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Preface

No one would have noticed anything unusual about the young man on the tram that morning in late September. He sat straight in his seat, looking intently out the smudged window, watching for his stop as the tram clattered its way from Vienna’s ring road past the Belvedere Palace and the factories and shops on the city’s outskirts.

He was wearing rumpled dark pants, a white shirt, a thin tie and a worn poplin jacket. When he took off his hat, there was something about his face—hazel eyes, straight, narrow nose and full lips—that caught the eye of several young women who got on and off during his ride. His chin displayed a day’s worth of still boyish stubble, and his curly brown hair was tousled.

Not that the young man noticed. When the long, high brick wall of the Central Cemetery came into view, he rose abruptly and asked something of an old woman who was clutching a bunch of fading tulips. He remained standing until the next stop, where he got off, carrying a small bag.

The young man stood for a moment in front of the imposing gate flanked by two large pillars. As he stepped onto the cemetery grounds, he gazed at the administration building. A breeze stirred the cool morning air, and he drew his light jacket around him. He went inside for a couple of minutes and then quickly made for the cemetery chapel a few hundred yards away.

A thin, balding priest emerged from the chapel and headed for the main gate. The young man intercepted him, doffed his hat and spoke briefly. The priest pointed to the right of the entrance and continued on his way.

The young man stood still, then turned in the direction the priest had indicated and walked briskly down a path deeper into the cemetery, passing rows of old graves before reaching an area with several new ones. He stopped in front of one with a freshly carved headstone set on packed earth.

He dropped to one knee, his head bent. His lips moved. He lowered his other knee to the ground. At the same moment, there was a commotion at the main gate. An important person seemed to be arriving, with a bodyguard on either side. They set off on the same path the young man had traveled.

He stood up and saw them approaching. They were still far off and hadn’t noticed him. He moved away, placing himself between the fresh and old graves, keeping his head down as he circled around the three men. He crouched behind a large headstone close to the path. His eyes were locked on the men as he reached into the bag he had placed at his feet. He drew out a gun, a Browning, and shoved it under his jacket, keeping a grip on it.

The focus of his attention—so intense that it seemed almost certain one of the men would feel it—was the least imposing of the trio, leading the way. The man’s short black hair was slicked back and parted on the right side. His eyes radiated unfocused energy from beneath equally dark eyebrows. A bushy, odd mustache appeared to prop up his nose, barely spreading wider than his nostrils. He wore a trench coat fastened off center with a belt that accentuated his modest but unmistakable middle-aged paunch. He, too, appeared lost in his thoughts.

Particularly when he reached the grave that the young man had just left. As his bodyguards paced, the man stood with his back to them, almost perfectly still. But once or twice his head jerked back and forth, and another time his shoulders twitched as if an electric current had jolted his body.

The bodyguards tensed as the man finally turned away from the grave. He took a few halting steps and stumbled slightly. One of the burly men rushed up to help, but the man shook him off and issued a command. What happened next was a blur. The bodyguard shot out his right arm in a salute and conferred briefly with his colleague, who ran back toward the main gate. The other one followed at a slower pace, clearing the path ahead of an approaching elderly couple. The man with the mustache trailed at a distance. He drew even with the young man behind the headstone. The young man stepped onto the path to face him, looking as determined as the other looked surprised. He raised the Browning and pointed it at the man’s chest.



Chapter One

Why have I been writing it all down, keeping this journal? Tomorrow when I walk out of prison after serving seven of the ten years the Austrians sentenced me to, I’ll take it with me, but I doubt I’ll ever show it to anyone. If someone does eventually read it, it will probably be long after I’m gone. For now my only hope, if you can call it that, is to be left alone, to try to stop my deed from following me for the rest of my life. But even if I succeed, I will always be haunted by my memories of Geli.

I wrote simply because I had to write. Because during these seven years I could never stop thinking about her, seeing her, dreaming about her, longing for her. I couldn’t stop wondering whether anything could have turned out differently, whether I made some horrible mistake. I don’t know. I do know that even if I had managed to save Geli from him somehow, she probably wouldn’t have wanted to stay with me. In this journal, at least, I have brought her back, and I have her all to myself. Some consolation, but better than none at all.

I can make a pretty good guess when it all began, when fate or whatever you want to call it began pushing me toward the path I took, toward the chain of events that would eventually lead me here to my small prison cell, where I have all the time in the world to remember and, presumably, reflect. I’ve never been very good at that, at reflection. But I have thought enough about what happened to know that I can’t just start with Geli, with our first meeting. I have to go back further, much further. To November 9, 1918, to be exact.

I was only fifteen then, but it’s a day that will always remain precisely etched in my memory.

