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Dedication
In memory of my grandfather, Harold Stephen Matthews.
1887–1972




Soldiers who want to be heroes
Number practically zero,
But there are millions
Who want to be civilians.


Rod McKuen
Poet, singer, songwriter
1933–2015




CHAPTER ONE


Erich Hartmann died on the Western Front in Belgium in 1916, leaving his attractive wife Frieda with two children (Karl and Gertie) a service medal and a pile of debt. There was nothing left from his army wage and Frieda assumed he had spent the lot on cigarettes, beer and prostitutes, which would have been typical of Erich. With only a modest war widow’s pension to support her and her children, Frieda realised that she had no choice but to seek employment. 


Doctor Ernst Bauer, a divorcé who lived in a fashionable three-storey townhouse in one of the better Berlin suburbs was advertising for domestic help at the time, but was far from pleased with the quality of the large number of applicants who turned up at his front door every day. That is, until Frieda arrived, and after an extensive interview he decided to give the captivating widow a chance. She proved to be the perfect employee and it was not long before he asked her to move in as his live-in housekeeper. After the initial three-month trial passed without incident the inevitable happened: she moved her belongings down one level to the second floor to share her employer’s bed, where she also excelled. 


The war had changed Ernst Bauer, and Frieda soon learned that he was a complex, tortured man. He had found it hard to come to terms with some of the horrors he had witnessed during World War I and was reluctant to talk about those terrible years. She knew he had resigned his commission early, but she did not know what happened immediately after the war’s end, when he spent time wandering around rural France, running from something he refused to talk about. But with Frieda by his side several years later, Bauer decided to start anew and in what was undoubtedly a rash move for him, the second in his life, in fact, he married her a year after she moved in. He repaid her husband’s debts, sent her children to private schools to finish their education and settled into a comfortable and respectable life with his instant family.


The German economy remained in the doldrums after the first war and with high unemployment and rampant inflation the country was teetering on the brink of insolvency. Reparations to the Allies would keep Germany poor for years to come, with many fearing that the hardship this placed upon its citizens would lead to civil unrest. Troops appeared in the streets of Berlin in an attempt to quell any hint of an uprising when quite unexpectedly, the Keiser abdicated, leaving the country rudderless. The beer halls were full of disillusioned men who talked openly of Germany’s past glories and the mess their beloved Fatherland was in. 


Many never saw him coming until it was too late, but when a man called Adolf Hitler became chancellor in 1933, he promised to restore the Fatherland to its previous levels of glory, wealth and prestige. It was hard not to be swept up in the fervour because people felt proud to be German once more. Thanks to the new Fuhrer, Germany would be a force in the world again and the failures of the first war would soon be a distant memory. 


It was not long before jobs became available and people had money to spend as the country started to look prosperous once more. Pride had been restored, and Adolf Hitler promised even greater things for the future. Like all good citizens, Dr Bauer and his family joined the Nazi Party and attended all the Berlin rallies, waving flags with swastikas on them and cheering in all the right places. Having been lured into the fervour, they walked Berlin’s streets after 9 and 10 November 1938 to gaze in awe at the effects of Kristallnacht. The general feeling was that the Jews were getting their comeuppance at last, and Germany was all the better for it.


After the invasion of Poland in September 1939, Karl and Gertie made their parents proud by joining the war effort. Bauer decided that his age was against him, but his occupation as a general practitioner and his previous military record ensured he could still serve the Reich. As chief medical officer for the armed forces, he established many field clinics around Europe and died in July 1944 during a British bombing raid. 


Frieda wisely sold up and moved west, away from Berlin before the city was razed to the ground, settling a few kilometres outside the historic city of Bremen, where she thought she would be safe. Unfortunately, Bremen lay uncomfortably close to Hamburg and Hanover and all three cities became prime targets for the British Royal Air Force and US Eighth. Frieda watched the planes fly over her property night after night, but she was fortunate enough to escape the carnage as her little farm lay outside the city limits in a pleasant rural area that was untouched by the bombing. 


Property was cheap when World War II ended and most people wanted to move away from what was left of the major cities, so Frieda purchased several derelict homes cheaply, using the money left by her husband. Over the years she rebuilt and refurbished the properties, establishing quite a handsome investment portfolio that quickly increased in value. 


Like his father, young Karl failed to return from the conflict, but Gertie did, moving in with her mother and eventually taking a job as a language teacher in one of Bremen’s universities. She was on hand when Frieda was first considered to be going through a patch of poor health, which unexpectedly led to her death from undiagnosed breast cancer. 


Inheriting ten properties and the farm she loved so much came as a huge shock to Gertie as her mother had always been parsimonious, giving no hint of her wealth or income. Having followed her lead, Gertie was also careful with money and she remained so after receiving her inheritance. 


It was in 1963, after a particularly cold winter when Gertie was in her late fifties that she finally decided to renovate the draughty old farmhouse. A quote from a builder seemed satisfactory and due to the extent of the work and the distance from his home, he suggested that he might be allowed to sleep over from time to time to ensure an early start. He claimed to be well regarded in the community and she was an independent woman of high social standing, so there was no reason for people to gossip. He promised she would be safe and nothing would happen between them – unless she wanted it to. 


Herr Schneider thought Gertie rejected his advances because he was shorter than her, but the reality was that she found him to be the least most attractive man she had ever met, not that she had much experience when it came to romance and men. She also knew he was married. ‘My wife and I don’t even share the same bed!’ he exclaimed indignantly when challenged. ‘We live apart under the same roof.’


‘My mother taught me never to mix work with pleasure, Herr Schneider, though I doubt that my pleasure has a role to play in your thoughts. However, I am willing to accept your quotation for the building work, assuming you trim your prices somewhat, but that will be the extent of our relationship, I assure you. A friend of mine works in the planning department and I am confident there won’t be any issues with approvals.’ Ever the optimist, Herr Schneider complied, hoping that Gertie would change her mind when she got to know him better. 


On receipt of all the necessary paperwork and drawings, Gertie visited the local council offices to meet her best friend Amalie, whose affair with the town planner was reaping promotional rewards. 


‘Gertie, these renovations are enormous! I can approve them for you, but I suggest you move out when the work commences or you’ll go mad – you will not be able to cope with the upheaval and drama. Why don’t you rent a flat in the city perhaps or take a room in a hotel for a while?’


