t suppose drawing straws would make any difference. No, I’ll join my friend André and admit to the worst sin I’ve ever

  committed, and leave you, Father, to make the final judgement.’




  ‘Then that’s settled,’ said Tessier, shifting uneasily in his chair. ‘So what happens next?’




  ‘Now all you have to decide,’ said Father Pierre, ‘is which one of you will go first?’




  ‘Shall we leave the cards to decide?’ said the mayor, who dealt four cards, face up. When he looked down at the queen of hearts he said, ‘Lowest goes first.’




  The headmaster left the group to join Father Pierre.




  André Parmentier, the Headmaster




  The priest blessed the headmaster as he knelt before him.




  ‘Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. May God, the Father of all mercies, assist you as you make your final confession.’ Father Pierre smiled at a man whom

  he’d admired for so many years. He had followed André’s career with considerable pleasure and satisfaction. Textbook, you might have described it. Young Parmentier had begun his

  life as a student at Saint Rochelle College for Boys, where he would end his days as headmaster, with breaks only to graduate from the Sorbonne in Paris and to spend a sabbatical year as a supply

  teacher in Algiers.




  On his return to Saint Rochelle, André had taken up the position of junior history teacher, and, as the cliché has it, the rest was history. He had progressed rapidly through the

  ranks, and no one was surprised when the Board of Governors invited him to be headmaster, a position he’d held for the past decade.




  Many of his colleagues were surprised that André hadn’t deserted Saint Rochelle for plusher pastures, as it was well known that several other more renowned schools had approached

  him over the years. But he had always turned them down, however tempting the offer. Some suggested it was because of family problems, while others accepted his explanation that he had found his

  vocation and was happy to remain in Saint Rochelle.




  By the time war broke out, Saint Rochelle College was among the most respected schools in France, attracting young and ambitious teachers from all over the country. Recently the Board of

  Governors had begun to consider the problem of who would replace their respected headmaster when he retired in a couple of years’ time.




  When the Germans marched into Saint Rochelle, André had faced new challenges and tackled them with the same resolution as he had always done in the past. He considered occupation by a

  foreign power was an inconvenience, not an excuse to lower one’s standards.




  André Parmentier had never married. He treated all his charges as if they were his first-born. He wasn’t surprised to find that many of them who hadn’t excelled in the

  classroom, shone on the battlefield. After all, this wasn’t the first time he’d had to come to terms with a brutal and pointless war.




  Sadly, many of his charges were destined to die in the heat of battle and, like a grieving father, he wept for them. Somehow André kept his spirits up, never doubting that in time this

  barbaric war, like the last, must surely come to an end. And when it did, he would be given the opportunity to teach the next generation not to repeat the mistakes of their fathers and forefathers.

  But that was before a German decree had ordered that three of them must be hanged at six in the morning. And he didn’t need to be a maths teacher to know the odds were against him.




  ‘Forgive me, Father,’ said André, ‘for I have sinned and beg your forgiveness. My last confession was just before I was arrested and sent to prison.’




  Father Pierre found it hard to believe that André had ever done anything reprehensible in his life.




  ‘I accept your remorse, my son, aware of the good work you have done in the community for many years,’ said the priest. ‘But as this could be your final confession, you must

  reveal the greatest transgression you have committed so that I can judge whether you should be spared, or be one of the three who the commandant has condemned to death.’




  ‘When you have heard my confession, Father, you will not be able to absolve me, as my sin is cardinal, and I have long since given up any hope of entering the kingdom of Heaven.’




  ‘I cannot believe, my son,’ said Father Pierre, ‘that you are the collaborator.’




  ‘Far worse, Father. I must admit,’ continued André, ‘I have considered sharing my secret with you many times in the past, but like a coward on the battlefield,

  I’ve always retreated at the first sound of gunfire. But now I welcome this final chance of redemption before I meet my maker. Be assured that death for me, to quote the gospel, will have no

  sting, and the grave no victory.’ The headmaster bowed his head and wept uncontrollably.




