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Into France 


       


     Part Fourteen 


       


     In January 1943, while on a top secret mission to rescue both secret agents and an important soldier in a P.O.W. Camp, several S.A.S Commandos are shot down over the forests outside of Bordeaux France. Seeking help, they move through the woods hoping to meet up with the local resistance. 


       


     Based on true events. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter One 


       


     BORDEAUX, FRANCE, NOVEMBER 1943. 


       


     Bridgette LeClair was a woman who had not enjoyed the best of lives, and she therefore looked older than her forty-something years of age. Her face was already heavily lined, and her wavy brown hair was smattered with grey around the temples. Being the owner of a bakery, she was a well-known figure within the local community. 


     On this particular day, she could not stop herself from glancing out of her shop window every few seconds. What she observed caused her to be worried, and with good reason. Stood just outside the door, enjoying the scent of the freshly baked bread emanating from the shop were three Nazi soldiers comprising of Sgt. Hertz, Pte. Schwartz and Pte. Strauss. Bridgette could hear them talking but did not understand their conversation. They were young, and there was a lot of laughter and back-slapping going on. 


     The conversation seemed to come to its natural end, and Pte. Strauss flicked his cigarette away into the gutter. Bridgette’s facial lines became more pronounced as all three of the uniformed Nazis turned, opened the bakery door and entered. 


     “Good morning, gentlemen.” 


     The Nazis stopped their informal inspection of the bakery, their eyes all focused on Bridgette, and they stared at her in silence. 


     “I have fresh bread just out of the oven. Here, try some,” said Bridgette as she tossed the Germans a French stick. 


     Strauss and Schwartz knew to leave the catching of the bread to their superior, Sgt. Hertz. He hastily tore the loaf in half, keeping one of the new pieces for himself, and handing his underlings the second piece to share. All three soldiers touched, smelled and looked at the bread as if it was the first time they had experienced the product in any shape or form, while Bridgette stood behind the counter still wearing her fixed plastic smile. Eventually, all three men had given in to temptation and were chewing on the loaf with nods of approval. 


     Sgt. Hertz was the first to speak, his mouth still half full. “Your bread, it’s delicious,” he stated enthusiastically. 


     Bridgette felt her knees wobble slightly out of relief, and she allowed herself to exhale the air which her lungs had been holding for at least a minute. She then offered to put more bread into a bag for the Germans, and as she turned her back to do just that, they returned to their native language. 


     “This is just like the bakeries in Germany!” Schwartz said. 


     “Don’t be stupid,” Hertz snorted in disgust. “Everyone knows that German bakeries are far superior to all others.” 


     Pte. Strauss’s mind was wandering and was far away from the subject of bread. Nodding to Bridgette, he said, “I hear that her daughter is good for a roll in the hay!” 


     Again, Hertz was not impressed. “Ja, as long as you enjoy the feel of skin and bones.” 


     Their laughter filled the bakery and Bridgette turned back to them offering a bag which she had now filled with several loaves of bread. Sgt. Hertz, not forgetting the three stripes on his arm snatched the bag and held it close to his chest, protecting it as a wild dog protects her new born puppies. 


     “How much?” he asked. It was not so much a question but a polite formality because he knew full well that not one Nazi would ever be asked to pay for anything in France. Sure enough, Bridgette brushed away his question with a forced smile and told them that it was her pleasure to serve them. 


     Without needing to utter a word to each other, the three men turned to exit the shop. Before doing so, and in a final insult to Bridgette’s kindness and generosity, Strauss picked up a warm croissant and stuffed it into his mouth while staring at her, almost goading her, knowing that there was absolutely nothing she could do to stop what was essentially the theft of her stock. 


     As they left the shop, Bridgette waved them goodbye, and once again exhaled a sigh of relief. 


     Her hands were trembling, not only through fear, but raw anger as well. How dare those Nazi bastards come into my shop acting like they own it? She fought the relentless tears which were now rolling down her face, struggling not to completely break down. Bridgette was a strong woman but everyone has a breaking point. Hers would have to wait until another day before she would allow it to win. 


     She wiped her tears on her apron, adjusted her hair and looked around at her shop; her life, her livelihood. 


     Bridgette walked through to the back of her shop and opened the rear exit, stepping out into the snow covered yard. Looking around, she spotted a bucket by the rear wall. As she walked over and bent down to retrieve it, she heard gunshots echoing through the early winter air. 


     Startled, she looked around in all directions trying to help her ears determine the direction from which the shots were coming from. The answer came from the hilled forest situated further behind her shop. She gave a brief look towards the snow-dusted trees before quickly scurrying back inside. The warmth of her shop seemed to offer some level of sanctuary. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Two 


       


     Danielle LeClair was in her early 20s, but, like her mother, looked older than her years. She focused on the radio set under her command through her emerald eyes as she competently tapped away in Morse code. Her message completed, she returned the radio set to the wood-lined hole in the ground, placed the wooden panel on top and with her cold hands pushed snow and leaves over the ground’s wound leaving no trace of her presence. Danielle stood up and heard the same gun shots that her mother had, unbeknown to her, witnessed. Like her mother, she decided to hurry away. 


     She retrieved her hidden bicycle - which had a box mounted on the back - and headed back home along the dirt track. 


     In the distance, there was a checkpoint which was being manned by Cpl. Himmel and Pte. 


     Keller. With each turn of her bicycle’s wheels, the distance between her and the two Nazis grew less. She was finding it impossible to hide the fear on her face, but knew that she had to if she were to stay alive. As she approached, Keller stepped out of the hut and signaled to Danielle, instructing her to stop. She obeyed, and came to a stop right by the guards. The two men inspected Danielle from head to toe, glanced at each other and smirked with arrogance. 


     The Nazis demanded to see her papers, and shaking nervously, Danielle placed her hand inside her pocket to retrieve them. 


     She decided to answer the question before it was asked. “I have been collecting firewood for my mother’s bakery.” She gestured towards the box on the back of her bike, silently inviting the two men to open it up to verify her story, an invitation which was ignored. Instead, Keller leaned in close to Danielle and touched a strand of her hair. “We did not see you leave town. Were you out during the curfew?” Keller took a subtle sniff of her hair, and now, fear was getting the better of her, on top of which, she was on the verge of being physically sick. 


     In the firmest and most controlled voice she could muster, she told the two men “No, I was not. My papers are in order, and my mother is waiting for me. Please let me pass.” She attempted to mount her bike and leave, but Keller stopped her, and, clearly enjoying his authority over her said, “What’s the rush? Why do you seem in such a hurry to leave? We’re just talking, ja? I think you are hiding something from us, and I will tell you when you can and cannot leave.” 


     Once again, Danielle tried to free herself from the Germans, but this time, they became more forceful. Keller stood at the front of her bike with both of his hands now firmly holding the handlebars, while Himmel grabbed her hair and pulled her off. Danielle started to panic. “No! 


     What are you doing? I have just been collecting firewood for my mother, let me go, I have done nothing wrong!” 


     Cpl. Himmel ordered Keller to take Danielle inside their guard house for further questioning. 


     Danielle tried to resist but her efforts were futile against the strength of the young German soldiers. Her screams became muffled as they entered and the door was slammed shut. 


     Danielle would soon learn that questioning was the last thing on the minds of the two Germans. 