The rumors that it was all over had been circulating around town for weeks. The Great War, the war we had all entered so cheerfully, thinking it’d be a short, triumphant adventure, was sputtering to an ignoble end. Four years of bloodshed, four years of death, millions of deaths, and what did we have to show for it? I wasn’t yet ready to concede the obvious: that the answer was nothing. Or worse than nothing, since the war had destroyed more than those lives. It had spawned a sickness of the spirit.

As I crossed the Tiergarten early in the morning, with wet leaves clinging to my shoes and heavy moist air filling my nostrils, I was envisioning the returning troops marching with their heads held high, proud of their heroism. And I was seeing Gerhard marching with them, his mouth twisted in that odd half grin of his, one side curling up and the other pointing down, seemingly at odds. I had awoken with the feeling—no, the firm conviction—that this would be the day he’d finally come home. I knew he’d be coming. Before setting off, I had taken the roll my mother had given me for breakfast, smeared it with a precious bit of lard, wrapped it in a rag and jammed it into the pocket of my threadbare coat. Gerhard might be hungry.

We hadn’t heard from my older brother since September, a month after he was called up. But in the confusion of those times, we didn’t necessarily know what that meant. Or didn’t want to know. It wasn’t like my father, whose death had been reported two years earlier. By 1918 you couldn’t count on much news.

No one knew for sure when the troops would enter the city, but the Tiergarten was already full of people streaming toward the Brandenburg Gate. Some of the women and little girls were carrying makeshift bouquets or a scraggly flower or two, although it was hard to imagine where they managed to get them. Scratching for food supplies had been hard enough. I hadn’t seen milk or cheese for I don’t know how long, and my mother and I had survived on turnips when the official rations of bread and meat—usually more gristle—ran out. The bread they gave us was often made from turnips. I had promised myself that when the war was over, I’d never touch a turnip again.

I should have waited for my mother that morning, but as so often lately, I hadn’t given any thought to what she must have been feeling. I was angry and disappointed that I had been too young to follow my father and brother to the front; at the same time, I wouldn’t admit how much I missed them both. Even my father, schoolteacher that he was, who had kept me at a distance and regularly scolded me, always making me feel that I failed to live up to his expectations. Every so often, after some transgression, he’d pull out a ruler and make me hold out my hand, just as he did with his pupils. The first time he delivered a stinging whack, my mother had come to the door. She said nothing when I cried out. Tears rolling down my cheeks, I looked beseechingly at her. She only dropped her eyes. At that moment I felt angrier with her than I did with my father. I couldn’t understand why she hadn’t defended me.

I soon learned to hold back the tears, fixing my face in a stony expression, even when my father dispensed with the ruler and slapped me hard across the face. My mother tried to comfort me afterward, but I turned my back on her.

When my father was going off to war, he solemnly instructed me on the need to obey Gerhard and my mother, to act more like a young man, but all I could think was that I’d be free of him for a while. When he appeared at home in full uniform, though, I couldn’t believe my eyes. I knew him as a short, pudgy man who sported a handlebar mustache. I tried not to look at the top row of crooked brown teeth and kept as far away as I could from the sour smell of his breath. Now he seemed to stand taller and straighter, his gut no longer very noticeable, his face animated as he talked of certain victory. For the first time in my life, the thought crossed my mind that he was handsome. On the day we learned he had died in the first German assault on Verdun, I was torn by guilt and anger. Had I wished him dead? Was it my fault? Did he get himself killed just to punish me again?

It was then that I began frightening my mother by disappearing after school or skipping school altogether, taking off alone or with other boys from my class who had the same idea. She would come back from cleaning rich people’s apartments in Charlottenburg and wait nervously for me to show up. Sometimes I’d return with a bit of stolen food as a peace offering, but that would alarm her more: “What’s becoming of you?”

I told her about all the black-marketeers and rich folks who weren’t suffering at all. Why, I demanded, should regular people be the only ones to suffer?

“If only your father were still alive, he’d straighten you out.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You’d like to watch him beat me.”

“No.”

“Yes, you would,” I shouted. “You never stopped him.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “You don’t understand.”

“Yes, I do.”

“There was nothing I could do. Your father was a good man, but . . .”

“But what?”

She slumped down in her chair. “I won’t, I can’t.” Her voice faltered. “He’s dead, after all.”

I briefly felt sorry for her but didn’t show it. I kept that stony look I had perfected.

Today was different. Today Gerhard was coming home, and I was rushing to greet him. The sky was slate gray, and most people were wrapped up against the frequent gusts, but I was sweating as I ran through the Tiergarten. Approaching the Brandenburg Gate, I knew something was wrong even before I saw the soldiers marching through and then down Unter den Linden. No one was cheering, I realized, and instead of the sound of boots proudly pounding the road in unison, I could hear only a muffled shuffling.

I pushed my way forward. There wasn’t a triumphant soldier to be seen, only exhausted men in torn, filthy uniforms, defeat written on their faces. When girls offered them flowers, they could barely summon the strength to thank them, much less smile. Their eyes had a hollowed-out look. As I cooled down, a shiver went through my body, and I felt hungry. I took out the roll and started nibbling on it, then pulled it away, horrified at what I had done. I had to keep it for Gerhard.

