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A Word Can Change a Mind.

A Sentence Can Change a Life.

A Book Can Change the World.

Tom Kane © 2008











  
  
Preface





"There I saw my mother, as she was when I was young.

Eyes so bright and shining,

reflected by the sun.



But soon her smile did turn to fear, tears were in her eyes.

Darkness crowded in that place,

beyond the brittle skies."



Copyright © Tom Kane 2021
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Introduction




The Brittle Sky is book three in The Brittle Saga Trilogy.

Book one is The Brittle Sea, book two The Brittle Land and now this is the final book in the trilogy.

You should read these books in order as they are written as a sequence of events to tell the full story.








  
  

Chapter one

March 1931 - A Brittle Heart. 





“What have we got?” 

“A young woman, early twenties, I guess. She shot and killed a man in the street then turned the gun on herself.”

“Never rains but it pours.”

The doctor and nurse hurried down the corridor on the way to the emergency room. 

At the double doors, the demarcation between public areas and the medical staff’s emergency room, a lone policeman slowly paced back and forth. He saw the doctor and nurse walking quickly toward him. “Doc! I need to speak to you.”

“Later,” the doctor said, pushing past the policeman. 

The doctor slammed the double doors open with a heavy hand. The medics disappeared inside and the doors closed slowly, leaving a frustrated policeman to continue his slow pacing wait.


      [image: ]“What’s your name?” The doctor asked. There was no response.

The examination of the young woman didn’t take long and her head was soon bandaged. The woman lay in the bed, slightly propped up. 

“I need your name for my records.”

The woman suddenly rolled to the left and was sick on the ward’s shiny wooden floor.

“Son of...” the doctor exclaimed as his shoes were splattered with the contents of the girl’s stomach.

“I feel sick,” the girl muttered.

“You don’t say,” the doctor muttered back as the nurse grabbed a metal kidney shaped dish and stuck it under the woman’s chin.

“I think we need to take a closer look at you young lady.”


      [image: ]The double doors opened, and the doctor walked out, alone.

“Doc, I need information. I have to arrest and process her.”

The doctor stopped and looked the police officer up and down. “Well, she’s going nowhere just now.”

“But she shot a man dead. Her own father according to witnesses.”

“It doesn’t matter, she’s still going nowhere for the time being.”

“But...”

“She is non-communicative and in a state of shock...”

“But...”

“If you’ll let me finish. Apart from the injury, she’s pregnant.”

“Oh,” the cop said, a little surprised and at a loss to say anything else.

The doctor let that piece of news sink in for a moment, then turned and walked down the corridor, leaving the policeman to ponder what he should do next.








  
  

Chapter two

March 1920 - A Close Call





It was the usual evening routine for Maggie and her girls. Walk the camp giving aid and comfort where they could. The chilly weather gave no quarter and the short, chilly days, gave way to longer and colder nights. People were cold, miserable, fearful and in some cases suicidal. Wherever they could, Maggie and her girls attempted to spread some light, a little warmth, and a smattering of hope. 

Tonight, was no exception and Maggie was so glad of the woollen muff the girls had knitted for her. A cosy way to keep her hands warm. A little old fashioned maybe, but it did the trick during the cold days as she and the girls did what they could for the ever-growing camp of destitute families.

The camp, no different than many others across America in the middle of this growing economic crisis, was dark now, except for the embers in fires going out and the flickering of candles inside canvas tents and makeshift hovels.

Maggie decided to call it a night and with Ava and Kim in tow they made their way back to their home, on their farm on the outskirts of Oklahoma City. But first they need to setup the beds and start the soup kitchen’s final run of the day. Maggie had built a cabin close to her house, with trestle tables used to serve soup and makeshift beds for those who had no shelter.

It was a soup kitchen-cum-dosshouse. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing and gave some a little more hope.

She twisted the key in the door lock and opened it, ushering her girls inside. Placing the key in her skirt pocket and her free hand back in the muff, she waited with Ava as Kim shut the door.

“You light the stove and put the soup on, Kim. Ava, get the bowls and spoons. I’ll get the beds ready.” 

She smiled inwardly at the term beds, the wooden pallets scrounged off the city refuse tip and a few blankets to lie on and under. 

Kim struck a match and lit the oil lamp hanging from a hook to the left of the door. All three turned and gasped.

“Good evening, ladies,” William Harker said, with a chuckle, as he raised a double-barrelled shotgun and levelled it at them. He looked at the shock on their faces and revelled in the commanding position he had placed himself in. He couldn’t help but utter a few words on this most auspicious of occasions. “Feud’s over, ladies. It’s time to pay the piper.” William Harker squeezed the trigger on the 12-bore.


      [image: ]Outside the cabin, a man hurried to the wooden steps leading into the cabin. He hoped he would be in time for something hot to eat and to claim a bed for the night. As he placed one foot on the bottom step, the sound of a gunshot made the man jump backwards in shock and look up at the cabin’s front door. The door slammed open and a shadowy figure walked out.