       


    


  




  

    

Chapter Three 


       


     Back at the bakery, Bridgette was finishing up her chores and preparing to close down the shop for the day. She could still hear the gunshots ringing in the back of her mind. 


     Suddenly, the back door swung open urgently. She turned around and saw her daughter, Danielle standing in the doorway looking disheveled and upset. She stared at her mother for a brief moment before turning and walking into the next room, closing the door behind her without saying a single word. Bridgette followed and asked her precious girl, “Are you not going to greet your mother?” 


     With her back turned, Danielle hurriedly removed her gloves and coat, and she found a handkerchief with which she dabbed her tear stained cheeks. She replied to her mother, “No,” before running upstairs to the sanctuary of the bathroom, slamming and locking the door behind her. Her back slid down the door until she was in a crouched position, and she silently sobbed. 


     “We will stop them my bichette. Somehow, someday, we will stop them, I promise you,” her mother said in her motherly voice, knowing what had happened. She, too, wiped away tears from her face. 


     Once downstairs, Bridgette approached the fireplace which was alight to keep the cold early- winter air out of her living room. She took the poker, and played with the glowing embers, moving them around. She paused, and took an instinctive glance behind her before hanging the poker on the back wall, behind the fire. She twisted the poker, which in turn opened a hidden latch, and the wall slid open revealing a small cavity as well as another hidden wall. 


     In the cavity stood Sgt. Paul MacArthur of the Canadian Air Force. His face was tired and weathered, and he looked hungry. Bridgette handed him two loaves of bread, some hard boiled eggs and water. MacArthur handed the food to another man standing below him. 


     Bridgette, in little more than a whisper, said, “There has been an escape at the POW camp nearby. The Germans are searching the town and surrounding areas” 


     MacArthur enquired as to whether or not Danielle had returned home safely, and Bridgette confirmed that she had, telling him that she was in the bathroom and would be down soon. 


     “We thought we heard shots being fired, is she alright?” asked a concerned Sgt. Macarthur. “The Germans are shooting anyone who they even suspect may be helping the escapees. It’s not safe for you here anymore,” Bridgette replied solemnly. 


     Knowing the danger that Bridgette and Danielle had put themselves in by protecting him and the other man, Sgt. MacArthur agreed that they would leave as soon as was practical. 


     Bridgette, wanting to reassure them, said, “Danielle sent a message to the Resistance earlier today. They will come for you soon.” 


     Suddenly, Bridgette heard the front door to the bakery opening. Startled, she quickly pulled and closed the secret wall, turned the latch, and once again pushed the embers of the fire around to cover any suspicious hand or foot marks she may have left in the ashes. 


     Danielle, now standing behind Bridgette, looked in the direction of the front door, her face shrouded with fear and worry. 


     MacArthur climbed back down his ladder into the secret cellar, only accessible from the cavity behind the fireplace. The man to whom he had passed the bread and eggs to just a few moments ago was there to greet him. Cpl. Hiroa, a handsome dark haired and cinnamon skinned member of the New Zealand Air Force asked in his typical informal manner, “Any news, Serg?” 


     “Yes,” replied MacArthur. “The Resistance knows we are here and will be bustin’ us out soon. A few POWs escaped earlier from a camp nearby, and the Krauts are going crazy combing the woods and searching the entire town door by door.” 


     “Shit. I guess we’ve got no other choice than to sit tight then,” said Hiroa with a hint of dejection in his voice. 


     Sgt. Macarthur sat down on a keg. He leaned back, closed his eyes and let out a deep breath. 


     His face looked like not one single muscle was relaxed, and it portrayed a man who had the troubles of the world on his mind. He stretched and opened his eyes, staring into space. 


     “What’s on your mind, Serg?” asked the inquisitive young New Zealander. 


     Sgt. Macarthur sighed once again, while this time allowing his lips to forget where he was and to form a smile. “Oh, I was just thinking of my girlfriend back at home. She’s always on my mind. Maybe someone will write a song about that one of these days. You know, she has the most amazing pair of…” His voice trailed off, and he held his cupped hands up to his chest while giving Hiora a knowing look. “…that I’ve ever laid my hands on. Not too big, not too small. 


     They were tailor made for my hands, and my hands only. As I sit here, I can’t help but wonder if I’ll ever see, taste or hold them again.” 


     Hiora allowed himself quiet laugh. “Mate, at least you’ve got a pair waiting for you back at home. Me? I don’t even have one waiting for me!” Now, it was the sergeant’s turn to laugh. 


     MacArthur, making light of their current situation added, “At this rate, those beautiful tits will be old and saggy by the time I get home. I’ll have to roll them up if I want a go at them!” 


     Hiora laughed some more, mindful of making too much noise, and handed MacArthur a boiled egg, which seemed a somewhat inadequate offering considering the topic of the conversation they had just had. 


       


    


  




  

    

Chapter Four 


       


     Special Operations - War Office, London. 


       


     The office was expansive and impressive, and was one which was kept meticulously organised. At the end was a huge oak desk behind which sat Vera Atkins. She was a lady somewhere in her 40s whose hair was tied up into a tight and very formal bun, and she wore glasses. Very traditionally dressed, she exuded confidence and authority. She was reviewing files, documents and other paperwork when there was a knock at the door. “Yes?” 


     Her younger secretary, Louise Sherington entered, carrying a tea tray and two china cups. She placed down the tray on her boss’s desk, and said, in her East End London accent, “Miss Atkins, there is a Major Turnball here to see you, what would you like me to do?” Atkins instructed her to show the major in, and with a nod of understanding, she turned and left the office. 


     Just a few moments later, Major Mark Turnball entered. He was in uniform, a thick-set dark haired man with an immaculately groomed moustache which only a major could wear properly. He stood to attention and saluted Atkins. “Good day, Ma’am,” he greeted her formally. 


     Atkins acknowledged and welcomed the major to her office, gesturing for him to take a seat in front of her desk. She too sat down. Both she and the major sat with their backs ramrod straight; he because of his years of military service, she because of who she was. 


     Atkins opened the meeting. “Thank you for meeting with me, Major. I have requested you personally because I am aware of your experience and background with the Special Air Service and Special Operations Executive as well as the various Resistance groups fighting for their country and freedom in France.” 


     “Yes, Ma’am.” 


     Atkins stirred her tea, and, over the rims of her glasses, looked at Major Turnball seriously. “Then, you will be aware of how serious the situation is in Bordeaux, Major?” 


     “Yes, Ma’am.” 


     “You were scheduled for a rescue operation in the area next week, were you not?” enquired Atkins, knowing the answer already. 


     “Yes, Ma’am. May I as enquire as to why you are asking me the question in the past tense, has the operation been cancelled?” 


     “No, Major. The rescue operation will still go ahead as planned. There is, however, just one more thing that I need to ask of you.” 


     “Anything, Ma’am.” 


     Atkins slid a manila folder over to the major. “The Gestapo are shooting the escaped prisoners, as well as anyone they suspect of helping them in any shape or form, Major. Our intelligence tells us that our man did not get out of the camp with the others.” 


     “He’s still inside, then?” asked the major with a grim look of shock and surprise. 


     “That would appear to be the case, yes,” confirmed Atkins. “The Gestapo are searching the town for the ones who did make it out, which is making life extremely difficult for one of my operatives.” 