The soldiers’ ranks began thinning out, with no sign of Gerhard. I shouted at the hunched figures: “Have you seen Private Gerhard Naumann?” They ignored me or just looked blank. One soldier patted me on the head. “Sorry.”

I stood paralyzed for a moment and then raced after him, tugging on his sleeve. “You know him? You know what happened to him?” The soldier shook his head, without looking back. I latched on to his arm and tugged as hard as I could, refusing to let go. “Tell me.”

With one swift motion, he sent me reeling, knocking me over on my side. I lay still for a moment, then jerked myself upright, realizing that my coat pocket with the roll was under me. Still in a sitting position, I cautiously reached in and pulled it out. It was a pathetic sight, partly eaten, partly squashed. I threw it into the bushes. I stood up shakily and, changing my mind, tried to retrieve it, growing more and more frantic when I couldn’t find it. Pushing the bushes apart, I saw it on the ground, reached for it and stuffed it into my mouth, not pausing to wipe off the dirt that worked itself in between my teeth. Gerhard wasn’t coming today, I told myself. I’ll get a fresh one later. I tried to spit out the dirt. The aftertaste was all the more disgusting because I hated what I had done.

I was standing almost directly in front of the Adlon Hotel on the other side of the Brandenburg Gate, simultaneously angry and numb. Although I was now resigned to disappointment, I watched the stragglers until the last of them limped by. Just then I saw among the peasant women selling firewood and turnips an elegantly dressed older man in a top hat and morning coat, clutching a large wreath of wildflowers. The wreath fascinated me—where could he have gotten so many flowers? I hadn’t seen a wreath like that since before the war. And even then only once, when my father had proudly taken me to a ceremony commemorating German unification.

A younger man approached the wreath bearer and took him gently by the arm, leading him to the hotel entrance. “That’s Lorenz Adlon,” a policeman sneered, and for the first time I realized that the hotel was named after a person, its owner. “He was waiting to congratulate the kaiser on his great victory. He didn’t know he’s abdicated and hightailed it out of here.”

“Rich people.” Another man laughed. “They’ll see what’s coming to them.”

—

A couple of weeks later, I came home to find my mother sitting on a stool in the kitchen, her face pale and her eyes red from crying.

I stood in the doorway.

“Yes, it’s Gerhard. They say he died in the first battle of his unit.” Her voice trailed off, but she summoned the strength to raise her arms to embrace me. I turned around and darted out of the apartment.

I kept running for a long time. I dropped out of school, roaming the streets and picking fights, often not returning home for several days at a stretch, sleeping in stairwells or semiabandoned buildings. I was hardly alone in deciding there wasn’t any sense in obeying the rules anymore, in listening to anyone in authority. Berlin in defeat made the chaos of the war years look like a simpler, almost orderly time. Now there weren’t just protests and starvation but armed revolts. Snipers perched on rooftops and shot people at random.

In the cafés and restaurants on Potsdamer Platz and in other fashionable quarters, life went on as usual, with most people seemingly oblivious to the anarchy all around them. At night, the cabarets, bars and whorehouses were in full swing. I remember the first time it began to dawn on me that the women and girls, many of them younger than I, were available for a few marks. I found myself gaping at a scraggly redhead, dressed incongruously in a dirndl that made a sumptuous display of her small breasts.

“Something the matter?” she asked, abruptly turning to meet my gaze. “Never seen a girl before?”

I felt my face flush. “No—I mean, yes, I have.”

“Then scat.”

When I remained frozen in place, she waved her arms: “Scat, scat, scat.” This time I managed to propel myself away and afterward was quick to avert my eyes whenever I thought a girl was about to confront me.

On the Kurfürstendamm, which ran through the heart of the richer western part of the city, I was even more careful, not so much of the girls as the young boys with powdered faces who cruised the sidewalks hoping to snare customers.

An older man in a charcoal-gray suit and bowler hat asked me for directions to an elegant restaurant whose classic facade exuded wealth and promised meals I couldn’t imagine. I pointed across the street. “It’s right there.”

He smiled and raised his hat. “Of course. Strange I didn’t notice it. Would you care to join me for dinner?”

I was ravenous, but even on an empty stomach, I realized that dinner wouldn’t come free. A wave of nausea came and quickly went. “No thanks,” I muttered.

“Pity,” the older man said. But I could see his eyes already surveying the area for other boys.

I kept wandering around the streets, but I felt out of place everywhere. I couldn’t blend in, and I couldn’t stay away. Not knowing what to do with myself, I took every political pamphlet that was thrust into my hands. The angrier their tone, the more I liked them.