  The priest couldn’t believe the words he was hearing, but made no attempt to interrupt him.




  ‘As you know, Father,’ the headmaster continued, ‘I have a younger brother.’




  ‘Guillaume,’ said the priest, ‘whom you have loyally supported over the years, despite a tragic lapse in his youth, for which he paid dearly.’




  ‘It wasn’t his lapse, Father, but mine, and it is I who should have paid dearly.’




  ‘What are you saying, my son? Everyone knows that your younger brother was rightly sent to prison for the grievous offence he committed.’




  ‘It was I who committed the grievous offence, Father, and should have been sent to prison.’




  ‘I don’t understand.’




  ‘How could you,’ said André, ‘when you only saw what was in front of you, and didn’t need to look any further.’




  ‘But you weren’t even with your brother when he killed that young girl.’




  ‘Yes, I was,’ said André. ‘Allow me to explain. My brother and I had been out earlier that evening celebrating his twenty-first birthday, and both of us had a little too

  much to drink. When we were finally thrown out of the last bar, Guillaume passed out, so I had to drive him home.’




  ‘But the police found him behind the wheel.’




  ‘Only because I’d careered onto a pavement and hit a girl, a girl I taught, who later died. Would she still be alive today if I hadn’t run away but stopped and called for an

  ambulance? But I didn’t. Instead I panicked and drove quickly away, purposely crashing the car into a tree not too far from Guillaume’s home. When the police eventually arrived, they

  found my brother behind the wheel and no one else in the car.’




  ‘But that was exactly what the police did find,’ said Father Pierre.




  ‘The police found what I wanted them to find,’ said André. ‘But then they had no way of knowing. I had climbed out of the car, pulled my brother across to the

  driver’s seat, and then abandoned him with his head resting on the steering wheel, the horn blaring out for all to hear.’




  The priest crossed himself.




  ‘I made my way quickly back to my own flat on the other side of town, slipping in and out of the shadows, to make sure no one saw me, although there weren’t many people around at

  that time in the morning. When I eventually got home, I let myself in through the back door, crept upstairs and went to bed. But I didn’t sleep. Truth is, I haven’t had a good

  night’s sleep since.’




  The headmaster put his head in his hands and remained silent for some time, before he continued.




  ‘I waited for the police to knock on my door in the middle of the night, arrest me and lock me up, but they didn’t, so I knew I’d got away with it. After all, it was Guillaume

  they discovered behind the wheel, only a hundred metres from his home. The following day, several witnesses confirmed they’d seen him the night before, and he was in no fit state to

  drive.’




  ‘But the police must eventually have interviewed you?’




  ‘Yes, they visited the school the following morning,’ admitted André.




  ‘When you could have told them it was you who was driving the car, and not your brother.’




  ‘I told them I’d had a little too much to drink so walked home, and that was the last time I’d seen him.’




  ‘And they believed you?’




  ‘And so did you, Father.’




  The priest bowed his head.




  ‘The local paper had a field day. Photos of a pretty young girl with her whole life ahead of her. A headline that remains etched in my memory to this day. A crashed car, and a young man

  being dragged out of the front seat at two in the morning. The only mention I got was as the poor unfortunate brother, whom they described as a popular and respected young teacher from the local

  college. I even attended the girl’s funeral, only exacerbating my crime. By the time it came to the trial, the verdict had been decided long before the judge passed sentence.’




  ‘But the trial was several months later, so you still could have told the jury the truth.’




  ‘I told them what they’d read in the papers,’ said André, his head bowed.




  ‘And your brother was sentenced to six years?’




  ‘He was sentenced to life, Father, because the only job he could get after he came out of prison was as a janitor in the school, where I was able to pull a few strings. Few remember that

  Guillaume was training to be an architect at the time, and had a promising career ahead of him, which I cut short. But now I’ve been granted one last chance to put the record straight,’

  said André, looking up at the priest for the first time. ‘I want you to promise me, Father, that after they hang me tomorrow, you will tell everyone who attends my funeral what

  actually happened that night, so that my brother can at least spend the rest of his days in peace and not continue to take the blame for a crime he didn’t commit.’