     Atkins took another sip of her tea as the major opened the file which she had placed in front of him moments earlier. Inside was a photo of one Danielle LeClair and one typed page containing information on her background. 


     “Major Turnball, I need you to extract Miss LeClair, as well as two allied airmen who were shot down several weeks ago. One Corporal Hiroa of the New Zealand Air Force, and one Sergeant MacArthur, a parachute rigger with the Canadian Air Force. Here are their files.” 


     Two more manila files were passed across Atkins’ desk. Major Turnball took a cursory glance, knowing that he was not required to open and study them right away. 


     “Thank you, Ma’am. So, my people are to undertake more than one rescue mission? If I may say so, that seems like a suicide mission, Ma’am. How am I supposed to retrieve all of those people and get them back here alive? This is going to be…” 


     Atkins cut him off. “Major, my problem is getting things done. Your problem is how to get things done. I picked you because of your reputation; your reputation of being the best at what you do. Put together your team, formulate your plan, and have it here on my desk tomorrow evening, would you?” It wasn’t a request, it was an order. 


     An awkward and deafening silence held the room ransom, which Major Turnball eventually broke. “Ma’am, may I ask for more men and additional supplies?” 


     “You’ll have one DC3 flying in under the cover of darkness. You can take as much of who and whatever you wish as long as the plane can carry it. I will look forward to receiving your plan tomorrow evening at the latest, Major. Good luck, you’re going to need it.” 


     Major Turnball knew that he had just been dismissed. He stood, and once more saluted Atkins. 


     As if she possessed a sixth sense, Atkins’ secretary appeared at the door, and gestured to the major that she would show him out. 


       


    


  




  

    

Chapter Five 


       


     Bordeaux, France. 


       


     With not a cloud in the sky, the full moon shone down on the cliff, illuminating it in the clear winter night air. Two men laying on the edge were looking down through their binoculars at the road below, which was dissected by a German checkpoint. Pte. Bob Chambers, a man in his thirties, and his younger superior, Cpl. Jason Oliver laid flat on the ground and huddled together, in a futile attempt to use each other’s body heat to stay warm. Whatever heat they did have between them was quickly being absorbed by the freezing ground. They were both alert and wide awake, unlike the solitary German soldier they were observing below, who appeared to be falling asleep at his checkpoint. 


     Chambers broke the silence. “What do you think?” 


     “We can’t stay here, it’s too exposed, plus, this freezing wind will kill us,” replied Oliver. “Then we need to move, and fast. I’m freezing my balls off.” Chambers always did know how to get straight to the point. 


     After more scanning below, both men agreed that they needed to get to the bottom of the cliff and cross to the other side of the road. The snow would be their enemy in doing so, for it is not an easy task to journey through the white fluffy substance without leaving a trail. 


     Sensing Chambers’ reservations, Oliver wore a wry smile and said, “Don’t worry. We’ll take it slow, we’ll cut down some branches to brush over our tracks, and we’ll be fine.” 


     Chambers nodded in a less than enthusiastic manner. Oliver stood up and headed away from the cliff edge with Chambers following him. It was going to be a long night. 


     Hundreds of feet below at the German Checkpoint, Cpl. Weiss arrived ready for duty, and noticed that Pte. Meyer - the guard who Oliver and Chambers had observed a little earlier - had indeed fallen asleep. Weiss gave him a sharp shove on the shoulder to wake him up. 


     “Hey, Meyer, wake up. You need to stay awake, this is not a holiday. I’m heading down the road to take a crap. Once I’ve relieved myself, I will be back to relieve you.” 


     As soon as Weiss had walked away and was just a few metres down the road preparing for his daily ritual, Meyer closed his eyes and once again drifted off to sleep. 


     By now, Oliver and Chambers had reached the roadside and were not more than 50 metres away from the guard hut. They hid behind a small clump of trees, and a quick look through his binoculars confirmed to Oliver that the lone guard, Meyer, was asleep. He whispered to Chambers, “There’s only one of them, and he’s asleep. I’m still not completely happy, there should always be more than one soldier guarding a checkpoint. We need to take it slowly, and quietly. You go first, and I will keep my eyes peeled.” 


     Chambers swallowed and replied, “Okay. Once over the other side of the road, I’ll wait in those trees. If by any chance we get separated, just go over that mountain over there, and I’ll meet you on the other side.” 


     “Okay. Go,” ordered Oliver. 


     Chambers stepped out from the cover of the trees onto the snow covered road, and suddenly felt vulnerable. He looked around and could see no sign of movement. Just 20 metres away, Weiss had found the spot where he would do his business and had begun undoing his pants before backing up towards a snow bank and squatting down. Chambers continued walking across the road, using an evergreen branch with which to brush away his tracks. One thing the branch could not cover, however, was the crunching of the snow under Chambers’ boots. A whistle was heard, and back at the guardhouse Meyer woke up with a start and scrambled to his feet. 


     “Halt! Halt! Shiza!” screamed Weiss, having now realised that he wasn’t as alone as he had assumed he was. He found himself running from the snow bank holding his rifle in one hand, and pulling his pants up with the other. 


     Suddenly, the lights of a truck parked outside of the guardhouse came on and illuminated Chambers. He was right in the middle of the road, and the rays of the lights - which seemed as powerful as a searchlight because of the snow - left him with zero camouflage. The truck started moving toward Chambers, and behind the wheel was Meyer, who was now considerably more awake than he had been when Weiss had last seen him. Chambers elected to take his only option: to head over to the other side of the road - the side where he’d originally planned to meet Oliver, and he disappeared into the brush and deeper snow. 


     Meyer stood on the brakes - which didn’t make too much of a difference on the compacted snow and ice - and came to a halt at the place where Chambers had disappeared. Meyer climbed down from the driver’s seat with his rifle poised, and cautiously followed Chambers’ tracks, which this time, he had not had time to brush over. 


     Chambers, who could feel his lungs burning with the exertion of running together with the freezing air, stopped for a brief moment and looked back down the hill towards the road. In the lights of the truck, he could see the shadow of Meyer, who was pointing his rifle directly at him. He never even heard the shot. 


     Oliver, still in the same position he had been in when he’d ordered Chambers to go ahead, had observed every second of the action. He made a reasonable judgment that there was nothing he could do, and decided to pull back and retreat to safety. 


     By now, Weiss had run to the truck and he found Meyer still holding his rifle and pointing it up the hill. “Let’s call it in, I got him,” Meyer said. 


     Oliver trudged through the forest, heading for the planned rendezvous point. With the uneven terrain of the forest floor and the snow, plus the fact that it was dark, he knew he was in for a long hard night. 


       


    


  




  

    

Chapter Six 


       


     After what was probably an hour, Oliver stopped for a brief rest. He hadn’t eaten or slept for God only knew how long, and he was getting tired. He thought he heard something and slowed down his breathing. Yes, he was right. In the distance, there was a rumbling sound, but it was too far away to make out exactly what it was. He stayed silent as the noise grew louder, and then hit him; it was coming from the sky, and it was the unmistakable sound of two Curtiss-Wright R- 1820 Cyclone engines. A Dakota DC3 was in the air over Bordeaux and was heading in Oliver’s direction! 