‘Move into a hotel for nine months! Can you imagine the cost?’


Amalie shook her head. ‘After all these years I still don’t know which is the hardest to get into, my dear, your purse or your knickers!’ 


Gertie knew she could afford to move out for a while, but the cost would make a dent in her inheritance, what with the building work as well. She said she would think about it. Meanwhile, she and Amalie had some work to do that weekend, packing her more valued possessions into tea chests so the builder did not damage them. It was as they were going through the old trunk at the end of her mother’s bed that the discovery was made. 


‘Wow, come and look at this!’ Amalie had found Gertie’s stepfather’s World War I army uniform. She slipped the jacket over her cardigan and looked at herself in the mirror. ‘Pretty smart eh? Hang on ... What’s this?’ Delving into one of the pockets, she pulled out a pistol. 


‘Is it real? Be careful, for God’s sake, Amalie!’


‘It says on the side it’s a Remington Model 1875. Is that when it was made or what? It looks old but it’s so bloody cool, Gertie. Can I have it?’ 


‘You certainly may not. You aren’t safe around men, so how can I trust you with a firearm?’ 


‘I bet I can make any man go off quicker than this old relic!’ Amalie said, closing one eye and taking aim at the light bulb before pulling the trigger. Kaboom! There was a hole in the ceiling and another in the roof. 


The two terrified women stared at the thin beam of light coming into the room from above. 


‘Give it to me before you kill one of us!’ Gertie snapped. ‘I’ll swap it for some wine.’ A glass of red was exchanged for the gun and the weapon was carefully placed aside.
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Gertie took the gun to the police station the next day and her stepfather’s uniform was dumped in the garbage bin. She was pleased to see it go. Both wars were long gone and it was time to move on. 


Several days later when she was grumbling about the mess and sweeping up after the builder, there was a loud knock at Gertie’s front door. What to do? She had a tatty old scarf covering her hair and her baggy top was knotted at the waist, showing her midriff. She was also bare foot and wearing a very old pair of green corduroy pants, the ones her mother used to wear when working around the house. She was not going to open the door dressed like a cleaner, so she decided to ignore the interruption. 


Peeking through a gap in the curtains a few minutes later, Gertie watched a man walk away. He was quite dapper and looked vaguely familiar. A local shopkeeper perhaps? But why would he call on her when she had no outstanding bills from any of her accounts? Very strange. 


Early the next morning the builder pulled her aside. ‘Herr Weber is waiting for you, Fraulein. Perhaps now I know why you rejected me, eh? He has money, lots of it! He is younger, more handsome and taller too.’


‘Believe me, Herr Schneider, you have not been cast aside for anyone and I am not having or going to have a relationship with Herr Weber. I like living alone and shall continue to do so. Now ... your work awaits, I do believe.’ 


‘And Herr Weber awaits you,’ the builder said, bowing politely. ‘I left him in the kitchen.’ 
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‘Frau Bauer?’ the man standing next to the kitchen table enquired.


‘I use my mother’s name of Hartmann,’ Gertie said curtly, recognising the same person who had knocked on her door the day before. ‘And it’s Fraulein, not Frau, if you don’t mind. Now, how may I help you?’


‘I own the antique shop in Bischofsnadel, next to the jeweller. My name is Klaus Weber.’


‘Ah, yes, I know your store, Herr Weber. We have met before, actually, when I purchased a cedar drawer set from you a few years ago, at a greatly inflated price, I should add.’


‘May I ask please, do you like the piece?’


‘I love it. It is in my bedroom as we speak.’


‘If you love it, then you did not pay too much.’


Gertie smiled. ‘Ever the salesman, aren’t you, Herr Weber?’ But she was not in the mood for casual chit-chat. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘Someone I have never met before called into my shop yesterday with some unusual items for sale. After I pressed him, he told me where obtained them.’


‘And what may I ask, has this to do with me?’


‘He found them in your garbage bin.’


Gertie took a moment to think. ‘Ah, yes, I did dispose of my stepfather’s old junk from the first war recently,’ and she raised an eyebrow as a thought flashed through her mind. ‘Is it legal to go through people’s bins like that?’


‘It is a moot point,’ Herr Weber said. ‘Some would say it is okay because whatever is in the bin has in fact been discarded, presumably because the person who put it there no longer wants it. However, there are others who argue that it is still theft. But at the end of the day I imagine the courts would deal with any disputes. That is what they are there for, after all.’


‘Well, the gentleman concerned can have my rubbish if he wants, or rather you can purchase it from him and make money if you wish. I don’t really care.’


‘I think you should at least keep this,’ the antique dealer said, handing her what appeared to be an old leather-bound book. ‘It is an unusual piece that I have studied briefly, but clearly it belongs in your family somewhere. It is a diary of sorts, well-travelled and appears quite genuine. According to the inscription it belonged to an Australian soldier called Ted Watts and it seems to contain his life’s story, though it is mostly written in English.’


‘I don’t think I know this fellow, this Ted Watts,’ Gertie said with a frown.


‘I think you should keep it. You will see why when you look at it. My daughter can read English, and she tells me it has been through the Great War and beyond with this man Watts. Every page is covered in his writings, telling the story of his life from the time of his arrival in Australia until his days in France at the end of the war. If I was to hang on to it for a few years, I am confident that a collector would pay good money for it.’


‘Then keep it, Herr Weber, please. The war is well and truly over and I really want nothing more to do with it.’


He was insistent. ‘Please, I beg you, keep it. Like I said, this Ted Watts fellow seems to have told his life story within these pages and it is most compelling. It looks somewhat messy to begin with, but it makes sense after a while. I understand you teach languages. Read it perhaps, when you have time.’ He handed her something else. ‘Here, a magnifying glass for you, you will need it as the writing is very small. Please consider the glass a gift.’


Gertie sighed. ‘Okay, if you insist. Thank you for your courtesy, Herr Weber.’ She finally accepted the book and after a few more pleasantries, the antique dealer left and she placed the diary on a sideboard, where she promptly forgot about it.


She thought he was rather charming, with nice eyes and good teeth.


He thought she was very attractive, with nice everything.
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Gertie decided to open the book a few days later when the rain set in and the builder failed to show. Cursing Amalie, she placed a bucket under the bullet hole in the ceiling in the bedroom before settling at the kitchen table with a cup of tea, the diary and the magnifying glass. Just as Herr Weber said, Ted Watts’ story began when he arrived in Australia as a seven-year-old child.