  ‘Perhaps Our Lord will decide to spare you, my son,’ said the priest, ‘so you can tell the world the truth and begin to understand what your brother must have suffered for all

  these years.’




  ‘I would rather die.’




  ‘Perhaps we should leave that decision to the Almighty?’ the priest said, as he bent down and helped the headmaster back onto his feet. André turned and walked slowly away,

  his head still bowed.




  ‘What can he possibly have told Father Pierre that we didn’t already know about?’ said the mayor when he saw André collapse onto his bunk and turn his face to the wall,

  like a badly wounded soldier who knows nothing can save him.




  The priest turned his attention to those still seated at the table.




  ‘Which one of you will be next?’ he asked.




  The mayor dealt three cards.




  Claude Tessier, the Banker




  ‘Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned,’ said Claude. ‘I wish to seek God’s understanding and forgiveness.’




  ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of Heaven.’ Father Pierre couldn’t recall when Tessier had last attended church, let alone confession, although there

  wasn’t much he didn’t know about the man. However, there remained one mystery that still needed to be explained, and he hoped that the thought of eternal damnation might prompt the

  banker to finally admit to the truth.




  Claude Tessier had become chairman of the family bank when his father died in 1940, only days before the Germans marched down the Champs-Elysées. Lucien Tessier had been both respected

  and admired by the local community. Tessiers might not have been the largest bank in town, but Lucien was trusted, and his customers never doubted that their savings were in safe hands. The same

  could not always be said of his son.




  The old man had admitted to his wife that he wasn’t sure Claude was the right person to follow him as chairman. ‘Feckless and foolhardy’ were the words he murmured on his

  deathbed, and then whispered to the priest that he feared for the widow’s mite when he was no longer there to oversee every transaction.




  Lucien Tessier’s problems were compounded by having a daughter who was not only brighter than Claude, but also honest to the degree of embarrassment. However, the old man realized that

  Saint Rochelle was not yet ready to accept a woman as chairman of the bank.




  Claude’s only other banking rival in the town was Bouchards, a well-run establishment that the old man admired. Its chairman, Jacques Bouchard, also had a son, Thomas, who had already

  proved himself well worthy of succeeding him.




  Claude Tessier and Thomas Bouchard had advanced through life together, admittedly at a different pace on their predestined course. School, national service, and later university, before

  returning to Saint Rochelle to begin their banking careers.




  It was Bouchard’s father’s idea, and one he quickly regretted, that the two boys should serve their apprenticeships at rival banks. Claude’s father happily agreed to the

  arrangement, and got the better deal. After two years, Bouchard never wanted to set eyes on young Claude again, while Lucien wished Thomas would join him on the board of Tessiers. Nothing much

  changed as both boys progressed towards becoming chairman of their banks; that is until the Germans parked their tanks in the town square.




  ‘May God, the Father of all mercies, help you when you make your final confession,’ said the priest as he blessed Tessier.




  ‘I was rather hoping, Father, that it wouldn’t be my final confession,’ admitted Claude.




  ‘For your sake, let us hope you are right, my son. However, this might be your last chance to admit to the most grievous transgression you have committed.’




  ‘Which believe me, Father, I intend to do.’




  ‘I’m glad to hear that, my son,’ said the priest. He leant back, folded his arms and waited.




  ‘I readily admit, Father,’ began Claude, ‘that I failed to stand by my oldest friend when he most needed me, and I beg the Lord’s forgiveness for this lapse, which I hope

  you will feel is out of character.’




  ‘Should I assume you are referring to the fate that has befallen your closest friend and banking rival, Thomas Bouchard?’ enquired the priest.