     His elation was quickly quashed another sound, the voices of screaming Germans. They were close enough for Oliver to be able to tell that there were far too many of them, and the screaming and shouting was coming from multiple directions. 


     The engines were now louder than ever. He looked up to the moonlit sky and saw the beautiful shadow of the DC3. He knew that if he could just stay hidden from the Germans, help was on its way, and that was his incentive to stay alive. He headed towards another hillside where he would stay hidden until he could make contact with his rescuers. 


     Having climbed up the hillside, he found a good vantage point and could once again see the road below. There was intense activity, the sounds of continued shouting and noise of the DC3 in the sky. His heart was thumping. 


     Suddenly, a machine gun opened fire spraying bullets up into the air. “Shit.” There was an almighty explosion. The Dakota had been hit and was now limping across the sky, a wounded bird. The constant rumble of the faithful old engines had now become a sick inconsistent noise with the misfiring of the twin motors. The plane was descending, unable to maintain altitude. 


     Soon after, while walking through the forest, Oliver found a clearing. He looked around, surveying the area, and stopped cold in his tracks. Just a few metres away, a parachute lay on the ground, the light silk material fluttering in the gentle wind. Underneath was the unmistakable shape of a body; it was motionless. 


     “Jesus Christ,” he muttered under his breath. 


     Oliver knelt down and started to roll up the parachute, uncovering the dead body at the same time. 


     Click. 


     He stopped dead and felt the cold metal of the rifle’s barrel against his temple. Oliver raised his hands. 


     “You German?” asked the man, now very much in charge. 


     “No, Norwegian. I’m a POW. I don’t have any supplies. Please help,” pleaded Oliver. 


     He was ordered to slowly turn around. Oliver obeyed and also stood up, still staring down the barrel of the rifle. 


     “I’m Sgt. Mitchell, British. You’re an escapee from the camp, yeah?” Oliver nodded. 


     “What’s your name and rank?” 


     “Cpl. Oliver.” 


     Satisfied, Mitchell lowered his weapon and walked over to the parachute. The dead body was badly burned, but the Sergeant recognised who it was immediately. 


     “We were in the plane that was shot down. This is Major Turnball. He’s in charge…he was in charge of the rescue operation.” 


     Mitchell went through the deceased major’s pockets and found a packet of cigarettes which he took for later. Knowing that they couldn’t stay where they were for long before a German search party would arrive, he instructed Oliver to collect whatever he could from the major’s supplies. 


     They then dug a shallow grave and buried Major Mark Turnball out of sight. “What’s your first name, Corporal?” asked Mitchell. 


     “Jason, and you?” 


     “Oh, everyone just calls me Mitchell. Sometimes they put a sergeant in front of it.” 


     Formalities seemed unimportant under the circumstances. 


     Having covered the major’s final resting place with brush and snow, the two new friends shook hands. 


     “Okay, Jason, let’s get away from here. Follow me,” Mitchell instructed. 


     The two men turned and headed back into the shelter of the forest. Oliver asked where the other men from the plane were, a question to which Mitchell did not have an answer. 


     A gunshot was heard in the distance. Both men stopped instinctively. The loudest sound they could hear at that moment was their hearts beating. They heard footsteps and breaking twigs beneath the snow and both ducked down. Just 20 yards away, three German soldiers were tugging on a parachute which was caught up in a tree. Some branches gave way under the strain, and a dead body fell down. 


     “One more down!” shouted one of the soldiers. The other two cheered. The three of them gathered up the parachute, searched the body of the dead man, and picked up an SAS commando’s kit which they had found on the ground. 


     Oliver and Mitchell were witnessing all of this, and the latter was wearing a grim look on his face. Oliver didn’t have to ask if the dead man belonged to Mitchell’s group. 


     “Are we meeting with the resistance?” Oliver asked Mitchell. “As long as luck is on our side, yes.” 


     Oliver considered all that had happened during that night, and concluded that his odds of seeing the next morning alive had just diminished drastically with Mitchell’s last sentence. Through the trees, the two men continued to watch as the Germans rifled through the dead paratrooper’s supply pack. Out of nowhere, a small rock hit Oliver on the back of the head, and instinctively he blurted out, “Ouch.” 


     He turned around, and in some nearby bushes he spotted Al Patterson, a trooper in his 20s, who had his index finger pointing upwards over his lips, the international sign to keep quiet. Mitchell had now spotted Patterson as well, and both he and Oliver crawled over to meet him. After a brief chat, Patterson led the other two men over to some tree stumps in a deforested area. From behind one of them, Cpl. Jason Babcock of the British Special Air Service stood. Those in the SAS have a tendency not to trust anyone easily, and Babcock was pointing his rifle at the three men. 


     “It’s me,” whispered Patterson. Recognising the voice, Babcock relaxed and lowered his rifle slightly. The three men continued approaching Babcock slowly and carefully with their hands above their heads, taking no chances. As they got closer, Babcock recognised Mitchell. 


     “You made it, Serg!” he exclaimed, unable to hide his joy. 


     With the sound of those words, the bush rustled slightly, and Bob Moran, another member of the SAS stood up. After a few seconds of back and arm slapping, Sgt. Mitchell, being the highest ranking man among the group took charge of the situation. 


     “Where are the others?” he asked. 


     Patterson informed him that Morgan, Smith, O’Sullivan, Ryan and Petty were all confirmed dead, shot by the Germans. The conversation ceased, and the group lowered their heads for just a few seconds to pay their respects to their fallen comrades. 


     “Christ,” said Mitchell. “I found the major, he’s dead too. Burnt to a crisp. Must’ve got himself caught up in the plane when it exploded.” 


     A few more seconds of silence. 


     “Everyone, this is Cpl. Oliver, Norwegian, an escapee from the camp. He has not, repeat has not been briefed on anything yet, so please watch what you say in front of him.” 


     Oliver offered a slightly uncomfortable smile. 


     Moran spoke for the first time. “What do we do from here, Serg?”  


     “We head that way.” 


     The men all nodded in agreement and started gathering their packs and supplies in preparation to move on. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Seven 


       


     Back at the bakery, Bridgette was preparing a chicken pie ready to be cooked in her stone oven, while Danielle was taking care of making them both some much needed coffee. 


     “Bichette, you look so tired and you slept so late last night. Are you alright?” 


     “Yes, Mama. I was just tired from my…bike ride yesterday. I’m okay, please don’t worry.” 


     Bridgette looked at her daughter with concern. She noticed that Danielle had bruising on her face. 


     “Are you hungry, Danielle? The chicken pie will be ready in just an hour.” 


     Danielle looked at her mother but did not reply. She looked through to the bakery shop front, it was empty. She walked back to her mother, stood next to her and asked in a hushed voice, “Mama, is it safe to talk?” 


     “I think so Bichette, yes,” Bridgette replied. 


     “Mama, they have set up guard posts on all of the roads leading out of town. No one can get in or out. You must tell your friends.” 


     “Does this affect the rendezvous, Danielle?” 


     Danielle looked down at the floor and a single tear fell from her eye. 


     “Mama, I’ve been ordered back to England. I will have to leave with the two men in the cellar when they are picked up.” 


     Bridgette’s face crumpled with fear and heartache. A few minutes of silence went by while mother and daughter both considered the ramifications of what Danielle had just said. 


     “Mama, please, come with me. We can go back together.” 