CHAPTER TWO


Teddy Watts was halfway down the SS Osterley’s gangplank when he first heard his Aunt Gladys screech. ‘Cooee!’ The noise rose above the clutter of sound generated by a brass band, cheering people throwing streamers and others flinging themselves into the waiting arms of tearful family and friends.


Teddy did his best to put on a brave face when he was bumped and barged by other passengers as they disembarked, but he was quickly overwhelmed and unable to take another step. Realising what had happened, Gladys raced up the gangplank, yelling, ‘Scuse me, dear, scuse I,’ a dozen times before she reached the boy.


‘Just look at you, such a handsome little man! Dincha hear me calling Cooee?’ she asked, pinching his cheeks red and patting his head.


‘My name is Edward, not Cooee,’ the boy said curtly, holding his hand out to shake hers, as he had been told by the posh man in the suit who put him on the boat in Plymouth almost four months prior.


Gladys looked him up and down several times. He was wearing a white cotton singlet beneath his collared shirt and tie, over which he had a hand-knitted cardigan and a heavy woollen jacket. One of his socks was pulled up to just beneath his knee, while the other steadfastly remained at half-mast and he was perspiring profusely.


She pulled the boy into her skirts and hugged him. ‘Oh, my good gawd, what have I inherited here? You look like Little Lord Fauntleroy, so I think we had better get you home and out of those clothes as soon as we can. We don’t want you to bleedin’ melt, do we?’
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Teddy’s new home was a small rented cottage in Alexandria, a suburb just outside the city of Sydney. ‘It’s in the sticks,’ his aunt said, though Teddy couldn’t see any sticks anywhere. The house was musty but spotlessly clean, with doilies on every surface. Once in his new bedroom he unpacked his brown cardboard suitcase and put his toy soldier collection and war books on the bedside table.


Gladys pretended to admire them before showing him the water jug and bowl on top of his chest of drawers, there for him to wash in the morning. There was also a towel to dry himself and a pot beneath his bed to pee in. ‘Just in case you gets caught short at night, dear,’ she said by way of explanation.


‘Don’t you have lavatories in Australia?’ the boy asked.


‘Lavatories? Oh, yes, you mean dunnies! Of course we do, mate.’ She took him by the hand and led him outside, down the back path past the rotting remains of a dead cat, which she made no comment about as she nudged it aside with her foot. They soon found themselves in front of a small, rickety outbuilding and when Gladys opened the door, to his horror, Teddy saw a snake slither away through a hole in the back boards.


She watched his face turn white. ‘Don’t worry about Sid,’ she said in an attempt at reassurance. ‘He’s a red belly black – helps keep the browns away. Brown snakes is bad news and Sid kills ‘em for me. Mind you, the cat was s’posed to do that, but I think Sid got him first.’


Teddy nodded and gulped.


‘Here’s another tip. When you lift the lid, watch out for redbacks, okay? Best you check for ‘em before you sits yer arse down.’


‘Is that snakes again?’


‘No, dear, redbacks is spiders. Just brush ‘em aside. Use the old broom for that.’ She pointed to a single-handled broom with thin twigs loosely collected at one end. ‘The dunny man comes at night, down the little lane between the houses out the back there and takes all our poo and wee away. You might hear him whistling sometimes. He’s a jolly fellow.’


‘Where does he take the poo?’


‘I don’t know, mate. For goodness sake, questions, questions, questions! There’s probably a huge lake of it somewhere, all festering and bubbling away. Not the sort of place people like us would want to visit I’m sure. I’ve heard they sometimes finds bodies floating in it!’


Teddy’s second day involved some gentle exploring outside – nowhere near the dunny or the snake of course, though he did find the courage to edge down the back path and poke the cat’s carcass with a stick. He did his best not to be a nuisance, because that was what the man in the suit had told him. ‘Little boys like you should be seen and not heard. Do you understand?’


He had used the pot the night before, and did not want to risk the red belly brown backed spiders or Sid the snake in the dunny so, he emptied the contents over the fence, much to Gladys’ displeasure.


‘Oh, my good gawd,’ she screamed. ‘Whatever you do, don’t tip your pot over the fence again or I’ll never hear the bleedin’ end of it from the old dragon next door!’


Teddy was aghast. ‘There’s dragons here as well?’




CHAPTER THREE


It did not take long for Gladys to decide that having a child around was more of a burden than she had anticipated. The money she had been promised arrived soon enough, but it wasn’t as much as she expected and after buying a few new clothes for herself there was barely enough to keep her in gin for a few months. She was drinking more than ever now, the strain of having the boy under her feet was starting to tell. He cried a little too much for her liking and the sound of his constant snivelling and sniffing tested her patience.


‘I want my mum!’


‘Suck it up, boy, ‘coz she’s bleedin’ dead,’ Gladys barked. ‘This is your home now so you’d best make a good job of it and stop your whingeing or I’ll send you to a orphanage!’


During summer storms, when the roof and windows rattled and the dark corners hid all kinds of spooks, Teddy lay whimpering in his bed, squealing at every crash of thunder or flash of lightning.


Gladys gave in and called across the landing. ‘Do you want to come in with me, mate?’


‘Yes, please, Aunty, if you wouldn’t mind,’ came the pitiful reply.


‘Come on then, you little bugger, ‘urry up before the lightning gets yer.’


He sprinted down the hall to her room.


‘Come on, mate. Get your bum into gear and hop up on the bed while I have a quick sip of me medicine.’ After a long swig from the bottle of gin by her bedside, Gladys was ready. ‘Now then, I’ll read me book to you. It’ll take your mind off the storm.’


‘What’s the story about, Aunty?’ Teddy asked as he slipped beneath the covers.


‘It’ll make a change from them war books what I see you spend all your time looking at. It’s called “Fanny Hill”, but it’s not about fannies or hills.’ She took a cigarette from the ashtray on her bedside table, sucking hard on it for a moment or two before letting it dangle from the corner of her mouth as she opened the book and started reading.
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The days that followed were filled with questions and Gladys found Teddy’s incessant thirst for knowledge draining. He tried to stay out of her way as much as possible, playing with his toy soldiers and reading his war books, but it was hard not to get bored. On wash day he turned up at the laundry door.


‘Aunty Gladys?’


