THE VILLACH ROAD

Michael, the Englishman, young and weak ;
Grete, the Austrian farm givl whom he mel
on holiday and secretly married : Nicholas
and Anna, their twin children, hall-English
half-Austrian, who grew up searcely knows
ing their father yet always toen by the
conflict of loyalty towards him and lowards
the land of their birth : these are the
characters.

The lovely lakes and mountains of Aust i
that is the scene.
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It was a still, cold night in the new year when Gr J

heard the aircraft coming over the mountains, and whej

she went out into the snow the air was so cle’ar that h

star§ seemed to be almost within reach. There was {'
obviously something seriously wrong with the engiqﬁ
they stutt-ered and spat, and once stopped altogether, I
80 on again abruptly and uncertainly. Grete searched{ h
sky, but there was nothing amongst that brightness“-y
stars to tell her where the aircraft was, until sudde-
there was a gleam of orange over Villach, a gleam whigl
spread until there was a mass of flame in the sk in
towards where she stood. T :
¥

"‘ Mummy ! > Nicﬁolas was leaning out of the land "
tV)Vlndow, e‘)‘fes turning in agony towards the flaminy
omber. “ Mummy ! That is an English ’plane. I
gom%) to crash, and they’ll all be killed ! *’ W
““ Perhaps they will come down b |
safe,” called Grete softly. Ja ey and“"

“ No, they have left it too late ! i b
e oo late ! Why did they lea.‘
““ They may already have Jjumped.” |

; gt The- others, perhaps, but not the pilot. I could h ,
him trying to start his engines again.
way, mummy ! >’

.“ Put on your clothes quickly, Nicholas, and
skis. 'We might be able to help them ! »
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THE VILLACH ROAD

He disappeared, and Grete ran to put onther own skis,
breathless and afraid. When she came out again the
bomber was still in the air, but as she started away from
the door it plunged steeply, passing over the farm with a
roar and a crackle of flame, the scarlet hurled back by the
snow as it dived towards it. There was a tremendous
crash, a pillar of fire swept upwards into the sky, and as
Grete raced down the slope she could see the blazing petrol
running out over the snow, fantastically twisting.

As she drew near she could see something lying in a dark
heap just clear of the flames. She went towards it and
knelt down in the snow, her eyes wide with horror. Yes, it
was a man ; it had been a man, a boy like Michael ; a boy
who had been alive and eager only a few short moments
ago. His face was charred, and his hands were nothing
but cinders ; his body was still smouldering. Then as she
gazed he opened the one eye that was left to him, and
through the wreck of his lips she heard him mutter ““ I’ve
had it this time ! ”’

“You are still alive ! > she cried.

He saw her, and, unbelievably, a faint twinkle appeared
in the single eye as his face was lit up by the rising flames
of the bomber.

“0dd,isn’tit?” The words came thickly through the
blistered mouth, hardly audible ; yet Grete could hear a
note of humour through their painful sound which filled
her with wonder.

“Tam afriend,” she told him urgently. ‘“ My husband
is an Englishman, he is fighting in your army. I will take
care of you and see that they never find you ! ”’

The eye surveyed her face thoughtfully, gleaming with
inward amusement.
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