     Bridgette suddenly put her emotions aside and wiped away her tears on her sleeve. “No, Bichette, this is my home, and this is my business which your Papa and me both worked hard to build. I will not leave here. I will stay here and stand up on my own two feet, just like Papa did.” 


     “Mama, you cannot help the Resistance on your own. You will end up dead…just like Papa did.” 


     “Be that as it may, Danielle, but, I must stay. They need my help, and they need my bread,” said Bridgette defiantly. 


     The two women hugged as only mother and daughter can. 


     “Mama, I did not expect this but I must obey my orders. Once the war has ended, I will come back for you, I promise.” 


     Bridgette finally broke down and sobbed in the arms of her daughter in a way that she had never sobbed before. 


       


    


  




  

    

Chapter Eight 


       


     Nazi Headquarters, Bordeaux. 


       


     A secretary left her office to take a break. As she walked down the corridor, she heard a screaming voice full of rage coming from behind a closed door, the door which led to an office occupied by Capt. Kurt Wegner. 


     “Shoot them all, they are terrorists!” he yelled. So angry was Wegner that he could feel the blood rushing through the veins in his forehead, and he was breaking out in a sweat. He took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face. He continued: “Search every door of every property in the entire town. I want every square inch combed until we find them all to the last man. I will be there in twenty minutes.” He slammed down the phone without saying goodbye; he was not in the mood for niceties. He picked up his coat, left his office, and closed the door in such a way that it may have caused some light structural damage. 


     Evening was setting in, and Bridgette was sweeping the floor of the bakery, getting ready to close up for the night. She heard a sudden but almighty commotion outside, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw two German soldiers run past her shop window. She put down her broom, and peered outside, trying to see what was going on. 


     A few doors along the street, she saw the soldiers stop outside a house. Within seconds, more had joined them. They battered down the door, and after a short period of yelling and some scuffling, they dragged a young man in his 20s out by his hair. His name was Maurice Gagnon, and he was screaming in pain, and in terror. The front of his trousers had become a darker shade of their original colour. 


     “Please, please, I didn’t do anything,” he was crying. 


     His cries fell on deaf ears, and he was dragged from the house and thrown on to his knees into the middle of the street. Capt. Wegner arrived on the scene and walked straight over to Maurice. In a final act of hope, he clasped his hands together and begged Wegner for his life. 


     “I beg you,” would be his final words. 


     Wegner pulled out his pistol, aimed it at Maurice’s face and fired. Droplets of blood shot in every direction, and the life of Maurice Gagnon came to an abrupt, bloody and undignified end. 


     Bridgette, who had witnessed this terrible murder, felt her knees tremble. She held her hands up to her mouth and let out an involuntary muffled shriek. 


     As if in slow motion, Bridgette watched Maurice’s body fall down onto the street. His still warm blood was gushing from the bullet hole, and it was slowly soaked up by the fresh snow. 


     Wegner, still looking at Maurice without a shred of emotion on his face - or in his heart - holstered his pistol. He took out a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped a drop of blood which had spattered on to his face. His job was done, and he turned around and left the body to be disposed of. 


     Bridgette backed away from the window, still in shock. Danielle came rushing in and asked her mother what had happened. 


     “They’re searching the entire town. Every door. They’re pulling people out into the street,” explained her mother. 


     Danielle went over to the fireplace. She retrieved the poker and opened the secret latch. 


     MacArthur and Hiroa were looking up at her from the dark cellar, the whites of their eyes being the only part of them that was remotely visible. 


     “The Gestapo is searching the whole town door-to-door. You must stay down there and remain perfectly silent,” Danielle explained in an almost inaudible voice. 


     Both men nodded their understanding, and once again, the secret entrance to the cellar was closed. 


     Danielle grabbed some wood and placed it on the fire. 


     The inevitable knock on the door came. Outside of the bakery, Cpl. Himmel and Pte. Brahms stood alongside a still irate Captain Wegner. 


     “Open up, open this door immediately,” they ordered. Bridgette approached the door and obeyed. 


     “Yes, how may I help you gentlemen?” she asked with miraculous composure. 


     There was no immediate answer to her question. Himmel and Brahms pushed past Bridgette knocking her sideways and had a quick glance around the bakery before heading into the back room. Wegner followed, as did Bridgette. Every cupboard and door was opened and every shelf was searched. Several pots and containers fell to the floor, a few of them breaking. Danielle and Bridgette joined each other at the counter pretending to ignore the Germans, and they stood side by side kneading dough. 


     Wegner started the questions. “Who lives here?” 


     “Just the two of us, we are mother and daughter,” replied Bridgette politely. 


     Wegner snapped his finger at the two soldiers and ordered them to search the whole building thoroughly. Brahms took the living room. He opened the cabinets, checked under the furniture and looked at the now roaring fireplace. Heavy footsteps could be heard coming down the stairs, and the two men rejoined Wegner. Himmel confirmed that there was nothing to be found in the bedrooms, and Brahms reported that he was satisfied there was nothing of importance in the living room. 


     Wegner, with a look of disappointment on his face faced the two ladies. “There has been an escape from the camp nearby. Have any strangers approached you asking for food or anything else?” 


     Bridgette told the captain that she had not noticed anyone new or out of the ordinary. Danielle looked at the soldiers properly for the first time since they had arrived, and recognised Himmel. Of course she would recognise him; he was the man who had raped her back at the checkpoint when she had been heading home from the forest. Himmel looked at her and smirked, knowing full well that there was not a damned thing she could do about it. 


     Wegner took one more look around the shop. The Gestapo were never 100% satisfied with anyone’s answers or story. His eyes stopped on a chicken pie laying on the counter, and he commented on how good it looked and smelled. Bridgette, knowing what this meant told him that he was free to take the pie to share with his men. 


     As they were leaving the bakery, Wegner paused, turned and said one last thing: “The escapees are dangerous, and we will shoot them on sight. Furthermore, if anyone helps them in any way whatsoever, we will shoot them too. Do I make myself perfectly clear?” he asked Bridgette. 


     “We will report anything we see, sir,” she replied weakly. 


     “Good. Thank you for the pie. Gute Nacht.” With that, he turned and left, followed by Himmel and Brahms. Bridgette and Danielle both exhaled slowly. They had spent the last few minutes using every atom of strength in their bodies to control their fear, and now that the Germans had finally left, they felt tired and weak. 


       


    


  




  

    

Chapter Nine 


       


     Special Operations - War Office, London. 


       


     Vera Atkins was walking towards her office, her high heels clattering on the marble floor, when she heard her name called. She turned around, and saw Col. Walker approaching her. She was expecting him. 


     “Good morning, Colonel. This way, if you’d be so kind.” 


     They both stepped into her office. The door was closed and Atkins sat at her desk. Walker remained standing at attention. 


     “Let’s hear it then, Colonel,” Atkins said, electing to omit any small talk from the meeting. Walker proceeded carefully, knowing that Atkins was not going to like what he had to say. 


     “Ma’am, several of your operatives have been retrieved and returned for debriefing. Unfortunately, the flight that went out two nights ago has not returned. We can therefore assume that the mission failed.” 


     Atkins slapped her desk. “Damn. I needed that one to work. What do we know?” she enquired. 