‘Bloody ‘ell, what do you want now?’ she asked wearily as she guided a sheet through the mangle in a room full of steam. ‘I don’t ‘ave time for your questions today, luv. This is bloody ‘ard work and I’m sweatin’ in places you don’t even know exist!’


The boy’s bottom lip started to quiver, so Gladys removed the cigarette from her mouth and wiped the perspiration from her face with a sweep of her arm. ‘Oh, gawd, don’t start whining again, mate, eh, there’s a good little bloke. What do you want to know?’


The boy looked up, his eyes wet and his lip still trembling. ‘I don’t want to know anything, I just wanted to ask if I could help?’


A large tear rolled down his cheek as Gladys pulled him in for a hug while reaching for the gin bottle behind his back. She took a long, slow swig without disturbing her cigarette and then quietly cursed her sister for dying and sending her orphaned son to Sydney, with barely enough money to support him.
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Teddy often saw the local children walk past the house in their smart blue blazers and grey pants in the morning. He studied them from a distance as they pushed and shoved each other, laughing and joking as they went on their way. He wanted to know more, because he would have liked a friend who could push and shove him.


‘Do the children go to school in Australia, Aunty?’


‘Of course they do, luv. What do you think we are, unheducated?’


‘Then why don’t I go to school?’


‘Ah, but you do,’ Gladys said, raising her eyebrows and widening her eyes, adopting a wise expression. ‘This is your school here, with me. It’s called home schooling and I don’t have to pay for no fancy uniforms or books neither. It’s cheaper this way, see?’


Teddy thought about it and it seemed to make sense. He was learning a lot, though he thought it was strange why there were never other children around. In fact, visitors were pretty thin on the ground altogether, though Teddy was certain he could hear a man laughing and stomping about one night. The next day the whole house smelled of cigar smoke and there were empty beer bottles in the kitchen alongside several of his aunt’s ‘medicine’ bottles.
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Gertie checked her watch. It had been over an hour since she started reading and it seemed to her that young Teddy Watts had been sent to a third world country with outside toilets and all those terrifying creatures, the scariest being the boy’s aunt – what a dreadful woman.


She made another cup of tea and took a pastry from the pantry – one of the joys of living alone was that she could eat what she wanted, when she wanted. It was still bucketing down with rain, so maybe she could spare another hour or so reading. Ted Watts’ diary was intriguing and she was feeling sorry for the child, not that she had ever felt maternal herself, she had always been too busy for marriage or children. She saw the way Amalie lived, scrimping and saving because her kids needed new shoes or had outgrown their school clothes. They were nice enough children, but they always seemed to need or want something. Then there was Amalie’s husband, Hans ... She said he had changed so much after they wed, stopped giving her flowers and compliments, rarely took her to dinner and left her to do all the household chores. According to Amalie, one of the main benefits of their relationship now was that he climbed on and off her less frequently and when he became more interested in his model train set, she took a succession of lovers and started to enjoy life again. She had her needs, after all.


It seemed as if most of the married people that Gertie knew were unhappy, either bogged down with no money and no love like Amalie, or they were too busy working and too tired to make the effort. Gertie was more than grateful for her financial standing and she thanked God every night for making her life so secure. She was happy being single and was not in the least concerned about being alone, especially in the mornings when she could attend to her ablutions in peace. The only person she was answerable to was herself and that suited her just fine. At least, that was what she told herself when she tucked into the pastry that morning, alone. If she was to admit it, she would say there was indeed a gap in her life, but she had absolutely no intention of going out of her way to find someone to fill it. She was far too busy and too deeply entrenched in her ways.


After emptying the bucket in the bedroom once more she made herself comfortable on the sofa and settled down with the diary again. At that time, she had no idea where the story would go or that it would take her own life to a place she never thought possible.
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Gladys got Teddy out of bed early one morning.


‘Where are we going?’


‘We’re off to meet some darlings. Get your best clobber on and comb your hair. Wash your chops while you’re at it, too. I think I may have found myself a job. Gawd only knows we needs the money.’
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The house was a large, stately Victorian terrace and a woman who introduced herself as Jo opened the front door with a cheery smile. Teddy seemed taken aback when he saw her face and immediately took cover behind Gladys’s skirts. ‘What’s wrong with you boy, come out of there and say hello.’


‘Come along my duck, there’s no need to be shy,’ Jo said.


Teddy studied her face once more then hissed at Gladys. ‘She’s got whiskers!’ While he saw the rather long, springy hairs protruding from Jo’s chin and upper lip, Gladys only noticed the proliferation of jewellery on her fingers, wrists and neck but it was all too much for the inquisitive boy. ‘She’s a man!’


Jo leaned forward and jiggled her extremely large bosom in his face. ‘Well, if I am a man, my duck, why have I got these two beauties, eh?’ They all laughed. ‘He is a bit forward, but I rather like him,’ she added as an aside to Gladys, before guiding her visitors inside.


‘Just smack his arse if he gets too cocky,’ Gladys said.


‘I still think she’s a man,’ Teddy whispered out of the side of his mouth.


‘Shut up, you little shit,’ Gladys hissed in return.


As they climbed a magnificently carved timber staircase, Jo eyed Gladys up and down. ‘You certainly have something about you, my duck, class is important here. We want plenty of class and lots of arse and you certainly have more than your fair share of both!’ She pointed the way ahead, patting Gladys’s backside playfully on the way.


The house was beautifully furnished and decorated in classic purples and deep reds, from the soft furnishings to the curtains and in some rooms even the flock wallpaper. Over-stuffed sofas and large leather chairs proliferated with oil paintings of naked people looking down from the walls. There were huge vases bursting with fresh flowers on every table and Gladys was thrilled to learn that there was a music room with a pianola, where Jo and her ‘ladies’ gathered for a good old knees-up from time to time.


‘Me and Teddy, we loves a knees-up, don’t we, mate?’


‘What’s a knees-up?’


Gladys yanked the boy aside. ‘A knees-up your bleedin’ jacksy if you don’t behave!’ Then she said, ‘It’s posh here, ain’t it? I really likes it, so don’t stuff things up.’


On with the tour. The house was much larger than it looked from the outside, with wide hallways, high ornate ceilings and an indoor privy on each floor, which Teddy insisted on testing.


‘No snakes in the shitters!’ he proclaimed proudly.