The scream from in the cabin made the man step back on to the bottom step, when he noticed the shadowy figure carrying a double-barrelled shotgun. The man paused and watched the shadowy figure slowly, step down the steps, into the growing moonlight. He watched as the figure stopped at the bottom of the steps. At the same time, he noticed the slow drip of blood from the shadowy figures right sleeve, leaving a lonely trail of blood as it dropped onto the wooden steps. The shadowy figure grunted, pushed past the man and made off into the night.

The door to the soup kitchen had closed and now it slammed open again. Maggie Blackmore stepped out into the moonlight and looked around. She saw what she was looking for, raised her right arm and took aim with the Colt pocket pistol.

“Oh Shit,” the man at the bottom of the steps uttered.

Maggie fired in the direction the shadowy figure had gone.

“You won’t hit him with that,” the man at the bottom of the steps said.

“I just did,” Maggie said, not looking at who she was speaking to.

“Close up?”

Maggie nodded and lowered her arm, placing the gun back into the knitted hand-muff.

“Neat place to keep a gun,” the man said.

Maggie smiled keeping her eye on the direction Harker had gone.

“Didn’t he like the soup?”

“Who are you?” Maggie asked, still smiling.

“Just a guy, who needs hot soup, bread and maybe somewhere to sleep. But doesn’t want to get shot if he doesn’t like the food.”

Maggie turned to look at the man. He looked like a jockey rather than a labourer, small and wiry. His shock of ginger hair curled from under his flat cap. His worn brown jacket had seen better days. His brown slacks, stained from some form of farm labour.

“Okay,” Maggie said, “come on up and I promise not to shoot you, even if you hate the food.”

The man walked up the last few wooden steps. “Want to talk about it?”

Maggie shook her head. “No. What’s your name?”

The man nodded and shrugged at the same time. “Okay, I understand if you don’t need any help.” He shoved his right hand out.

Maggie took the hand, and they shook.

“I’m Hale, Jackson Hale,” he said with a wide grin.








  
  

Chapter three

Harker’s Shame





William Harker fled the scene of his botched murder attempt, managed to unhitch his hired buggy and whip the poor horse into motion. He knew he was hurt, but realised it wasn’t life-threatening, just painful in the extreme. It wasn’t the first time he had been grazed by an errant bullet. 

The journey from Maggie’s farm to the boarding house he was staying at in Oklahoma City took an hour, a long excruciating hour. 

As he made his way back to the boarding house, he played over and over the events leading to Maggie shooting him. He couldn’t understand how stupid he had been. Over confidence was a deadly trait in his line of work. 

By the time he arrived the bleeding had stopped. He wasn’t trailing blood when he entered the premises, Harker was thankful for that. It was a small mercy for a murder attempt that ended badly because of poor planning and shoddy execution.

“Ah, Mr Harmon. You missed the evening meal. You can have sandwiches for a small extra charge, mm?” Mrs Cazacu always finished a sentence with an mm, as though asking a question. At the same time, she would cock her head to the left slightly and a brief, but sincere, little smile would flicker across her lips. “My, you look a little pasty, Mr Harmon, are you feeling ill, mm?”

It took Harker a moment to register the name. He had decided on the Harmon alias because he was away from his usual haunts in New York. 

“I’m well, thank you. It’s just a cold, I think. I won’t eat thank you. I’m tired and need to sleep. I’ll bid you goodnight.” Harker smiled, but it looked more like a snarl to Mrs Cazacu.

Harker walked to the stairs, his right arm hanging loosely. He slowly walked up the steps, one at a time, inwardly wincing at the effort and the pain in his shoulder, each step caused him to grit his teeth harder.

Mrs Cazacu stood and watched him. The Romanian peasant woman in her urging her to step up and aid a man obviously in distress. The new American in her telling her to leave things be and let sleeping dogs lie. 

She mused over that thought, wishing she had done the Romanian thing when her husband had been shot and killed by an Italian boss in charge of a labour gang on the farm, they both worked at. It had only been a month since they had travelled from New York to a better life in Oklahoma. She had done the American thing and let the local lawman handle the murder. The Italian had got away with murder and Mrs Cazacu had lost her job at the farm.

She knew this man, this Harmon, had been shot, she had seen enough shootings in the old country to recognise a man in distress from a gunshot wound. Besides, the hole in his overcoat at the right shoulder and the dark patch of dried blood was a giveaway. She didn’t know why Harmon had been shot, or by whom, but the Romanian blood in her wanted to help. She quickly climbed the stairs to Harker’s side.

“I don’t need any help,” Harker barked, turning his head slightly so that Mrs Cazacu had no doubt who he was shouting at.

Mrs Cazacu bowed her head in supplication, took a step back at the same time, then turned and walked down the stairs and into the drawing room. As only the manageress of the establishment, Mrs Cazacu needed a good word from the guests, or the owner may feel inclined to replace her as manageress.