     “Nothing much, I’m afraid, Ma’am. I’m expecting updates within 48 hours. They could still be alive. I’m allowing a certain degree of optimism for now.” 


     Atkins was looking down at her desk, obviously deep in thought. “They were supposed to extract a female operative for me. I needed that done then, and I still need it done now, at any cost.” 


     “What would you like me to do, Ma’am?” asked Walker. 


     “Get in touch with the French Resistance at once, Colonel. Ask them if they know anything, anything at all. If we don’t hear from them within 48 hours, send in a second rescue mission.” 


     “Consider it done, Ma’am,” said Walker. He then gave an immaculate salute and left Atkins’ office. 


       


    


  




  

    

Chapter Ten 


       


     Allied Hideout, Bordeaux. 


       


     Mitchell and Patterson were making some final adjustments to their gear. Oliver was standing close by, looking at them as if they had been taken over by instantaneous insanity. 


     “You want me to do what?” he asked for the second time. 


     “We’re going back in,” replied Mitchell calmly, acutely aware that asking Oliver to go back to a place from which he’d recently escaped was asking a lot. 


     “I’ve just escaped from that hell-hole, and now you are asking me to go back? I thought you were supposed to be rescuing us!” Oliver protested. 


     “We are. But first, we need to go back. Get ready,” ordered Mitchell. Oliver approached the sergeant, and the two men eyeballed each other. 


     “Mitchell, I have been living…no, existing in that shit-hole for two years. I have not seen my family for three years. I’m not going back, and to ask me to do so is taking the bloody piss,” Oliver said to Mitchell, who was wearing one more stripe than he was. 


     Like any good man in command, Mitchell remained calm. “Corporal Oliver, do you want to get out of here? Do you want to make it through this? Yes? Then you need to calm down and help us. I have orders to extract our man out of that camp, and you are going to help us by leading us there.” 


     The ensuing standoff lasted for a good minute. The corporal was the first to blink and turned away, muttering obscenities under his breath. 


     “Thanks, but no thanks, Mitchell,” he said. “The camp is in that direction, and between here and there, there is a battalion of Krauts, all who have rifles, and all who have twitchy fingers. I’m going this way,” Oliver said pointing in the opposite direction to the camp. 


     With that, he looked at the men, turned around and started to walk away. 


     “Oliver, you’re making a mistake.” Mitchell’s observation had no effect on Oliver. “Shit Patterson, go and get him,” he ordered. 


     Patterson stomped off after Oliver, and a few seconds later, a muffled yelp could be heard. 


       


    


  




  

    

Chapter Eleven 


       


     The Forest, Bordeaux. 


       


     Pierre Nadeau was crouching down low in the bushes. A second man, Adrien Fontaine, hiding similarly in another bush just a few metres away was tapping out a message in Morse code. Both men were unaware of each other’s presence. 


     Many miles away, Fontaine’s message was being received. The young operator unscrambled the dots and dashes, and wrote out each letter as they were transmitted. 


     Yes we are getting them out soon, it read. 


     Nadeau adjusted his body slightly to relieve the cramp in his legs, both of which were on the verge of being frozen solid from the snow-covered ground. A small branch snapped, and with the stillness of the night, it sounded like a cannon being fired. Fontaine grabbed his rifle, stood up and pointed his weapon towards Nadeau’s bush. 


     “Come out,” Fontaine commanded the still invisible Nadeau. 


     Nadeau stepped out of his bush with his hands raised above his head, and stated simply, “POW, Canada.” 


     Fontaine, testing Nadeau’s story said, “You’re from Canada, huh? Parlez-vous Français?” 


     “Oui. I am from Montreal,” replied Nadeau, his hands still held high. 


     “Turn around. I do not know you, and I am going to tie you to a tree until I am happy with your story.” 


     Doing as he had been told, Nadeau turned, walked towards the nearest tree, and in a bid to help Fontaine, he held his hands behind his back ready to be tied. Fontaine took a length of rope and started to bind Nadeau’s wrists tightly. 


     “Sir,” said Nadeau. “Please tell British intelligence that thirty of us escaped from the POW camp close to here. We need help immediately. We need to get out of this country. Please tell them.” 


     Fontaine offered Nadeau an indifferent nod while continuing to secure his wrists, before moving down to his ankles. 


       


    


  




  

    

Chapter Twelve 


       


     Special Operations Executive (SOE)
Offices, London. 


       


     Cpl. Cooper was one among a row of radio operators sitting at a large switchboard. He wrote down the message as it was being received, tore the piece of paper from the pad and rushed out of the office to deliver it. Col. Walker was studying some files on his desk when there was a knock on his door. 


     “Come in,” said the Colonel. 


     Cooper entered the office, closed the door behind him and approached the officer’s desk. He stood to attention and saluted. “Sir, I have a message from the French Resistance.” 


     Two hands met mid-way over the large oak desk, and Cooper handed over the folded note. Assuming that his duty was complete, Cooper once again saluted and turned, ready to return to his position at the switchboard. 


     “Wait,” the colonel snapped. “I need you to send a message back.” Walker scribbled down something onto a new piece of paper, and handed it over. 


     “See that this is delivered at once. Thank you, Corporal.”  


     “Thank you, Sir.” 


     As soon as the door was once again closed, Walker picked up the phone and dialed an internal number. There were no polite greetings. “We need to meet as soon as possible. I have an update for you, Ma’am.” 


     Vera Atkins was, as usual, behind her desk when Col. Walker entered without knocking. He deemed the contents of the note to be more important than etiquette. He thanked Atkins for agreeing to see him on such short notice, and she gesticulated for him to sit down. Walker slid the folded note over to Atkins and told her, “We’ve received confirmation from the French 


     Resistance that the rescue plane which you sent in was in fact shot down close to the village of Bordeaux. At least 5 SAS commandos have been confirmed killed so far.” 


     Atkins started the questions with, “So, the Resistance didn’t receive any of the supplies?”  


     “No, Ma’am,” replied Walker, confirming her fears. “But, Ma’am, there’s more. The local 


     Gestapo is less than happy about the POW breakout that took place, and they are raiding and searching every property, both commercial and private in Bordeaux. Your man is still inside the camp, but we can’t get anywhere close to it. The escapees are being hunted down like dogs by the Germans as we speak.” 


     Atkins looked grim. “I see. Send a message. Tell the Resistance to help any escapees in any way they can, and that unfortunately, we cannot continue to do any further supply drops in that area at this present time. Those men are on their own for now. Walker, thoughtfully tidying his moustache nodded his agreement. 


     Atkins started considering her options. “Can we send in another group of commandos, Colonel?” 


     “I don’t think so, Ma’am. It would be a suicide mission now, what with the Gestapo crawling all over the place. Plus, we don’t yet know for sure if the Germans have captured all of Turnball’s men. I am inclined to suggest that we wait for a better window of opportunity, Ma’am.” 


     “Agreed,” Atkins said decisively. “Organise the air drops that we can do for the Resistance, and inform me if you hear from any of Turnball’s men. Thank you, Colonel. Dismissed.” 


     “Understood. Good day, Ma’am.” 


       


    


  




  

    

Chapter Thirteen 


       


     The Forest, Bordeaux. 


       


     Fontaine wrote down the incoming message on a scrap of paper. It wasn’t good news. “Shit.” 