When they arrived at the third floor Jo opened a door to a very nice room with plenty of light, overlooking the surrounding rooftops. ‘These will be your quarters, my ducks.’


‘Ooh, it’s lovely,’ Gladys enthused, sitting on the bed, bouncing to test the springs. Jo opened an internal door to an adjoining room. ‘Will this do for young Teddy?’


‘It’s perfect, Jo, honest it is,’ Gladys said after looking at the room. ‘We never expected nuffin’ like this, we really didn’t.’


‘The lady you are replacing used these rooms for quite a while and her little girl was very happy here.’ Jo then raised a bejewelled finger and smiled. ‘I don’t suppose you two have had lunch, have you?’ and before Gladys could reply she answered her own question. ‘No, of course you haven’t,’ so she ushered her guests downstairs to the kitchen, which was full of noisy women who flocked around Teddy, playfully pulling his ears and pinching his cheeks.


‘He’s mine, I bags first dibs!’ a woman called Sharon said, blowing him a kiss.


‘But I belong to Aunty Gladys!’ Teddy blushed.


‘Maybe we can share you, luvvy. How old are you?’


He lied and said he was eleven, but before Gladys could interject Sharon said, ‘What? And you ain’t even married yet?’ Everyone laughed. Teddy stared at the beautiful Sharon, her full mouth, sultry brown eyes and enough fascinating curves to keep him staring all through lunch and beyond.


Jo went through the house rules. There were five ladies, but only Gladys and Sharon lived in.


Everyone did their own washing, but towels were done by ‘the house’. ‘Hygiene is the watchword here, ain’t that right, ladies?’ Jo said, getting down to business. ‘That’s why we insists that towels only be used for a maximum of four spoofs before they is washed. One at each end then turn ‘em over – that’s four, see?’ The ladies nodded. ‘We want our clients to feel comfortable, safe and welcome, so service is another watchword. The customer always comes first, ain’t that right, ladies?’


‘We aren’t doing our job well if they don’t!’ Sharon said with a grin.


Teddy was too busy to take any notice of the conversation, stuffing his face with homemade chocolate cake. A rare treat.


‘Rent is a tenner a week. Not cheap I know, but remember it is all found,’ Jo continued. ‘Is that okay with you, Glad, my duck? Commission is thirty per cent, but those that don’t live in pay less ‘coz it’s only right and proper. Fair enough? Do a good job, and you should pull thirty quid a week in yer hand, and I ain’t lying, am I, ladies?’


The ladies nodded again.


‘Now, assuming you joins us ‘ere, what happens to this little duckling when you’re busy working?’ Jo asked, smiling at Teddy.


Teddy mumbled enthusiastically through a mouth full of cake. ‘I’m being home schooled, actually.’


‘Is that alright, Jo?’ Gladys asked tentatively.


‘Of course it is, my duck. He’ll get the best education of his life here. Heaven help him, I say!’ There was more laughter, more head patting for Teddy and lots more food.


‘This is my mum, Jean, by the way,’ Jo said, making the introduction to a pleasant-looking woman in her early seventies. ‘She looks after us all and is the backbone of the place.’


Jean smiled and nodded at Gladys. ‘Nice to meet you, I’m sure.’ Then she spoke to Teddy. ‘And as for you, matey, it’ll be good to cook for a hungry man for a change instead of these sparrows!’


‘Now then, my duck,’ Jo said to Teddy. ‘There are special rules that apply to you as well as your aunt, so listen carefully, if you please. When the ladies is working you must not go into their rooms unless they invites you. That is very important. Do you understand?’ Teddy nodded. ‘The same goes with your aunt’s room. She’ll be working very hard, I think – looks like the sort of lady our patrons will like.’


Jo explained the kitchen rules next, what times meals were and so on. Teddy was always welcome, Jean said enthusiastically. ‘I could do with an assistant and a taster.’ He was also given access to a cosy lounge room at the back of the house, where the ladies often went to gossip and flip through the pages of fashion magazines when things were quiet. The shelves were full of all manner of reading matter, from racy novels to romance stories, which delighted the boy no end. The more books to read, the better, as far as he was concerned.


‘Okay, my duck?’ Jo continued, looking down at Teddy. ‘If you have any problems you come to me.’ Then she leaned in very close, her pendulous bosoms dangerously near to falling out of her dress and landing on the table in front of him. ‘Nobody has no secrets here,’ she whispered. Teddy managed to reply with a nod, his eyes fixed on her breasts as he swallowed loudly. ‘Thank you very much, Mrs Duck.’


‘Awe, bless ‘im! Just listen to the cheeky little sod,’ Jo roared, turning her attention to Gladys once again. ‘Start tomorrow, luv? We’ve got a busy day ahead. Thursday is always hectic here because it’s pay day for some of our patrons, which makes it the perfect time to see if you like us and we like you, don’t you think?’


Jean said something as an aside to Jo, who raised a finger in the air. ‘Bugger me, I haven’ mentioned old George yet, have I? He’s mum’s second hubby.’ She bent towards Teddy again. ‘Now listen up, my duck, ‘cos it is important you hear this too. George and me mum has quarters in the basement and the dear old bloke ‘as not left there since he came home from the war in 1903.’


‘The war?’ Gladys asked.


‘The Boer War in South Africa,’ Teddy said without hesitation. ‘I’ve been reading about it.’


‘Bloody ‘ell, where did you say you found this child?’ Jo asked.


‘He’s very well informed, ain’t he?’ Gladys said proudly. ‘Course, I’ve taught him everything what he knows. He’s very good at his sums and if that is not enough, he can read almost anything. I can’t keep him away from the newspapers and he writes better than most people what I know. His spelling and grammar is spot on too; sometimes it’s even better than what mine is!’


‘Amazing,’ Jo said with a smile, followed by a wink for Teddy. ‘Now then, back to old George. As I said, the poor old bloke is sort of bed-bound and no-one goes in the basement without me or Jean’s permission, okay? It’s strictly out of bounds. Do you understand young man?’


Teddy said he understood, before cramming more cake in his mouth.




CHAPTER FOUR


The small town of Corowa sat so tightly on the New South Wales border that a decent earthquake would have sent it jiggling over the state line into Victoria. Founded in 1858 it lay just over 380 miles from Sydney and nearly 190 miles from Melbourne, making it the perfect stopover for those journeying between Australia’s two most populated cities.