I took a pamphlet from a group that had emerged right after the founding of the Weimar Republic. All I had heard about it was that it was supposed to be full of intellectuals and artists. “Dada,” a bearded young man intoned as he handed the flyer to me. “Dada is the future.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but I liked what I read. “We shall blow Weimar sky-high,” the pamphlet proclaimed. “Berlin is the place . . . da . . . da . . . Nobody and nothing will be spared. Turn out in masses!” It was signed: “The Dadaist headquarters of World Revolution.” It announced a Dada International Exhibition. I stuffed it into my pocket, determined to check it out.

Two days later, on opening day, I was in a cavernous hall in the midst of a rambunctious crowd. There were a lot of young people dressed in loose, flowing clothes, with couples and even threesomes holding each other, hands draped around waists and sometimes casually dropping lower, in a way that fascinated and excited me. There were also more conventional-looking middle-aged men and women who, like me, edged uncertainly forward.

Suddenly, several of the young people laughed loudly and pointed upward. I followed the startled looks of the other spectators. A dummy dressed as a German general was hanging upside down from the ceiling. It took me a couple of seconds to register the fact that it had the head of a pig.

I froze. How could anyone make something that grotesque? This wasn’t what Gerhard or Father had died for. I abruptly turned around and began shoving my way through the incoming visitors. A man grabbed me by the arm: “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” I punched him, catching the side of his face and knocking off his glasses. A woman next to him shrieked, and another man grabbed me by my shirt. I kicked him in the groin, and he doubled over. Before anyone could reach me, I was out the door, running. I heard shouts behind me, but I didn’t look back.

It was this experience that first taught me a lot of so-called revolutionary intellectuals and artists were simply sick.

No, I wasn’t going to go near anyone who might turn a general into a pig.

—

One afternoon as I was roaming the working-class streets of Neukölln, I ran into Jürgen, Peter and some other boys from school. I had always felt uneasy in their presence, envying their self-confidence and the way they joked among themselves, but I was happy to find company for a change. And even happier to feel accepted during the next several evenings.

But when they began hanging around the girls who were looking for clients, I held back as far as I could without making it obvious. I was convinced that I was the only one of the group who had never been with a woman, which made me all the more anxious to talk as tough as they did so they wouldn’t find out.

Jürgen was always teasing the girls and egging us to do the same. They’d tell us to get lost—sometimes angrily, sometimes laughingly, depending on their mood. If they thought we were keeping potential customers away, they really got mad. They were not amused by our boasts that we’d show them “the time of their lives” if they’d only forget about the money.

On a dare from Jürgen, I sidled up to a blond girl with a thick layer of makeup that accentuated her young age; she couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen. I gave her a quick pat on the ass, not quite managing the squeeze that Jürgen had pushed for. She tossed me a look of utter contempt.

Jürgen laughed. “You didn’t do it, Karl.”

“Yes, I did,” I insisted lamely.

“You know what I’d have her do to me?”

“The Ulrike treatment,” I replied, alluding to his graphic description of how Ulrike, one of the girls in our class who had also dropped out, had allegedly warmed up for night work by “servicing” him. Since none of us had seen Ulrike for months, there was no one around to dispute his claims.

“What about you, Karl?” Peter demanded. “What would you do with that blonde we just saw?”

I paused. “The Erika treatment.”

“Who the hell is that?”

“Oh, just someone I know,” I said, trying to sound coy. “Someone I know very well.” I made a pumping motion with my fist. “From the inside out, as it were.”

“Yeah, right,” Jürgen jumped in. “You’re full of it.”

“I mean it.”

“Sure you do.”

After that I was usually out on my own again. I wanted their company but feared their mockery, wishing there were some way I could be as sure of myself—and believable—as they were.

Late one of those evenings, I started to head home down a quiet side street. I heard a commotion behind me and a shout: “Stop, thief!” I wheeled around and saw a dark figure, his coat flying, running straight at me.

I pulled back, then, catching a glimpse of the uniformed figure chasing him, put out my foot to trip the thief. In a flash, though, he hurdled past me, and the cop and I collided, both of us crashing to the pavement.

Shakily, I stood up. “I’m sorry, I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean to . . .”

Gathering himself up as well, brushing off his uniform and shaking his head, the cop looked toward where the guy had disappeared into the darkness. “Plain bad luck. I saw you try to get him. Another one of those damned pickpockets. Thanks—not many people try to help us these days.”

The cop shook my hand and turned back. As I walked off, the thought flashed through my mind: Why had I tried to help him? But before I could find an answer, I heard a whisper from a doorway. “Psst, over here.”

A young man in a long dark overcoat stepped partly out of the shadows, but I still couldn’t see his face clearly. “I loved the way you nailed him. I owe you one.”

“N-not at all,” I stuttered.

“Don’t be so modest, for Christ’s sake.” He paused and scanned the street. “The coast is clear. Come on, I owe you a drink.”

“No, really . . .”