      [image: ]Bad enough to be bested by a woman, but to have another trying to fuss over him was too much for an angry William Harker. He gingerly removed his overcoat and looked at the hole in the right shoulder of his coat. He could see a small calibre gun had been used. 

Shooting me through that ridiculous muff! A masterful stroke.

Harker surprised himself when the thought popped into his head. And quickly realised there was nothing masterful about it. It was a quick reaction and pure luck Harker wasn’t lying dead on a morgue slab. Harker blushed for the first time in many a year and felt a surge of shame envelope his body. He had been so sure of himself and underestimated what Maggie was capable of.

Harker cleaned up the blood. The bullet had hit the bone and bounced off; such was the slow speed of the small calibre pistol.

I’ve had worse.

The thought didn’t make Harker feel any better, but at least he knew what to do to clean himself up. He would visit his doctor, back in New York.


      [image: ]The next day, Harker asked Mrs Cazacu to get a boy to run to the railway station and book him a seat on the next available train to New York. There would no doubt be a change of train at St Louis, Columbus and God knew where else. But he was eager to get back to New York and set up an alibi and yes, lick his wounds and report to Turner. 








  
  

Chapter four

Jackson Hale





Jackson Hale wasn’t rushing to eat the soup; despite the fact he was starving. He had spent a complete day working in the fields of some fat-cat farmer, with workers, like himself, supplied by the boss of a labour gang. These workers were hired on an ad-hoc basis. If you had a face that fit and kept your mouth shut, you may earn enough that day to feed your family. There were plenty of people making money on the back of the financial downturn, but Hale wasn’t one of them. 

“You want some more?” Kim asked, as Hale finished the soup, mopping up the remnants with the dark bread that came with the soup. Kim was sat at the other end of the long trestle table and had noticed Hale was almost finished.

Hale nodded and Kim stood, took his bowl, and went to the kitchen.

“Anyone want some more, come and get it. We have a little left of the soup and bread too if you want it. It goes to the pigs if you don’t eat it.”

Hale turned to look at Maggie who had made the announcement from the kitchen serving hatch. He smiled at the thought the soup was only good enough for the pigs.

Kim walked back to Hale and placed a full bowl and larger piece of bread on the table in front of him. “You look as though you need filling out a little,” she said.

Maggie joined them after serving the few stragglers who wanted to finish off the soup and bread. “She’s right, you’re a little on the skinny side.”

Jackson Hale laughed. “I’m a little short too, but there’s not much you can do about that.”

Kim smiled at Hale’s self-deprecating humour.

“You shouldn’t put yourself down, there’s little we can do about our…”

“Lot in life?”

“Yes, I suppose.”

“If I can’t laugh at myself then I have no right to laugh at others. Where I’ve been humour has been hard to find.”

“The war?”

Hale nodded. “But not on the front. I was training combat pilots in England initially. The English sense of humour is odd. Thankfully, I was moved to Florida when the states joined the war.”

“You’re a pilot,” Kim said, with a wide grin.

Hale smiled back at her. “I can tell you would like nothing more than to fly.”

Kim nodded.

“Maybe one day, when my luck changes, I can get back to flying and I’ll take you up for a spin.”

“So why aren’t you flying now?” Maggie asked. She was trying to steer Kim away from any fanciful ideas.

“After the war I came back home and worked for a resort consortium. They wanted to offer pleasure flights to their high-powered guests who rented holiday homes in the area. Then the flu took my wife.”

Maggie was shocked. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

Hale held his hands up. “No problem, Ma’am. It is what it is. Me and my boy get along simply fine. But he’s back home in Medicine Park, living with my parents.”

“Medicine Park? Never heard of it?”

“It’s not far, about a hundred miles or so.  The consortium people put me up there so that I could set up an airfield. The plain was perfect for practicing, but then came the Pandemic and my work just stopped. No money to fund it. By this time, I had an expensive house with my folks living there too and my wife got the bug and, well, here I am scraping a living paying for a home that’s too expensive to keep up. And the rent’s due in a few months. At least the consortium had the decency to pay for six months’ rent before they let me go, so that’s something.”

“So, you’re in a bit of a hole?”

“Yeah, but something will turn up. I can feel it in my bones.”


      [image: ]“What good would a pilot be to us?” 

Maggie’s question put Kim’s ulterior motive in sharp relief, and Kim blushed a bright red.

“Oh, I see. You’re taken with our dashing pilot, are you?”

The pair were sat around the kitchen table in Maggie’s home, discussing how the farm could generate more income.

“I’m sure he can turn his hand to anything. I just feel sorry for him.”

“Yes, I’m sure you do, Kim, I’m sure you do,” Maggie said, nodding her head and smiling broadly. “Okay, I’ll consider it. I must admit I was looking at getting someone in to help. A good strong pair of hands is sometimes needed. Let me think about it.”