Away from the main street, running at 90 degrees to the railway station and parallel to the mighty Murray River was a narrow, dusty road called Wattle Street. When the train stopped for a top up of coal and water, most travellers found themselves taking a break and enjoying a stroll down Wattle Street to spend a little time staring at the river or to pop into the pub for a cold beer.


A little further down the road the Anglican Church was situated next to the rowing club, which consisted of a large corrugated iron shed used for storing equipment and socialising.


A magnificent old willow sat comfortably by the side of the rowing club, its branches tickling the water and its canopy offering plenty of dappled shade. Huge majestic gum trees also lined the river which meandered slowly through the town like an overly officious civil servant. Not a lot happened in that part of Corowa or indeed the other part beyond the High Street and up the hill, where the ‘well-to-do’ lived. In fact, nothing much happened in the small town at all and that was why most people chose to live there.


Like many Australian country towns at the time, Corowa had its own resident police officer who lived in four rooms behind the police station, situated opposite the rowing club. He roamed the area pushing a black bicycle and knew the names and business of every person in town, regardless of their age or stature. Constable Doug Hutchinson garnered the respect of everyone, not only because he kept the town crime free and safe, but also for his drinking prowess, which was legendary.


The constable’s local was the pub on Wattle Street, just a few steps from his home and place of work. It was a small, double-storey hotel run by Thomas and Tess Hawkins – he was a local, she was an import. The ever-amiable Thomas, like most men, foolishly thought he ruled the roost because his name was displayed above the front door and on the licence. But everyone in town knew that Tess was the one who made the important decisions, though she wisely let her husband remain delusional to keep the peace.


Thomas and Tess had two daughters. Ruth, the eldest, was very bright but somewhat starchy and she had already left the small town attitudes of Corowa behind and set out for the big smoke – Melbourne. Maddie was the exact opposite of her sister – a home girl.


Christened Madeline after a heavily pregnant Tess saw the name in a magazine and fell in love with it because it sounded French, Maddie loved life. A natural beauty, she bubbled with enthusiasm about everything and everyone and knew deep inside that if something was going to change her life, it was going to happen there. She had no idea what it was or when it would take place, but she would know when it arrived, and that was good enough.


Maddie Hawkins was loved, cherished and protected by everyone who knew her. There was something special about the girl that went beyond her natural beauty and enthusiasm. She was special and she was known as Corowa’s sweetheart.
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Teddy soon found himself surrounded by beautiful women who laughed constantly and walked around in their underwear, cuddling, tickling, singing and occasionally dancing with him. His feelings of abandonment and sadness disappeared because he now received all the attention and love he craved. It was as if he had several mothers and when the ladies called his name he ran to their rooms, more than eager to deliver messages or fetch and carry. Teddy thought he was in heaven.


The first time he was called to Sharon’s room he found her wrapped in a towel, wearing a police officer’s hat at a jaunty angle. ‘Can you please get my gentleman a bottle of beer from Jean in the kitchen, Teddy darling?’ She deliberately opened her door a little wider than necessary, giving him a glimpse of a large hairy man with a beautiful curly moustache, smoking a pipe, sitting upright in her bed.


The man puffed a cloud of tobacco above his head and winked before flicking a shiny new penny into the air. Teddy watched it spin in slow motion towards him, over and over, along the length of the room. The reflection of the King’s head travelled up the wall, across the ceiling and onto his face as the coin landed in his hand.


‘Gosh!’ he screamed. ‘Thank you so much, sir!’ And he was off to get the beer and lock the money away with the rest of his treasures. It looked as if being helpful would have its rewards.


Teddy became indispensable when it came to painting toenails and putting rag curls in the ladies’ hair, but Sharon monopolised him. She enjoyed long hot baths when not busy with her gentlemen and often called on the boy to scrub her back or wash her hair and he quickly became proficient at both. She was always sure to tell him to turn away and face the wall when she stepped out of the tub but there was one occasion when she deliberately teased him by dropping her towel. In all her beautiful nakedness, she cooed, ‘Oh dear me, I’m so clumsy sometimes. Teddy darling, can you pick up my towel please?’


He turned and gawped, his eyes like saucers. A naked woman! Then he collapsed in a faint. The ladies quickly gathered around him.


‘Someone get Dr Wallace!’ Jo said.


‘He’s in with Gladys!’


‘It’s okay, I think the poor luv’s coming round. Give him some air.’


They insisted the boy should lie still while an apologetic Sharon gave him a glass of water, but when the others were briefly distracted, Teddy caught her eye and winked.


‘Why ... you dirty little bugger!’ she screamed and still naked, leaving a trail of bubbles in her wake, she chased him around the house for ten minutes before he deliberately gave in and allowed her to scoop him up and kiss his face all over.
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Gladys had been quick to establish herself with the regular punters and soon became a favourite for many. It was not long before she had money to burn and was able to indulge herself by purchasing the most up-to-date fashions available in Australia at the time. Gin was no longer a problem either and she had a plentiful supply stashed in a variety of locations in her room.


Shoes, bags, gloves and hats were her extravagances and when she visited Sydney for a shopping expedition, taxicabs were used to carry her in and out of the city. She soon forgot what it was like to travel on a bus or tram, where in the past she’d often found herself harassed by drunks. Gladys was now quite the lady about town.


Business at Darlinghurst was booming and mostly trouble free, thanks to regular visits from members of the constabulary, who always found time for a cuppa and chat during the busy weekends. Troublemakers soon found themselves in the lock-up for the night.


Jean encouraged Teddy with his schooling and he quickly advanced his already competent reading and writing skills. He took to writing his own war stories and every book in his room was filled with them, every blank page, margin and border had something written in it as his imagination ran wild with tales of bravery and heroism. His mathematics was also coming along a treat and his artwork could be found on most walls in the house, including the ladies’ workrooms. However, there was one place where the boy’s drawings and paintings were missing – the basement.


There were occasions when a rather pungent smell came from beneath the basement door, tempting Teddy to take a deep sniff then gag when he passed by, which made it even more mysterious. He once saw Jo pull Jean aside and ask her to place some roses by the door. ‘George is rather ripe today, Mother, and I don’t want to put the punters off.’