Before I knew it, he was steering me a short way to another small street and a doorway that led to a bar. Or, more accurately, a dingy room that smelled of beer, cigarettes and piss. The walls and ceiling were a muddy brown color, which failed to cover the large stains of moisture that formed a hodgepodge of creepy patterns. My companion looked totally at home and, spotting someone he knew, led me to his table.

“I’m Hans,” he said, extending his hand. Pointing to the other man, he added: “And this is Konrad.”

“Karl,” I replied as he ordered a round of beers from a morose waiter with a filthy apron.

Hans turned toward Konrad. “Shit, you won’t believe this kid. He sent that cop sprawling and made it look like he was trying to help him.” He paused. “You got it, right?”

Konrad nodded, patting his pocket.

In the dim light, Hans examined my face. “Haven’t I seen you someplace before?”

I saw that his face was familiar, but I wasn’t sure from where. He was in his late teens, and he looked very pleased with himself.

He drew himself up. “I know—you’re a friend of Jürgen’s, aren’t you?”

“Jürgen Majewski?”

He nodded. “I knew it. Jürgen’s brother is in the same business. We work together sometimes. I remember seeing you.”

We drank our beers, and I tried to sort out what this meant. It might come out all right, after all. Jürgen and Peter would be impressed with what I had done, or what Hans thought I had done.

The door swung open, bringing in a gust of cold, wet air and two girls, making almost all the heads in the male crowd turn. They were probably about nineteen or twenty. One was short and stocky, with long dark hair, brown eyes and a broad nose; the other was taller, with light brown hair, but so thin that you could see her bones poking out through her skin. Her angular face, framed by a boyishly short haircut, was attractive, but her expression was cold, a warning that she was definitely off duty. “Two beers over here, now,” she ordered in a husky voice. I tried to pull my eyes away from her.

“Hey, Karl.” Hans nudged me. “You like?”

“She’s all right.”

“Would you like to . . . you know?”

“Sure, but she’s not the kind to just do it for free.”

Hans took a swig of beer, wiped away the foam with the back of his hand and shot Konrad a look across the table. “We got enough for the two of them?”

“We could do them a few times over. It’s a juicy wallet.”

Before I could say anything, Hans was stepping over to the women. At first they looked irritated by the intrusion, but Hans kept talking. I couldn’t hear what he was saying because of the other loud conversations, or mostly curses, around me; but the tall woman turned her head, and her eyes briefly held mine before focusing back on Hans. Although I had been drinking beer, my throat suddenly felt dry, and I wanted nothing more than to be out of there.

Hans came back triumphant. “Done deal, Karl. Let’s go.”

“Where?” My voice came out in a low whisper.

“You’ll get the tall one all to yourself. The other one has agreed to take care of Konrad and me.” He punched me lightly on the arm. “Relax, enjoy it. I said I owed you.”

Before I could think of what to say, the five of us stumbled out of the bar and started walking down the street. “In here,” the shorter woman said, pointing to the entrance of a building with a battered wooden door that creaked loudly as we pushed our way through. Once inside, she pulled out a key and opened the door to a ground-floor room. Turning to her friend, she said, “You take the pretty boy, and I’ll go upstairs.”

Pretty boy, I thought. No one had ever called me that.

“Come on,” the tall woman told me. “This is it.”

The room was tiny, with just enough space for a cot, a washbasin and a stool. A musty odor emanated from the walls, contributing to my sense of claustrophobia. The woman began unbuttoning her blouse and loosening her long skirt in quick, no-nonsense movements. I stood there, unsure where to look.

“What’s your name?” I croaked.

She shrugged. “What do you want it to be?”

“Ulrike,” I blurted out, surprising myself.

“So who’s Ulrike? Your sweetheart?”

“No one, no one at all.”

“It’s all the same to me,” she said, by now half undressed. As she leaned over to pull off her skirt the rest of the way, her blouse opened, and I caught a glimpse of dark nipples. She straightened up. “Yes, they’re tits. Now, don’t just stand there: You’re pretty, like my friend said, but let’s get on with it.”

With that, she reached for my pants. Startled, I backed away.

“I haven’t got all day, you know,” she said and took a step forward that backed me against the wall. I felt her bony body against mine and reached up to tentatively cup my hands over her breasts. They were tiny but softer than I expected, and the nipples made my palms tingle. At the same moment, her hand plunged into my pants, grasping its target. I felt the surge.

“Wow,” she scoffed, letting go of my already withering and soggy manhood. “That’s it? What a hotshot! Sure makes my job easy.”

I struggled to rebutton my clammy pants and pushed by her, heading right back out the door where I dumbly looked up and down the street.

“Hey, it’s all right,” she called after me, her voice dissolving into laughter mixed with a rasping cough. “Just think,” she added, “you broke all the records.”