Kim smiled and hoped someday she could fly with Jackson Hale.








  
  

Chapter five

Brothers in Arms 





The beer hall had seen better days, the peeling paintwork, rusting metal fixtures and fittings all showed age and lack of care. But the innkeeper didn’t seem to mind. He had no money for such things, so long as the beer was good the drinkers would still come. As he stood behind the bar, he eyed one such drinker, who in fact wasn’t drinking his beer, more like keeping it company. 

“It will be too warm to drink if you keep hugging it like that,” he called out to the little man sat on a stool at the corner of the bar. The room was large and empty. The only two souls were the innkeeper and the non-drinker.

The man looked up and smiled. “It was too warm to drink when you poured it out,” he said with a little laugh.

The innkeeper scowled at the suggestion but took it in the spirit it was meant. Munich was hot this time of year and it was hard to keep beer cool. Ice was expensive, but he was lucky his place was on the banks of the River Isar and his cellar was dug out close to the river centuries ago, for the purpose of keeping beer cool.

“Are you expecting someone?” 

The little man looked up. The innkeeper was obviously trying to engage in small talk, if for no other reason than to relieve the boredom.

“Just thinking.”

“What about?”

“Why the war went so badly. We should have crushed the French and the Tommie’s. But when America joined the fray, we didn’t stand a chance.”

The innkeeper frowned once more. It was something he had never thought of, but now he did come to think of it, he could see the little man’s point. Someone was to blame, but who?

“I see I’ve set your mind to thinking.”

The innkeeper realised he had stopped cleaning glasses and stood with his mouth open, gazing into infinity. He placed the glass and small linen towel on the bar top. 

“Someone caused all this. The war, our defeat, and the awful state of the economy! The prices are through the roof! Why is that do you think?”

“We are defeated, that’s true. And yes, the economy is shattered and prices are crazy. It’s hard making a living at the best of times, but these days it’s impossible.” The little man stood and walked down the bar, draining his glass and placing it on the bar-top, near the dirty towel. He reached out his right hand and the innkeeper took it, shaking hands slowly.

“I’m Adolf, but you can call me Wolff. What’s your name?”

“Ernst,” he replied, still digesting what Wolff had said previously.

 “Pleased to meet you,” Wolff said.

“Want another drink, Wolff? On the house?”

Wolff smiled at the fat innkeeper and nodded.

“Were you in the army? Did you see active service?” Ernst asked.

“Yes, to both questions. I was in a mustard gas attack. The British were obviously determined to get rid of me. I’m still recovering.”

“You live round here? Can’t say I’ve seen you here before,” Ernst said as he drew the golden liquid into a fresh glass for Wolff and then passed it over to the little man.

Wolff shook his head as he took the proffered drink. “No, I’m not from round here. But here is as good as any other place and I have like-minded friends, men like me. There’s a revolution coming, and we had all better heed what will soon mean the transformation of Germany.”

The innkeeper looked shocked. “What? You mean like the French revolution or the Russian revolution. I can’t see them chopping people’s heads off, not really.”

Wolff rolled his eyes. “No, no. Not like that. A class revolution. The socialist workers will unite. We will have power thrust upon us. It will be bloodless, I assure you.”

“Really? Well, I’m all for that if it means I can sell more beer. It’s the prices, isn’t it? Everything is going up in price and nothing comes down again. I can’t run a business like that. So yes, bring it on.”

Wolff smiled to himself as he looked at the innkeeper and sipped at his beer, taking a seat on a stool. 

The Beer’s still warm! But at least the man is thinking. I know I can make a change, at least with a simpleton like him and that’s all it will take. Tell a lie often enough and they will believe it to be true.

“When will this happen?”

“Soon,” Wolff said. “Soon.”

The door to the tavern opened and a young man walked in. He limped a little, aided by a cane.

Wolff looked at the doorway and suddenly realised who it was that had slowly limped in. “Captain Peter!” Wolff exclaimed. “You came! Finally, you have decided to leave your solitude. I am so glad.”

Peter smiled at Wolff. “Yes, I came. Your letters could not be ignored any longer, corporal.” Peter gave Wolff a stern look which soon turned to a broad smile.

“You’re a Captain in the German army?”

Peter nodded. “I was, once upon a long time ago. Or so it sometimes seems.”

Wolff dropped off his bar stool and walked down to where Peter stood in the dappled light of the open doorway. The two men looked at each other for a moment, then Wolff grasped Peter’s right hand and raised it high. He turned toward the innkeeper. “This man saved my life, carrying me to safety after I was injured in the battle.”

The innkeeper’s eyes widened in wonder.

“He carried me across no-man’s-land, on his back, and delivered me safely to our own lines. This man is a hero of the German army.”

Wolff was now pumping Peter’s arm in the air, his voice stringent, loud and insistent, his manner triumphal and his eyes were alight with what looked like religious fervour to the innkeeper. 