On a quiet rainy afternoon without a ‘gentleman’ in sight, everyone headed into Sydney to shop, leaving Teddy playing with his soldiers and re-enacting a scene from one of his war books. Jean had been rushing around looking for a lost scarf at the last minute and forgot to lock the basement before she left. Half an hour after the taxicab departed a bored Teddy decided to explore the house and to his great surprise he found the door unlocked.


A single light bulb lit the scene: a small landing and a set of stairs dropping sharply to another door at the bottom. Teddy edged slowly down the bare timber treads, holding his breath, trying not to gag at the smell as a sickly green cloud edged up the stairwell and slipped past him into the hallway beyond. With his heart thumping in his chest and one hand over his nose, he turned the handle to the second door.
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The only light came from a lamp on a small bedside table which cast a ghostly yellow glow on the surrounding area. With his head full of visions of Professor Frankenstein’s laboratory, Teddy edged further into the room and as his eyes adjusted to the half-light, he was able to make out a few pieces of furniture, but it was the bed and the rather strange lump beneath the covers that caught his attention.


So, where was George?


‘Is anyone here?’ Teddy called out in a whisper, his voice trembling as much as his hands. ‘Hello?’


The room was deathly quiet and all Teddy could hear was the thump of his own heart.


Then he thought he heard the sheets rustle.


He found himself by the bedside, staring at the strange lump beneath the sheets. It started to move, causing the little hairs on the back of his neck stand on end and a sudden burst of fear to slither up his body. It was then that a large, hairy hand suddenly shot out from beneath the bedclothes and grabbed his arm.


Teddy screamed.


From beneath the sheets, a croaky voice barked out an order. ‘Stay still, boy, or I’ll snap you in two!’ Teddy froze and the voice calmed. ‘You’ll be the young lad that my Jean’s been talking about, I suppose. What do you want?’


‘I want to meet George, the soldier from the Boer War.’


A head appeared. ‘Well, now you’ve met me.’


Teddy managed to free his arm with a shrug, a terrified expression etched on his face.


‘Are you afraid, boy?’


‘Yes, sir.’


George’s eyes seemed to glow in the half-light. ‘There’s no harm admitting you’re scared and I’ve done that many a time in my life.’ Then he suddenly raised his voice to a rasping shout. ‘Why did you want to see me, boy? I’m not a freak show, goddamn you!’


‘I didn’t think you were, sir, honest I didn’t. I heard you were a war hero so wanted to meet you.’ Teddy was staring at the space where George’s legs should have been but the sheet was flat there.


The old man grunted and with some effort, he leveraged himself into a better position. ‘You see that light over there, boy?’ He nodded. ‘Turn it this way, so I can see your face.’ Teddy did as he was told. ‘That’s better, now let me have a gander at you,’ he growled. ‘Here, help me.’ He held his hand out, wrapping it around Teddy’s forearm before pulling himself up against the pillows.


In the dim light from the single bulb, Teddy could see that the old soldier’s skin was a sickly grey colour and his eyes were red rimmed and wet. His complexion was badly pockmarked as if lumps of flesh had been blasted from it and worse still was his mouth, which carried a gruesome scar, twisting his top lip into a constant sneer. ‘Jean is always talking about you, says you are very bright. What’s your name again?’


‘Teddy, sir,’ the boy said, trying not to stare.


‘Well, Teddy, first up, don’t call me sir. Call me George, Sergeant, or Sergeant George, okay, soldier?’


‘Sorry, Sergeant,’ Teddy said nervously.


‘And I will call you Private Ted because Teddy is no name for a soldier – it’s a nancy boy’s name!’ The old man’s face suddenly screwed up as he asked gruffly, ‘You’re not a nancy boy, are you?’


‘I don’t know what a nancy boy is,’ Teddy admitted.


‘You’ll find out in the fullness of time, I daresay.’ Anyway, by the look of you, you’ll be a man soon and I’ll bet a penny to a pound there’s never been a soldier in any man’s army called Teddy. Am I right, Private?’


‘I suppose so, Sergeant George, yes.’


‘You’re a good listener, boy. I like that. You said you wanted to meet me, so what do you want to know?’


‘I want to know all about the Boer War. I’ve read about it but I want to know what it was like having other men trying to kill you.’


‘Don’t forget, we were trying to kill them as well.’


‘I am going to be a soldier when I grow up,’ Teddy said.


A sudden burst of laughter turned into a coughing fit for George, at the conclusion of which he sniffed deeply before hacking into a handkerchief. ‘Tell me, why a soldier? Why not a firefighter or a train driver?’


Teddy had no hesitation. ‘Soldiers fight bad people who want to take our land away. They protect us.’


‘So, you think we only fight for what’s ours, do you?’


‘I do, sir, yes.’


‘Don’t you think our enemies feel the same, especially when we are in their country, fighting them?’


‘I never thought about that,’ Teddy said.


‘Then you will never make an officer. You have to know why your enemy is fighting you or you will never get inside their heads and hearts and if you don’t do that, you will never defeat them.’ George said there was nothing glamorous about war. ‘Look how I ended up.’ He spluttered as he pointed to the bedside table. ‘You see that medal hanging from the picture frame on my night stand? It’s the King’s South Africa Medal.’


Teddy was impressed. ‘Is that what you got from the war?’


The old man’s eyes appeared to narrow, as if he was refocussing, then his face became pinched and angry. ‘That’s not all, boy, no. I damned well got these as well!’ and he suddenly pulled the sheets aside in a fit of anger, the sight making Teddy gasp. He had to look away but it was too dreadful to ignore and he turned back again, staring unashamedly at the two shrivelled stumps sticking out from George’s hips where his legs should have been. Teddy tried to drag some clean air into his lungs, the appalling stink coming from the bed making him want to vomit.


‘What’s up, lad, have you never seen a man with no legs before?’


Teddy shook his head from side to side and blinked rapidly, unable to speak another word.


‘Well, you have now and you had better get used to it if you want to be a soldier. A stray cannon ball got me – one of ours, of course – screaming like a crazed animal, just three feet above the ground. Red hot it was, travelling at a hundred miles an hour and it bowled me over like a skittle, taking the best part of me legs with it.’


Teddy heard none of this – his head had been invaded by a swarm of angry bees as George reached out and grabbed his wrist. ‘Are you okay, Private?’


‘Yes, Sergeant,’ Teddy managed to say, swallowing some bile.