Praying that Hans and Konrad were still busy upstairs, I fled. This time I wanted not just to flee but to disappear, evaporate, vaporize. At least from all the places in Berlin where I might be recognized, from anywhere I could be chased by the laughter of those who would quickly hear about my humiliation.

—

In the days and weeks that followed, I stayed well away from my usual haunts and ventured home to get something to eat or to change clothes only when I was sure my mother wasn’t there. The last thing I wanted was to see the inevitable disappointment in her face, and I certainly didn’t want to—or know how to—explain anything to her. I could wear the two shirts and loose overcoat Gerhard had left behind, which doubled my wardrobe. Clearly my mother knew I was dropping in, which accounted for whatever food she managed to put out on the table. But I never thanked her or even allowed her to catch sight of me. When I think about this today, I’m ashamed. But back then I was obsessed with another sense of shame. Hans would have told Jürgen’s brother, I was convinced, and that meant that Jürgen, Peter and everybody else would know about what had happened. They might even know that I had asked the whore to call herself Ulrike.

I slept again in stairways and cellars, huddled up in both Gerhard’s and my coats. During those days and evenings, I found myself drawn to the groups of Free Corps men, the returning soldiers who had no intention of laying down their arms. Their pamphlets promised to restore order, pride and might. They called for the support of everyone who believed that the sacrifices of so many Germans on the battlefield should not be in vain, and they vowed to destroy those who had betrayed their cause by accepting defeat.

I liked the way they still wore their army uniforms and now looked more defiant than defeated. In a group, they exuded a raw male strength and confidence that I envied. If only I could be like them, I thought. Probably that, more than their talk of defending German honor and traditions, accounted for my tagging behind them whenever I could.

The Free Corps had already proved its ability to fight. I could make little sense of the constant street battles and coups and counter-coups, but I did know that the army veterans’ prime enemy were the Spartacists, as the communists called themselves. They were led by Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg. Bloody Rosa, as her enemies called her. The Spartacists launched an uprising that was supposed to usher in the proletarian state, whatever that meant. The veterans in the Free Corps cursed the communist Jews, who they said were trying to destroy everything they had tried to protect. And it was thanks to their decision to fight alongside regular troops that the government was able to crush the big Spartacist revolt.

Tracked down in the Wilmersdorf section of the city, Liebknecht and Luxemburg were marched off by government troops to army headquarters in the Eden Hotel. I heard later that they were tortured there, before they were ostensibly sent to Moabit Prison. Neither made it that far. Free Corps troops laughed about the fact that Liebknecht was found with a bullet in his head in the Tiergarten. Luxemburg, they added gleefully, had gone for a swim in one of the canals. Her bloated, disfigured body was fished out much later.

I had been a bystander, eagerly gobbling up whatever details I could of the confusing battles. But the deaths of Liebknecht and Luxemburg didn’t put an immediate end to the Spartacist threat. As strikes kept breaking out, the killing continued.

One evening I was trailing along behind a cluster of Free Corps men when they stopped and pointed to three dark shapes on the pavement. It took me a moment to realize what they were: bodies, each one wearing the uniform of government troops and lying in a puddle of dark fluid. The Free Corps men turned them over and stepped back quickly. I could see that each of the soldiers had his throat cut. I felt giddy, nauseated, but couldn’t tear my eyes away.

A couple of shots whizzed over the heads of the Free Corps men. “Over there,” I shouted from behind, pointing to two men sprinting into the gate of a nearby building. They rushed into the courtyard after them, and I followed at a short distance. Within seconds, both of the Spartacists were sprawled on the ground, their guns kicked away and then pointed at them.

“Don’t shoot,” one of them pleaded.

I stood transfixed, my blood pumping so hard that it took all my strength just to stand still. In quick succession, both guns went off, and the heads of the men exploded in blood.

“Nice job,” one of the executioners said, standing in front of me and holding his gun, which was still emitting a thin wisp of smoke. “It had to be done. Look at it this way: That’s two less bastards in the world, two less enemies trying to destroy us and everything Germany stands for.” He grinned. “I’ve seen you hanging around. So, you want to be one of us?”

“Yes,” I managed to say. “I mean, if you’ll have me.”

“What do you think?” he asked the others. “Sure, why not? What’s your name?”

“Karl Naumann.”

“Hermann Hardtke.” He put his arm around my shoulder. “You’ll need some new clothes, but that can be arranged. A uniform. You’re small, but so were some of our buddies who were killed by these bastards. By the way, you ever fired a gun before?”

“Not really.”

“No matter, you’ll learn. I bet you already know how to use your fists.”

“Sure do,” I said, finding my trembling gone.

“Good, you’ll need them.”