The innkeeper was mesmerized, his arms resting on the bar-top, his beer-stein and cloth abandoned, mouth agape. 

The words were tumbling like a flowing river from Wolff’s mouth and neither the innkeeper nor Peter were really paying much heed to them. Their attention was on Wolff and his mesmerizing performance, for that was what it felt like to both men.

Wolff abandoned Peter’s arm and walked toward a small wooden chair. He grabbed it, turned it, then mounted it like a stage. Outstretched, pleading arms were begging his two followers to listen to him, imploring them to pay attention and listen to the words of a master orator.

The two men listened to the words and were enraptured by them.

For a full five minutes Wolff railed against the government. He angered his audience. They never realised his hateful words against the government were true, never realised what fools they were for listening to politicians. They fell in love with Wolff’s words when he lowered his voice and gently pulled them into a new world of thought, where hatred of those who had led Germany into a bitter war of contrition had ruined the country they loved.

The words became forceful now, spewing hatred of the Russians, the Communists now in charge of their enemy. He spoke of a plot by the Communists to spread lies about Germany, a plot to take over Germany and then he raised his voice in anger at the plot of a new world order. How the bankers, the rich men, the Jews and all those determined to ruin Germany, the men of power who had engineered the war for their own ends. It was they who created a world of hatred to allow the world to destroy itself to walk roughshod over the ruins the war left behind. Secretly, insidiously, they take power for themselves. The Jews, Wolff ranted, were the biggest threat to Germany and the world order was in dire need of salvation from their plotting.

Suddenly the Inn was quiet. Wolff stood on the chair, arms by his side, but a light, a fire was invested in his eyes that continued to enrapture his audience of two.

Peter clapped first, then the innkeeper joined in and both men cheered the master orator. Finally, Wolff stepped down from the wooden chair, it’s creaking legs taking the strain. Wolff walked to the bar, pushing his hair back with one hand in a slow and deliberate manner, where the dark and matted black hair had fallen across his face. He picked up his warm beer and sipped at it.

The innkeeper poured small glasses of fresh beer for all three, sliding them across the shiny bar top.

Peter picked his beer up and drank gratefully, his mouth parched not because he had spoken but because it had remained open throughout Wolff’s speech.

The innkeeper walked behind his bar, not taking his eyes off Wolff. He picked his beer up and swallowed it in one. Then he produced two larger steins and filled them with beer and placed them in front of Wolff and Peter. “It’s an honour to have two such esteemed war heroes in my premises, these are for you, in gratitude for opening my eyes.”

Peter took his fresh glass, as did Wolff and the innkeeper grabbed the small glass he used and refilled it. The three men chinked their glasses together.

“To the future,” Peter announced.

“To war heroes,” the innkeeper said.

“To Germany, and her rightful place in the world order,” Wolff announced.

The door to the inn creaked open and two men walked in, eyes blinking as they grew accustomed to the glare outside and the shadows inside.

“Welcome,” the innkeeper shouted with great enthusiasm. “Your first beers are on the house,” he shouted.

The two men grinned and walked to the bar, smiling, nodding to Peter and Wolff. The beer flowed and the men talked.

“Greetings,” Wolff said to the newcomers. “I’m Wolff and this is my old wartime pal, Peter,” Wolff said, patting Peter on the back. “Come and join us and enjoy a free beer, or two,” the latter he said with a wink toward the innkeeper.

The innkeeper smiled, but you could see the wariness in his eyes.

Peter shook hands with the two men, noticing their dishevelled appearance. 

Shabby clothes are the norm these days, for all old soldiers. 

“What are your names?” 

“I’m Hans Braun,” the younger, and more dishevelled, man said.

“Wilhelm,” the other man said.

Peter saw the man had pointedly not giving away his family name. He was tall and looked aristocratic, his voice calm and he sounded well educated.

The two men gave a nod of approval and thanks as the innkeeper slid two small beer steins across the bar to them.

“Thank you, much appreciated,” Wilhelm said.

Hans had already drank half his beer.

Peter sighed as he realised these two men were the pinnacle of a larger problem now taking over German politics. Men with no work having arrived back home after fighting a prolonged and vicious war that spelled disaster for Germany and a personal disaster for many. So many lives had been lost, and many had lost limbs, and some had lost their mind. But all had lost their dignity, and in many cases had also lost the respect of their families because they could not find any work.

“I intend to change everything,” Wolff announced, stepping back up onto the creaking chair. The men gathered round to listen to Wolff. “I’ve joined the German Workers’ Party and I’m in charge of propaganda. From this point on, things will be different. But to make that change, I need the help of good, strong, German men. Men who would not shirk from the coming conflict between the old Germany and the new one I have decided to create.”

Wolff took a breath and continued.

“I have nothing. No money, no job and soon nowhere to live. But I have a following, and that will swell from a handful to fifty, a hundred, thousands and, who knows, maybe an entire nation of millions.”