     Nadeau, still tied to the tree asked what shit had meant, exactly, while suspecting it wasn’t good news. 


     Having packed up his radio, Fontaine went to the back of Nadeau and finally untied him. “It means, I hope you like long fucking walks. Let’s go.” 


     With Nadeau’s hands and legs now free, both men set off through the ankle-deep snow, neither needing to tell the other that they would have to be as alert as anyone could be due to the Germans’ determination to catch every last one of the escapees. 


     In another part of the forest, Mitchell was keeping his eyes peeled for any unwanted visitors, while Patterson was keeping watch over Oliver, now sitting on a log with his hands bound behind his back. Mitchell tapped Patterson on the shoulder and told him to take a break and to keep a lookout. Oliver looked at Mitchell, his eyes filled with hatred and loathing. 


     “I escaped a Nazi POW camp, and now I’m under virtual arrest by my own side. I can’t wait to see the reaction of people back at home when I tell them that!” Oliver said with bitterness that was almost dripping from his tongue. 


     “You put yourself in this mess, Corporal,” Mitchell replied, knowing he was right. 


     Oliver spoke again, objecting: “Getting captured, imprisoned in a POW camp and tortured is one thing. It’s part of the job. I managed to escape from that hell. Going back voluntarily for more of the same is not part of the job.” 


     Mitchell knew that if he was to turn Oliver’s attitude around, he would need to give him more information. “Listen, Oliver, I’ll level with you. Inside that camp is a VIP. We have received orders to pull him out. I am not exactly enthusiastic about walking into a German POW camp myself, I can tell you. Shit, I don’t even know if he’s still there. And, if he is still there, I don’t know if he’s dead or alive. But, orders are orders, and we will make an extraction attempt.” 


     Mitchell’s honesty paid off, and Oliver came down from his high horse. “What’s his name?” he asked. 


     “Jim Garner,” said Mitchell. 


     Oliver looked thoughtful. He leaned back, took a deep breath and told Mitchell that he knew him. 


     “He’s the one who put the escape plan together. He stayed behind so maybe he’s still there. What’s the urgency to get him out, is he British Intelligence or something? He did seem like the type, thinking about it. He was always planning something, coming up with new ideas for this and that.” 


     “I wasn’t told why they want him,” said Mitchell truthfully. “Mere Sergeants like myself aren’t usually privy to such information. They don’t tell us how to do it or why we need to do it, they just tell us to get on with it, and I find that it makes for a much more peaceful life if I follow my orders.” 


     Deep in thought, both men fell silent. 


     Mitchell changed his tone. Instead of speaking sergeant to corporal, he now spoke as if he were talking to a friend; a friend who he cared about. “Listen mate, if you go out there alone, not only will you be caught and dead in no time, you will also jeapordise the safety of our group.” 


     Oliver caved in, but he had a stipulation, probably to save face. “Alright, listen. If you guarantee that I get a ticket home so that I can visit my family, I’ll go in with you. And, will you please untie my bloody hands?” 


     Mitchell obliged Oliver’s first request, and gave him his word that he would honour and deal with the second one personally. They had a deal, and shook hands as men do.” 


     “You’re a smooth bastard, Mitchell. Maybe after this I’ll be calling you Sergeant Major. 


     Camp’s that way. Let’s go and find Mr fucking Garner,” said Oliver, now smiling, and feeling much better knowing that he was many steps closer to seeing his family sooner than he had been expecting just an hour earlier. 


     The men started moving in single file through the snow. Mitchell led, with Oliver behind him, and the rest of the men followed. They tried to be as quiet as possible, but a line of men walking on branches underneath fresh snow made far too much noise in the still of the night than any of them were comfortable with. 


     A little later, they were all climbing down the rocky cliff which overlooked the dirt road. The moonlight was still bright. Oliver was the first to put his boots onto the ground, followed by Mitchell and the rest of the men. One of them had almost lost his footing on the slippery snow covered surface of the rock face, but had managed to hold on, mercifully. They were now crouching down just before the edge of the tree line close to the road. 


     “This is where my partner got shot. If we cross here, the Germans will see us and we’ll be cut down in seconds,” observed Oliver. 


     With his authority now respected unanimously, Sgt. Mitchell agreed that they would have to find another way to cross the road. They started walking, still in the trees, parallel to the road. Mitchell would never know it, but he stepped in the shit that Cpl. Weiss had offloaded earlier. 


     The men found themselves staring at a partially frozen river. They all started shivering because they knew what was coming; they could see Mitchell’s eyes, and they knew what he was thinking. 


     Babcock was the first to question his yet to be given order. “Shit, Serg., we’re going to cross this?” 


     “Yes. It’s the only way across without leaving any tracks,” Mitchell explained. “Clothes off including underwear, everyone. We need to keep them dry if we’re going to survive this without coming down with hypothermia. That water is going to be so cold, it’s going to feel like you’re walking through fire.” His candor did nothing to boost the other men’s confidence. 


     All of them, now as naked as the day they were born, stood on the bank of the river, just a few inches from the waterline. Not knowing what challenges the riverbed would present, they all found themselves a long and solid stick. Crossing the river would be akin to navigating a mine field. They would use the sticks as their eyes, plunging them into the water. The stick and one leg would remain still, acting as two anchors, while the second leg would move forward. This triangulation maneuver would continue until the men were safely across the river. Mitchell, a believer of leading by example, was the first to take the plunge. He involuntarily exhaled every single molecule of air from his lungs, and through his chattering teeth said one word and one word only. It was the only word which seemed suitable under the circumstances. The speed at which the river was flowing caught him off guard, and to combat the strength of the water, he turned slightly upstream and leaned forward a few degrees. A couple of the other men actually laughed under their breaths. It’s what friends and comrades do when they see each other suffering, especially while naked. The laughter soon stopped, and the smiles were swiftly erased from their faces, however, when it was their turn to hit the water. 


     Suddenly, the sound of a German fighter plane was heard directly overhead. This, they had not factored into their plan. They all stopped in the middle of the river and looked up. Mitchell told the men to get their freezing arses to the other side of the river, and started pushing his own body forward. 


     “Come on, lads. I’m not going to be caught by them Nazi bastards while I’m stark bollock naked in the middle of a river. Move it,” he ordered. Following the brief distraction, he lost his footing. His head briefly disappeared under the water, and now, he was riding the flow of the river. Already weak from the freezing temperatures, he was struggling to stay above the water. The men were all whisper-shouting, willing him to hang on and fight. 


     Once they had reached the other side, everyone slipped their boots on and ran, still naked, along the riverbank until they were slightly ahead of Mitchell. Oliver and Patterson then, for the second time that night, once again removed their footwear and bravely jumped back into the water, grabbing Mitchell before pulling him out of the water. He was now on the ground shaking violently. Oliver knew enough to recognise that Mitchell was falling into shock rapidly, but did not have any ideas of what to do. 


     “We need to build him a fire, he’s almost frozen solid,” suggested Babcock. 


     “We can’t build him a fucking fire, Einstein, the Germans will find us in seconds,” retorted Oliver, his voice laden with disgust at Babcock’s stupidity. 


     Patterson started rolling Mitchell in the snow. Doing so, he knew, is an effective way to remove excess water and moisture from bare skin and clothing. Whilst not a perfect solution, it would dry Mitchell off to a certain degree. Oliver knelt down to help Patterson, while the rest of the men went back to retrieve everyone’s bergens. 