—

Hermann took me under his wing. It was rare for the Free Corps to accept someone who hadn’t served in the war, but he saw to it that no one bothered me. He found me the basic gear: army shirt, pants and boots that were a fairly decent if loose fit, although I had to pull my belt tight to keep my pants from falling off and to stuff paper into the toes of my boots to fill them out. I suppose I looked a bit comical, a boy trying hard to be a man, and I suspect many of Hermann’s friends saw me as a mascot. But at the time I wasn’t aware of that. I knew only that the men I had so admired had accepted me, that I was wearing the same uniform, that Hermann was teaching me how to fight with my fists or a knife and how to shoot a gun. Puffed up with a sense of belonging, I wasn’t about to question their mission or why such methods were necessary. Whatever they said I took as gospel.

The credo they espoused focused mainly on saving the country from the reds, the Bolsheviks. And, as they kept repeating, many of those Bolsheviks were Jews like Bloody Rosa.

The whole country was in constant revolt. There had been revolts in Munich, Stuttgart, Frankfurt am Main and almost everywhere else. The government of weaklings, led by the Social Democrat Ebert, was desperately trying to save itself. He was certainly afraid of us, but he needed us to help him put down the Spartacists, who didn’t give up easily. When the Spartacists looked like they might win, the government ran ads in newspapers calling for soldiers to join the Free Corps and “prevent Germany from becoming the laughingstock of the world.”

Thousands of men responded. We—yes, I quickly and proudly thought of myself as part of that “we”—all hated the government that had accepted the shameful Treaty of Versailles, but we hated the reds more. True, both the reds and we hated the rich and talked about fighting for the rights of the workingman. But our grandiose goals were different: revolution versus nation. We believed in the ordinary German who, given the chance to regain his dignity and earn a decent wage, would help rebuild German pride. The reds derided anything to do with the nation, pontificating about the need for the working class to destroy the state and join in an international movement.

“Never forget that only we can save our country,” Hermann would lecture me. “Only we can stop those who want to destroy it. That’s why we can’t show any mercy.” He paused. “Did you hear about the Red Cross nurses in the Ruhr? One of our groups caught a group of nurses there carrying guns, even though everybody had been warned that they’d shoot anyone carrying weapons. The nurses claimed it was for self-defense, but that’s what all the reds say. They shot them all.”

I was shocked and impressed.

Late one afternoon as we were returning to our improvised barracks, we found ourselves pinned down by fire coming from a factory building across the street. Hermann and two of his buddies spotted where the shots were coming from and told me to stay put while they circled around the back of the building to surprise the gunmen.

“Let me go, too.”

“No, we need you here,” Hermann insisted. “You cover us in case anyone comes from the other side.”

I was convinced that he was merely protecting me. But after they had been gone for several minutes, I began to feel lonely and nervous. I crouched behind an empty vegetable stall, gripping my gun tightly. I heard shots from inside the factory building, then nothing. Suddenly, some instinct made me look behind me. A man wearing a brown cap and carrying a rifle was moving in my direction. I fired wildly. He stood up straight and took aim. At that moment, his forehead disintegrated, and he dropped like a stone.

“Next time, you’d better steady yourself before you shoot,” Hermann said, trotting up and slapping me on the back. “I might not be around to help you out.”

“I’m s-sorry.”

“You’ll learn.” He paused and sucked in his lower lip. “Men have to learn fast around here, or else they’re not around for long.”

He had called me a man.

I didn’t have to wait long for the next chance to prove him right. A few days later we gave chase to four Spartacists, cornering them in a large warehouse. I was behind Hermann, walking down a dimly lit passageway, when he stumbled over some loose boards and fell. I saw the outline of someone rushing at us. I fired, and the figure collapsed, his hand releasing a large knife that went skittering across the floor.

Hermann picked himself up. “You’re learning fast,” he said. “Good for you.” Then Hermann turned over the body, a boy probably no older than I was. The front of his shirt was soaked with blood, but he was still breathing slightly. His eyes were cloudy. A soft moan emanated from somewhere deep within him, an eerie, almost inhuman sound. Hermann looked at him, raised his gun in one swift motion and delivered a final shot to the side of his head. I looked away, tried to gulp back the vile fluid that pushed its way up into my mouth. I leaned over and puked.

“No time for that, kid,” Hermann said. “There may be more of them to take care of.”

There weren’t. Our comrades had finished off the other three Spartacists. As we emerged from the warehouse, my forehead was wet from sweat, and I couldn’t rid myself of the horrible taste in my mouth. But I felt calmer, my breath coming more evenly, my body temperature cooling.

“First blood.” Hermann chuckled. “You know what they say about dogs: Once they taste the blood of any kind of bird or animal, they’ll always hunt that species. I won’t have to worry about you any longer—you can take care of yourself.”

Those words marked Hermann’s changed attitude toward me, a change that dispelled whatever lingering doubts I might have had about the violence I was coming to take for granted. I realized he wasn’t treating me as just an inexperienced boy anymore, and taking their cue from him, the other men no longer thought of me as a mascot. I belonged.