Wolff stepped down from the chair again to louder applause. It was a start, and it was a good start.


      [image: ]“Are you staying in Munich or living here?” Wolff asked Peter after the others had left the beer hall.

“Just visiting you, my friend. I have some money from the army, a small pension, but not enough. I came here after I received your last letter, but I go home tomorrow. Back to my son.”

“I want you to consider moving here. Do you have a job back home?”

“What? Move to Munich””

“What’s wrong with that?”

“No, I don’t have a job, and why would I move to Munich, where I have no chance of working. I was a farmer before the war.”

“You told me you were a farm hand, could turn you hand to anything.”

Peter smiled at Wolff.

“Yes, a farm hand. I married the farmer’s daughter.”

“You have a farm?”

“No, she died from the Spanish Flu and the farm fell to ruin while I was in the army. Nothing left but weeds now.”

“No family then?”

“Only my son. He’s a small boy.”

“Then bring him here and find work doing small jobs here and there. There will be more opportunity here, despite the way the economy is going.”

“And how do I go about that?”

“You could work for me.”

Peter and Wolff looked up. They hadn’t noticed the innkeeper had sidled up to them, pretending to clean glasses while listening to their conversation.

“You’re not exactly rushed off your feet,” Peter said.

“No, but I have a feeling, that if Herr Wolff was to hold a few meetings here and you as a war hero and captain worked behind the bar, it may bring more custom in. There’s a lot of disaffected men back from the war who want a release for their frustrations.”

“I knew my speech would bring some good,” Wolff said, slapping the bar top. “It’s settled.”

“No! No, it’s not. I’ve never worked in a bar,” Peter exclaimed.

“Well now is your chance to learn,” Wolff said, slapping Peter’s back.








  
  

Chapter six

A Farm Hand





“I need help, it’s as simple as that.” 

Jackson Hale wasn’t a naturally suspicious guy, but his face must have shown some tell-tale misgivings to Maggie.

“Honestly, there is no ulterior motive. I genuinely need a hand on the farm. It will save you time and you will make more money. You won’t be relying on others and standing around in a queue hoping to be selected for work that day.”

Hale smiled his lopsided smile and nodded slowly. He and Maggie sat in the canteen as she liked to call it, watching Kim and Ava preparing the days soup.

“I know you think you only want me for a farm hand, but I know you want me for something else,” Hale said, raising an eyebrow. The shocked look on Maggie’s face hit Hale like a slap in the face. “No, not that! I meant protection!” Hale was visibly shaken at what Maggie had thought he meant.

Maggie continued to look at Hale with the same shocked look, which suddenly crumbled into a smile. “I know, I’m only pulling your leg. You are wrong though. I can look after myself and I have a man in my life.”

“Oh,” Hale said. “I haven’t seen a man around here other than the normal crowd at night.”

Maggie looked away, wiping a tear from her eye. “He’s away. It’s a long story.”

“I have plenty of time.”

“Let’s leave my private life out of this. Do we have a deal?”

“We do,” Hale said. “I need to get a message to my son, if you’re happy for me to have him here.”

Maggie nodded and stood up. “You can have the back of this shack as your living quarters. How old is your son?”

“He’s eleven, going on thirty.”

Maggie smiled. “A clever boy?”

“Yes, very. And he’s going to be a flyer like his old man.”

“That’s what you want for him?”

“No, he told me that when he was five and has repeated it more often than I can remember.”

“Well, for now he can help around the farm as well and I’ll pay him an adult wage. The back of the shack is big enough for the two of you.”

 








  
  

Chapter seven

Home is the Hunter.





Matthew Turner III considered himself a cut above others, in a class of his own. There was no class system in America, not like the British class system. But though that assertion may be true on the face of it, it was obvious to Turner he had more class than William Harker. Which is why Turner displayed much distaste when he visited Harker in his Hell’s Kitchen home. Harker’s return from the abortive attempt on Magda’s life and his subsequent injury, left the man incapacitated. 

The place smells.

Turner’s nose wrinkled at the thought of what vulgar and noxious gases may be infiltrating his body. He pulled out a handkerchief and placed it over his nose as the taxicab came to a halt.

Gingerly he paid the fare, picked up the small brown box he had with him and opened the door. He stepped out, shut the cab door, and stood looking around. The cab belched grey smoke as it departed down the road.

He was here ostensibly to make new arrangements with Harker about Magda. Harker was injured so it made sense for Turner to go to him. But he had another motive. Turner had received word a while back from the detective agency looking into Magda’s whereabouts. They had discovered the old lady who had told them Magda had given birth to three babies. Turner was naturally suspicious and his brain was working overtime.

Turner walked down the street a little way, tenements on either side. It seemed to be washing day for everyone as the billowing sheets and assorted clothing flapped on rails and rope hung between balconies.