  ‘Yes, Father. Thomas and I have been friends for so long, I can’t ever remember when I didn’t know him. We were at school together, served as young lieutenants in the army, and

  even attended the same university. I was also his best man when he married Esther, and am godfather to their first child, Albert, but when he most needed the support of a friend, like Saint Peter I

  denied him.’




  ‘But how could that be possible after such a long friendship?’




  ‘To understand that, Father,’ said Claude, ‘I have to take you back to our university days when we both fell in love with the same girl. Esther was not only beautiful, but

  brighter than both of us. To be fair, she never showed the slightest interest in me, but I still lived in hope. So I was devastated when Thomas told me that he’d proposed to her and

  she’d agreed to be his wife.’




  ‘But despite the sin of envy, you still agreed to be his best man?’




  ‘I did. And they were married in a local town hall on the outskirts of Paris, just days after we graduated. They then returned to Saint Rochelle as man and wife.’




  ‘I well remember,’ said the priest. ‘And confess that at the time, I was disappointed not to have been invited to conduct the wedding ceremony. However, I only recently

  discovered why that would not have been possible, and admire you for keeping your friend’s secret.’ Father Pierre fell silent as he realized Claude had reached a crossroads, but was

  still unsure which path he would take.




  ‘And be assured, Father, I have continued to do so, and was horrified when the Germans discovered Esther was Jewish and the daughter of a distinguished academic who had denounced the

  Nazis.’




  ‘I was equally horrified,’ said the priest, ‘but did you keep your side of the bargain, and remain silent about Esther’s heritage?’




  ‘I did better than that, Father. I warned Thomas that the Germans had found out that Esther was Professor Cohen’s daughter, and he shouldn’t delay in taking his wife and

  children to America, and only return when the war was over.’




  ‘Are you sure it wasn’t the other way round?’ said the priest quietly.




  ‘What are you suggesting?’ said Tessier, his voice rising with every word, causing his colleagues to look across in his direction.




  ‘That it was in fact Thomas who confided in you that he was planning to escape before the Germans found out the truth about his wife, and then you betrayed him.’




  ‘Who would consider accusing me of such treachery? I even offered to manage Thomas’s affairs while he was away, and hand back the bank the moment he and Esther returned.’




  ‘But if you were the only person in Saint Rochelle who knew Esther was Jewish, how could the Germans have possibly found out, if it wasn’t you who told them?’




  ‘It was covered by the national press that Professor Cohen had been arrested and disappeared overnight, which would explain how the Germans found out.’




  ‘I don’t think the professor would have informed the Nazis that he had a daughter and a grandson living in Saint Rochelle.’




  ‘I swear on all that is sacred, Father, that I would never have told the Germans his secret. Thomas was my dearest friend.’




  ‘That’s not what Captain Hoffman told me,’ said the priest.




  Claude looked up, his face drained and chalk white, his whole body trembling. ‘But he’s a German, Father, who cannot be trusted. Surely you wouldn’t take his word against

  mine?’




  ‘No, I wouldn’t in normal circumstances. But I would take his word in the presence of Our Lord after he’d sworn an oath on the Bible.’




  ‘I don’t understand,’ said Claude.




  ‘What you couldn’t know is that Karl Hoffman is a devout Roman Catholic, as are millions of Germans.’




  ‘But he’s first and foremost a Nazi.’




  ‘The man who attends my church privately every Thursday to take Mass before making his confession is no Nazi, of that I can assure you. In fact, it was Hoffman who first warned me that the

  commandant was planning to arrest Esther and have her sent to a concentration camp in Poland.’




  ‘He’s lying, Father, so help me God. I did everything I could to help my friend escape.’




  ‘But Hoffman warned me a week before Esther was arrested,’ said the priest, ‘giving the partisans more than enough time to organize a safe passage for the family to America.

  Esther’s bags were packed and ready when the Gestapo turned up in the middle of the night, arrested her, took her to the station, and threw her on a train that didn’t require a

  ticket.’




  Tessier slumped down, burying his head in his hands.
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