Late one night in the barracks, Hermann brought me an article in a Free Corps pamphlet written by someone called Ernst Jünger. I remember his words made me feel proud: “This is the New Man, the storm trooper, the elite of Central Europe. A completely new race, cunning, strong, and purposeful.”

Hermann’s confidence that he had molded me into a New Man prompted him to introduce me to others, including Otto Strasser, who would eventually become my mentor. Strasser was a decorated veteran of the First Regiment of Bavarian Artillery in the Great War, a Socialist Party activist, a stocky, intense leftist student who had earlier organized workers’ brigades to combat groups like ours in Berlin. But he was now connected to a movement forming in Bavaria, which was attracting Free Corps men from all over the country. He was searching for recruits willing to consider deploying to Munich.

It was Strasser who would first hook me up with and then set me on my collision course with a man in Munich called Adolf Hitler.



Chapter Two

Along with the rest of the small contingent of Free Corps men recruited by Otto Strasser in Berlin, I stepped off the train in Munich on a brisk November morning in 1920 and immediately felt that I was in a different Germany. A Germany that was, well, more German than Berlin. Gemütlich, in the best sense of the word—a cozy, snug world brimming with wonderful baroque architecture. Cleaner in every way, smaller yet more stately, less chaotic. Later I would discover that there were a lot of foreigners—Russians, Poles and others—in Schwabing, the city’s famous artists’ district. But there wasn’t anything like the hordes of foreigners who were so evident everywhere in Berlin, babbling away in languages that generated a perpetual fog of irritating, incomprehensible sounds. There were Jews, too, but again far fewer than in the capital.

Maybe my initial impressions were shaped in part by what Otto had told me about Hitler’s reaction after moving from Vienna to Munich in 1913. The city had immediately felt warm and inviting to him, “as familiar as if I had lived for years within its walls.” But most important, as he told Otto and so many others, it felt like “a German city.” For Hitler, the contrast was with Vienna, which he complained contained “not a drop of German blood” and was the center of “the Babylonian empire” of the Hapsburgs, an unruly hodgepodge of nationalities, cultures and languages. Later he’d also talk about how much better Munich was than Berlin, a city he never liked.

I hadn’t disliked Berlin, but it was still a place where I was afraid of running into people who remembered me from the days before I became a Free Corps fighter. I guess I was afraid they would see through this identity—or worse, expose me in some excruciatingly embarrassing way in front of my comrades. In those days, I also longed for a clean start, for myself and for Germany. Munich seemed like the answer to my prayers.

Initially, I had shared the suspicious attitudes of my mates in the Free Corps when Otto came to talk about Hitler and his new party. But he returned several times, usually meeting with us as a group and always lingering afterward to strike up conversations with anyone who would listen. I was one who always stuck around.

It helped that Otto came with Rex, his young, frisky Irish setter who demanded nonstop attention. He’d nuzzle me and put his paw on my leg if I dared stopped petting him for a moment. I’d never had a dog, and I’d been jealous of my friends who did. Some of the other men laughed behind Otto’s back about his preoccupation with Rex, wondering aloud why he had picked that breed instead of something fiercer and smarter. “Aren’t setters a bit, well, you know . . .” Joachim asked him early on, not quite plucking up the courage to finish his thought.

Otto laughed. “A bit dopey?”

“That’s what people say.”

“Dogs are like people,” Otto explained. “If you train them well, if they grow up with discipline, they’re well behaved. An Irish setter can be just as smart as any other breed. Never blame a dog for bad behavior, blame his master.”

“He’s not much of a watchdog, though,” Joachim added.

“No,” Otto freely conceded. “People should watch out for themselves. He’s a companion, the friendliest kind you can have.”

I liked Otto’s straightforward approach, and his self-confidence. He was equally relaxed in talking about his politics, acknowledging that he had been naive to believe in those who called themselves progressives. He was bitterly disappointed with the lame performance of the Weimar government, which was filled with Social Democrats. His faith in the German socialists was shaken when they held a meeting in Halle, where the Russian revolutionary Zinoviev had held forth for hours in his heavily accented German. Zinoviev—who was also president of the Third International, which wanted to enroll the German leftists—had come straight from Moscow to deliver an unambiguous message. “It sounded like a new messiah doctrine,” Otto declared, his face flushing slightly. It was, he continued, a vision of a world socialist movement completely subservient to the rulers in the Kremlin. In other words, German socialists would be expected to allow Russia to dominate their country.

That hardly fit Otto’s own sense of mission. As a result, he was in the process of abandoning his former allegiances and forging different ones. He was only a few years older than I was, but he had obviously given a lot more thought to political ideas. He wasn’t thinking only about how to fight but why and for what. You’d think all of us would have been thinking along similar lines, but I can’t say that I had at that point. And I’m not sure my comrades had, either. There was something impressive about someone who had really done some thinking. And about someone who seemed to have met everyone important and could tell a good story about them.
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