     Babcock and Oliver covered Mitchell’s blue body with branches and foliage in an effort to insulate what little body heat he had left. 


     When the other men returned, they immediately recovered the warmest clothes they could find from their backpacks and started to dress Mitchell, who looked up at the men with gratitude. The remainder of the men then dressed themselves. Mitchell was still dangerously cold, and Patterson, Moran and Babcock huddled together surrounding Mitchell with their own bodies in an attempt to help him warm up. 


     “We’ll have to risk staying under these branches for the night. Serg isn’t up to going anywhere just yet,” Patterson said. The other men agreed and took more branches with which to cover themselves, not wanting to risk a single thread of their clothing being exposed should any Nazis come close to their position. 


     A few miles away, a DC3 flew over the forest. Onboard, a parachute rigger opened the main cargo drop-door and slid out a metal tube which was full of supplies. Its parachute opened and it drifted gently to the forest floor, where Fontaine and Nadeau were waiting nearby. 


     They both walked over to the tube and examined it cautiously, making sure it was in fact a supply tube, and not an unwelcome surprise that the Germans may have dropped. Satisfied, Nadeau opened it up and started pulling out the contents while Fontaine cut away the parachute and wrapped it up, ready to bury it. 


     “This is too much, the two of us can’t carry all this,” Nadeau said. 


     “You need to grow up and start to pull your weight. I am counting on you, got it?” responded an irritated Fontaine. 


     They packed the supplies the best they could before continuing their onward journey. 


     Fontaine, still not totally convinced about Nadeau’s story asked him how he had arrived in the area. 


     “The man who runs our escape committee told us to head in this direction in the hope that we would eventually be able to locate someone from the Resistance who would lead us over the mountains to safety.” 


     “Well, I guess I am your man then,” Fontaine said. 


     They were suddenly stopped in their tracks by the sound of a snapping branch not far away. 


     They both stood silently looking for any movement. 


     Fontaine told Nadeau that they had to assume the worst, that there were Germans close by, and that they should leave the area silently but quickly. 


     Nadeau stood, ready to get the hell away from there, but Fontaine remained kneeling, fiddling with something which Nadeau could not see. After what seemed like a lifetime, Fontaine closed up the metal tube and they started heading away from the area. 


     Just a few moments after they had left, a Nazi soldier who was searching the area came upon the tube. He slung his rifle over his shoulder, and knelt down on the ground to inspect what he had found, and called out to his fellow soldiers who were within close proximity. A small crowd was now gathered around the tube, and the soldier who had made the discovery opened it. In taking off the top, he had signed his, along with all the other men’s death certificate. 


     Fontaine and Nadeau, now some distance away, heard the loud boom as the orange flash momentarily lit up the forest. Screams could be heard. 


     “Scheisse.” 


     “Ich bin getroffen.” 


     One even called out for his mother. Fontaine and Nadeau instinctively ducked. 


     “Was that you?” asked Nadeau, his voice shaking from both shock and admiration. 


     “Well, it wasn’t the fucking tooth fairy,” replied Fontaine, displaying his lopsided grin which was well-known to anyone with whom he’d ever shared a beer. “That should keep those Nazi bastards off our backs for a while and give us some breathing space. Now, let’s move while we have the chance.” 


     Considering the terrain, they made impressive headway and were soon well away from the blast site which was now littered with a bloody mess of German bodies. 


     Fontaine and Nadeau slowed down to catch their breath, sure that they had put a comfortable distance between themselves and any Nazis who may have survived the blast. They found two trees and decided to stop for a rest. Both men took the opportunity to inspect their rifles, they may need them later, and they had to be sure that they weren’t going to let them down. 


     “What’s the plan?” asked Nadeau. 


     “The same as it was before. First we find your escaped friends, and then I will take you into the mountains and guide you to safety,” confirmed Fontaine. 


       


    


  




  

    

Chapter Fourteen 


       


     Danielle LeClair was standing in the doorway of her room above the bakery. Over her shoulder was a bag which was packed with the most basic of supplies and a few clothes. Preparing to leave, she took one more look around the place. She was experiencing mixed emotions. Her eyes stopped at the cage inside which was perched her beloved carrier dove, Frédéric. 


     “Don’t worry, my beautiful boy. How could I ever forget you? You have helped me more than anyone has.” 


     Danielle opened the cage and picked up the bird. She walked out of the room and closed the door for the last time. Once downstairs, Danielle walked out of the back door into the yard where her mother was hanging washing on the clothes line. 


     “Mama, are you sure you don’t want to come with me?” Danielle pleaded, knowing what the answer would be. 


     “My Bichette, this is my home. I have lived here all of my life. I watched you grow up here.” 


     Bridgette waved her left hand in no particular direction and at no specific person before continuing: “I cannot and will not let them drive me away.” 


     Danielle tried, for her mother’s sake, to wear a smile, but a single tear betrayed her attempts at being brave. She knew in her heart that there was a great chance this would be the last time she would ever see her mother, the woman who had given her the gift of life. 


     She looked down at Frédéric, still sitting in the palm of her hand. 


     “I need you to do one last thing for me, little bird,” she said in a soft voice while slipping a small piece of paper into a tiny metal tube attached to the dove’s leg. 


     “Once you have done this for me, fly somewhere warm and safe. Find somewhere where there are good people, and tell them that we love them.” 


     Frédéric knew his duty. He flapped his wings and lifted off into the air, circling Danielle’s head one time to bid her adieu, before gaining altitude and heading off in the direction of the forest. 


     Danielle and her mother watched little Frédéric fly away in silence until he was out of sight and then turned to face one another. Bridgette clasped her daughter’s hands and held them tightly, fighting the tears which were welling up in her tired eyes. 


     “Promise me you will make it through this. Promise me that you will stay safe and make it through this war. Promise me that when it’s over, you will come back to find me, my Bichette,” Bridgette said, her voice cracking under the strain. 


     “I will, Mama, I will. I promise.” 


     They held each other one last time. Bridgette looked into Danielle’s eyes, leaned forward and kissed her tenderly on the forehead. They smiled at each other, wiped away their tears and walked back inside holding hands, not wanting to let go. 


     Danielle headed for the fireplace and, once again opened the secret latch. The two men, as usual, were looking up. 


     “It’s time, we’re leaving,” she said to Sgt. MacArthur and Cpl. Hiroa. Danielle climbed down the ladder into the secret cellar. The two men asked how they were leaving, and Danielle walked across the room and opened another secret door, a door which the men had not noticed despite the time they had spent in the cramped room. 


     “We’re going through the underground sewers. Come, it’s time.” 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Don’t miss the next story in the Down the Rabbit Hole series: 


       


  




  

     Escape and Evasion 


       


     Sit in on a tense meeting with Vera Atkins and a member of Winston Churchill’s cabinet. Follow Danielle, MacArthur and Hiora through the sewers of Bordeaux. 


     Learn what Mitchell and his team will do once they reach the camp. Find out who Nancy Wake is, and why she is so important to the British. 


     Captain Wenger revisits Bridgette LeClair, but why, and what will the outcome be? 


       


     Get Escape and Evasion now,
and let the suspense continue! 
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