Turner walked down a certain side alley as Harker had instructed him when they spoke on the telephone. The exit to the alley revealed a back-street scene that proved it was wash day for everyone. All the way up and down the tenements back area rope were slung between buildings and washed sheets, blankets, clothing and in some cases hats and boots dangled, swaying in the slight breeze.

How quaint.

Turner looked to his left and spied what he was searching for, the iron stairway that led up to the rear of a block of first-floor apartments. He walked to the bottom of the stairs, started to put his left hand on the handrail and thought better of it, pulling his hand away quickly.

Who knew what diseases these people shared?

Instead, Turner walked up one step at a time, slowly, so that he could keep his balance and not have to grip the potentially disease laden handrail. Slowly he made his way to the top, then, looking at the apartment numbers, turned left until he was in front of the door that would lead into the wicked realm of William Harker. Turner smiled inwardly at his poetic license.

Turner waited, took a deep breath, and raised his right hand to knock on the door, when the door opened. 

“Yeah?” The little boy stood at the door, hands on hips, defiant.

“I’m Matthew Turner, I’m here to see...”

“Dad! Some old guy to see ya,” and with that the little boy pushed past Turner, scurried down the outside steps, and ran off into the early afternoon sunshine.

“Come in, Mr Turner,” the familiar voice of William Harker shouted from somewhere in the gloomy depths of the apartment.

Turner stepped over the threshold. It seemed to him he was stepping into the Devil’s own parlour and there was no turning back.


      [image: ]“You failed, it’s the only way I can describe it,” Turner said, more with resignation than anger. He picked up the grubby glass and took a sip of the poor-quality bourbon.

William Harker nodded as he reached for the bottle of bourbon and realised it was empty. “Another bottle, Fenella,” he shouted out.

“Is that your little girl?”

Harker nodded at Turner’s surprising question.

“I brought her a present,” he said. “It was for my wi... for Magda, originally but your girl will grow into them. Seemed a pity to waste a good present.”

Turner was about to say something when the door into Harker’s parlour opened and a girl walked in with a full bottle of bourbon. Turner guessed she was nine or ten years old, with a mop of blond hair in a boyish cut, her style finished off with blue dungarees. She placed the bottle on the small table set between the two men and turned to walk away.

“I have a present for you,” Turner said with a beaming smile.

“Yeah?” Fenella said, turning back to face Turner. She had a look of pure indifference on her face.

“Yes,” Turner said, handing the brown box to the girl.

Fenella took the box and fumbled to open it, got it wrong and the contents spilled onto the floor. A pair of glistening red shoes with matching shiny buckles.

Turner, Harker and Fenella all looked down at the slightly garish footwear.

Harker shook his head.

Turner looked at the girl.

Fenella smiled. “I like them.”

“I brought them all the way from my home in Fort Worth, Texas. They won’t fit you yet, but it won’t be long before you grow into them.”

Fenella looked at Turner and their eyes met. 

Turner felt a shudder run up his spine. “How old are you?”

“Nine,” Harker said, eyeing Turner with suspicion. “Take your shoes and leave us,” he said to his daughter.

Fenella grabbed the shoes, stuffed them back in the box and left the room.

“She’s unbelievably cute. The boy who answered the door...”

“Her brother, they’re twins.”

Turner nodded and sipped on his bourbon again. In that moment he had recognised the little girl. Suddenly, he knew who the children’s mother was, and it wasn’t William Harker’s long dead wife.








  
  

Chapter eight

The Party





The beer garden was empty, only two men sat at a long trestle table. Not many people had the money to buy beer anymore. Wolff and his companion sat opposite each other at a trestle table, nursing two small beers. Neither were real drinkers and they could make a beer last hours. The real drug for both was politics. 

"I’m changing the name to the National Socialist German Workers Party, Anton." 

Anton Drexler’s little moustache quivered as he wrinkled his nose. 

“Why?” Drexler asked, removing his round glasses, and methodically cleaning them. He held them up to the light, then placed them back on his nose, ensuring the arms were hooked behind his ears.

Hitler watched, fascinated by the man’s fussy manner.

"Because it's a better name. It means something. People will understand what it stands for."

Drexler looked at his companion. He nodded his head once. “Very well, but I demand the right to rename it to something else, if your new name fails to bring in new recruits.”

“Please, Anton, let’s not fight over a name. I’m right and you know I’m right.”

Drexler eyed his companion with a mixture of admiration, fear and contempt. Wolff had that effect on many people.

“Very well, the German Workers’s Party is henceforth to be known as National Socialist German Workers Party. It’s a bit of a mouthful. Can’t we shorten it?” Drexler asked.

Wolff smiled. “I already have, here,” he said slipping a piece of paper across to where Drexler sat opposite him.

“Well, it’s certainly shorter. What made you choose this?” Drexler pushed the piece of paper back across the table.

“I like it because it uses elements from the larger name. It has an edge to it. The symbology is perfect.”