George continued with his story. ‘Those damned Boers captured me of course and why they didn’t do me in when they had a chance, I’ll never know.’ He spoke without bitterness. ‘I wish they had and that’s the truth of it, but they took me to one of their field hospitals, hacked the remains of me legs off then set about stitching together what was left.’ He took a moment to look at the boy’s face, which was white now.


‘Were you asleep when they chopped your legs off?’


The old man seemed to stiffen at the question. ‘I was awake of course! They gave me a leather strap to bite on and it took five men to hold me down! They thought I was a goner when they sewed me up. No pulse, I heard one of them say. The bastards were about to throw me onto the scrap heap when one of ‘em saw me eyelids twitch. Let me tell you, lad, and let me tell you true: there are worse things than dying. Look at me, look at me legs and tell me if I’m wrong. Tell me!’


Teddy was unable to speak. He knew nothing of death, but he could see that living like George ... well, perhaps it was worse than dying. The old soldier coughed out another glob of phlegm, his face pinched with pain. ‘No man ever prayed for his own death harder than I did, I promise you that. It was as if God wanted to punish me so he left me crippled and useless to man, woman or beast. He made me suffer for all my bad deeds.’


‘What did you do that was so bad?’


George’s eyes clouded over as he stared into the distance somewhere. ‘I did bad things in the war, Private, most soldiers do, I regret to say. Dreadful things ... ‘ He sighed, his chest rising with a rattle. ‘When you have your back against the wall and think you’re about to die yourself, you will do almost anything to stay alive. And I mean anything!’


Teddy was spellbound.


‘Without my Jean I would’a gone a long time ago. Believe me, there are more days when I wish I was dead than days when I am pleased I am not. I ask you, what good is half a man to anyone?’ The old soldier slapped the edge of the bed in frustration. ‘Take a good look at these stumps of mine, Private. Go on, see what that glorious war did to me!’ He raised his two shrivelled stumps, each only a few inches long and puckered at the ends. ‘You can touch ‘em if you want. Go ahead, it’s okay by me.’


Teddy tentatively reached out a finger but pulled it back as soon as the swarm of bees returned to his head. There seemed to be a wasp nest in his chest as well, while birds pecked at his eyes from the inside. He thought he was going to vomit but forced himself to touch one of the stumps where the skin was turning black. The stink was on his fingers now.


‘Can’t the hospital help you?’


‘It was doctors what got me in this mess in the first place, lad, so how can they help me now? It’s gangrene, see, that black stuff there.’ Teddy sniffed his fingers and screwed his face up in disgust. ‘I’m starting to rot. If it weren’t for my Jean I wouldn’t be here now, I tell you that for nothing because it’s the damned truth and I mean every word of it!’ He wiped some spittle from his mouth and pointed to a glass by the bed. ‘Give it to me.’


After gulping some of the water George seemed more composed and he looked towards the night stand again. ‘You see that photograph there, in the frame?’ Teddy passed it over. ‘These men, they were all in my unit. They were my brothers and I was theirs, every single one of us to a man! This picture was taken when we arrived in South Africa but I was the only one who made it out alive. The only one, think about that. There’s twenty-eight fine men there, twenty-eight!’ George’s milky eyes started to well with tears and he sniffed deeply before wiping his nose on the sleeve of his pyjama jacket. ‘All of them are gone,’ he muttered.


Teddy listened as the old man reflected on his life.


‘I’m nearing the end of my time here on earth, lad. I’ve paid me dues in more ways than you can imagine, so I’m going to go out like a soldier should, with a lead injection.’ Teddy had no idea what a lead injection was and it showed on his face. ‘Open that drawer for me, Private, the one in the night stand and hand me the pistol.’


‘You’ve got a gun?’ Teddy was incredulous.


‘That’s what I said, wasn’t it? A soldier is not much good without one.’


The boy felt a chill run up his spine when his fingers touched the cold metal and he dragged the weapon out.


‘Careful now, Private, it’s loaded!’


He had never held a gun before, or even seen one other than in a book and to his surprise it seemed to fit nicely in his hand, despite being a lot heavier than he imagined it would be.


‘Here, give it to me before you damn well shoot one of us.’ Teddy passed the pistol over and the old man waved it in the air. ‘This beauty got me out of many a scrape, I’ll tell you that for nothing and I mean it too. It has ended many lives and it will soon end mine.’


‘You’re going to shoot yourself?’


‘Of course! How else should an old soldier like me die, other than by his own hand?’ George was becoming emotional again. ‘I’ll know when it’s time, when I can no longer bear the pain or see the pity in Jean’s eyes. Pity ain’t no good to a soldier, Private, remember that. When I’m ready to check out, I’ll use this trusty old gun of mine. That’s why I kept it all these years.’ His hand shook as he passed the weapon back to Teddy. ‘Now put the bloody thing away before it goes off, will you? I’m tired. Come and see me another day and we’ll talk some more about the war.’ He turned to face the wall, moaning at the pain, rolling his shoulders to get comfortable.


‘Private?’


‘Yes, Sergeant?’


‘Jean don’t know about the gun. If she did, she’d take it away. Do you understand what I’m saying?’


‘Yes sir, Sergeant.’


There was a moment’s silence, broken by the sound of George’s rasping breath, then Teddy said, ‘Sergeant?’


‘Yes, Private?’


‘What sort of gun is this?’


The old man sighed and closed his eyes. ‘If I tell you, will you bugger off and leave me to sleep?


‘Yes, Sergeant.’


‘It’s a six shot revolver, standard issue, British Army. A Remington model 1875.’




CHAPTER FIVE


Gertie placed the magnifying glass and diary aside before taking a moment to gather her thoughts. Did George, the legless old soldier from the Boer War, really take his own life with the very same gun that she handed in to the police only a few days ago? It seemed incomprehensible that the weapon would have such a history, ending up in a trunk at the end of her mother’s bed in Bremen. And how on earth did it get into the pocket of her stepfather’s uniform? There were so many questions that needed answers.


Ernst Bauer never had talked openly about his role in World War I, but when Gertie lay in bed as a teenager one night she heard him crying as he told her mother of his men’s valour and the horrors they endured on his orders. Gertie knew that her stepfather had treated several penniless returned soldiers without charge from his home after the war, giving them painkillers and other medicines to make their lives more comfortable. From everything that she saw, he was a decent man and she had no reason to think different, but his past before he married her mother – not a lot was known about that.
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