“An edge to it? It’s downright menacing.”

“You think so,” Wolff said, in a matter-of-fact way.

“I do. Unlike your nickname, this party name will put fear into our adversary’s hearts.”

“Wolff is menacing!”

Drexler shook his head. “Drop the nickname and use your real name. We need to be more professional.”

Wolff thought about what Drexler had said. “Very well, Adolf Hitler it is.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Drexler said, raising his glass and chinking it with his friend’s glass.

“And to the Nazi Party,” Adolf Hitler said with a smile.








  
  

Chapter nine

School’s Out





It was a bright and sunny day and the school playground was buzzing with the sounds of excited children playing, running, skipping, shouting… and fighting. 

The little girl, no more than nine years old, had long pigtails, her red hair braided just so by her doting mother, with red bows in each. The pigtails were swinging left and right as the little girl stood, hand on hips, shouting at another little girl.

“It’s my ball,” Pigtails yelled. The little girl’s centre of attention was focused on another little girl with short, badly cut, blond hair, wearing worn dungarees and throwing a bright red ball from hand to hand. A slight smile on her face.

“I don’t care,” said the little girl with the short, cropped hair, “I’m keeping it. I like this ball. I’m taking it home.”

“It’s mine!”

Fenella Harker’s smile broadened. “I already said I don’t care.”

Pigtails girl tried to snatch the ball back, but Fenella was too quick for her as she swung her arm round her back, keeping the ball out of pigtail’s reach.

Pigtail’s had had enough and slapped Fenella. Fenella tried to dodge the palm of Pigtail’s hand but failed. The shock on Fenella’s face turned to anger quickly.

“Phillip,” Fenella said quietly, “tell her who owns the ball.”

Pigtail’s face screwed up as a quizzical look crossed her face. “Phillip? Oh sh…”

As the words left her lips, Pigtail’s left pigtail was pulled and with it her head and body followed as she was forcefully dragged away from Fenella. Pigtails was swung round and a tall boy, a full head in height taller than pigtails, dragged her and pulled upwards. The girl screamed until she realised who she was face to face with. “You’re hurting me.”

“I know,” Phillip Harker said. “Whose ball is it, little girl?”

“Mine!”

“Wrong,” Phillip Harker said yanking Pigtail’s higher.

“Fenella’s,” the girl screamed.

Phillip Harker let go and the girl dropped to her knees on the playground floor. As she blubbed and snivelled a red ball dropped in front of her and the girl grabbed it.

Fenella Harker’s face swam into view. “Just remember, I own this playground, everything in it and everyone in it.”

Pigtails nodded, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

Fenella and her brother sauntered away.

“Do I own anything?” Phillip asked.

“No,” Fenella said, not looking up at her brother. “You’re my…” she was at a loss for a word.

“Muscle?” Phillip asked. “Dad said I would be your muscle, your enfo…”

“Enforcer! Yeah, I remember now.” 


      [image: ]“Your children are acting more like a member of the Eastman gang than nine-year-old children. Phillip even calls himself Fenella’s enforcer. For the love of God man, what have you instilled in these children?”

William Harker snorted his derision and offered no explanation for his children’s behaviour. “They were playing,” he said.

They sat opposite each other in the principal’s office, only a small desk dividing the two men. Through the half glass partition Harker could see a couple of women. One sat at a desk typing on a noisy stand-up typewriter and the other folding letters and placing them in envelopes.

All very prim and proper.

“Your children have only been here two weeks, Mr Harker, and already they are creating mayhem. One child accused them of stealing his packed lunch, only yesterday. I have to say…”

William Harker stood up, reached over the desk and grabbed the principal by the throat with his left hand and his right hand was suddenly holding a vicious looking blade.

The principal tried to swallow but choked instead.

Harker ignored the man’s gurgling and panic in his eyes. He knew how long to squeeze a man’s neck to make sure he had their undivided attention. 

“This is the third school my children have been in. The first two I had no choice, they were expelled. I was otherwise engaged. As you can see, I am no longer otherwise engaged. My children are staying in this school.” Harker let go of the man’s throat.

The principal slumped back in his chair and coughed, grabbing his throat with both hands. But he was made of sterner stuff than Harker realised and slapped his hand on the intercom button.

“Sir,” came the tinny female voice.

Harker looked back and saw the women at the typewriter looking at him, with a strange look of contempt, Harker had never seen before.

“Mrs Graham, please call the police. I want this man escorted from the building and I want his children out of this school, now. Thank you.”

It was all done in a polite manner. Harker was dumbfounded. He didn’t wait, he stood up, glared at the principal and walked out of the office, glaring at the two women who returned his glare with looks of utter contempt and loathing.

Harker walked through the corridors of the school shouting his children’s names until a door opened and his children slowly exited the classroom. Looking sheepish they walked toward their father and realised they were in for a thrashing that night.
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