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This book is wholly dedicated to those who resist tyranny, Racism and Homophobia.
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PART ONE

The Recruit
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... Then I saw when the Lamb broke one of the Seven Seals and I heard one of the four living creatures say as with a voice of thunder, "Come." I looked, and beheld, a white horse, and he who sat on it had a bow; and a crown was given to him, and he went out conquering and to conquer...

Revelations
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One

Berlin

1st November, 1926 
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The little man was under no illusion; this was not going to be a walk in the park. Berlin wasn’t Munich. Munich had been a bubbling cauldron of political extremists since the end of the war. Berlin was a hotbed of Communists and turning Bolsheviks to National Socialism was a daunting prospect that sent shivers down his spine. 

It was a big responsibility the Führer had entrusted him with. Failure was not an option. If he failed here, he would never be given a second chance to prove himself.

Carrot and stick, he told himself as his train pulled under the great glass arches of the Anhalter, and as they crawled into the Hauptbahnhof, another train rolled out and a burst of steam momentarily fogged the view.

His appointment wasn’t popular with the party high-ups from the Berlin chapter, or indeed in Munich, but the Führer had made up his mind, and had given him sweeping powers over the SA and SS and the appointments of their commanders.

He was filled with both trepidation and excitement. He knew that if the Party was going to survive and fully enter the national political arena from the slippery fringes of the political flux, in any meaningful way, Berlin needed to turned from red to Brown. 

Not only would they have to conquer Berlin and its Red heart; they would have to woo the bourgeoisie with kid gloves and a lot of sweet talk. It might take a few years, but he was sure he could do it and the Führer will enter Berlin with garlands of flowers instead of walls of lead. The great capital, one of the greatest capitals of the world was a cherry he intended to ripen through means of revolution, negotiation, unrelenting assaults on the Bolsheviks and carefully formulated propaganda. 

The Jewish backed Bolsheviks were the true enemy. Not big business and industry, they, he recognised, had to be made their allies and supporters. Without them, the Party will only have limited appeal. They didn’t need a dozen seats in the Reichstag, they needed hundreds of seats, they needed to dominate national politics, not fractious regional protest votes, but grass roots loyalty. The Party needed to be the guiding light of the entire nation and nothing less would do. To make the dream a reality, they needed money and lots of it.  

He stepped off the train into a drift of steam from the locomotive, infused with the bright winter sunshine falling through the great glass and iron roof in steam infused shards of light. 

Even the air had a different smell, he thought as he took in a deep breath.

A mild looking man wearing a grey suit approached him. ‘Herr Doktor Goebbels?’  

Jo turned to the speaker. The man was smiling pleasantly at him. 

‘Hans Steiger.’ He proffered his hand. ‘Welcome to Berlin, Herr Doktor.’

Goebbels looked down at the proffered hand as if it were a squid’s tentacle. Finally, he shook Steiger’s hand. ‘Good morning, Herr Steiger.’

‘A pleasant journey I hope?’

It had been an indifferent journey, thus, it deserved an indifferent response conveyed by an indifferent look instead of a reply.  

‘I have a taxi waiting, Herr Doktor.’ Steiger reached for Goebbels’s suitcases and lifted them. 

‘I wasn’t expecting to be met.’

‘Oh? I couldn’t allow that, Herr Doktor. No, no...’ He gestured. ‘Please, it’s this way, Herr Doktor.’

They joined the line of disembarking passengers, shuffling towards the ticket barrier.

Steiger wondered what the hell was in those cases, they weighed a ton. ‘I have a boarding house,’ he said. ‘I’ve had the best room made ready for you.’

‘Thank you,’ said Jo. ‘It’ll be a temporary measure.’

*
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‘Well. Here we are, my boy,’ said Papa Kaufmann as they alighted the taxicab. 

Kurt felt like he had a nest of bees in his belly, flying and buzzing around inside him as the anxiety of saying goodbye to the people he loved crept up on him. He always felt like this when he was going back to gymnasium. He had only been back four days, for Aunt Hesta’s funeral. It had been very sudden and unexpected. Aunt Hesta was only 43 after all. St. Hedwig’s granted him leave to attend the funeral. 

Dagma had walked to the bahnhof from the mietskaserne with baby Peter in his perambulator. She hugged her little brother, though not so little any more. Just 15 and he was already taller than she was. Oh, and so handsome too, if she did think so herself.  

‘There’s really no need for all of this,’ he said. ‘I can see my own way from here. You know how I hate goodbyes.’ He looked at his sister; dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief, still grieving for Aunt Hesta. Now it was just Kurt, Dagma and the baby and there the bloodline ended.

Kurt felt like a little kid who couldn’t look after himself and he couldn’t wait to get away from them and onto the train. He was 15 – a man in his own opinion, if not theirs. 

‘We’ll just see you inside,’ said Papa Kaufmann. Mama Kaufmann smiled maternally at him; her eyes watery with tears. 

Why do these Auf Wiedersehens always feel like a departure to the afterlife? Kurt asked himself. Dagma had always been the emotional and melodramatic type. The Kaufmanns were far more reserved than to give way to public displays of emotion. The old Generalmajor was the archetypal Prussian officer, stiff and precise. ‘I’ll be home in a few weeks for Christmas,’ he said, trying to soothe his sister. 

Mama Kaufmann took Dagma’s hand in hers with remarkable patience. ‘There, there, Dagma. You mustn’t take on so.’

Papa Kaufmann walked ahead of them, or rather marched with Kurt, to impart a few wise words of fatherly advice as he always did.

Had it not been for the Kaufmanns, Kurt would have been put in an orphanage and God knows what would have become of Dagma. They had been the kindest and most generous and selfless people in the entire world, from Dagma’s perspective; and they had taken to Kurt from the day they met him as a small boy whose heart was filled with sadness for the loss of his parents, in the space of just two years. They had welcomed Kurt and Dagma into their lives and cherished them both. 

And now here Kurt was, a gymnasium boy, having the finest education at one of the country’s finest gymnasiums. The Kaufmanns had made it all possible. 

It was busy in the huge expanse of the Anhalter, it was always busy, the broad concourse a bustling hive of pedestrians, commuters and travellers, hurrying purposefully to their destinations. Kurt’s heart raced along with them, feeling the pull of movement and purpose. He felt like a wild horse fettered to a tree, wanting to gallop away.

Mama Kaufmann framed Kurt’s face in her gentle hands and gave him a kiss on each cheek and tucked thirty marks secretly into his hand so Papa Kaufmann and Dagma didn’t see, just as she always did. 

‘No, Mama Kaufmann. I can’t. I have enough. You gave me money after the Summer holiday.’

‘You might need new shoes,’ she said, adding. ‘Our little secret.’

Papa Kaufmann gave him a hug and some more wise words of that he didn’t really listen to, when maybe, in later years, he’d wish he had. ‘There is a difference between being a young man and a young gentleman, Kurt. You must forever strive to be a gentleman. Especially if you hope to become an officer of the Reichswehr. And you are as fine a young gentleman as ever I’ve met, my dear boy.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ It was all Kurt ever wanted, to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a soldier, and in Papa Kaufmann’s to become an officer and nothing would make the old major prouder; and Kurt would be the first officer in the Eichhorn family, just as he was the first to go to gymnasium.

‘You must concentrate on your studies, Kurt. Be fastidious and mindful and conscientious. Now, more than ever, because you’re no longer a child, but a young gentleman. Good marks, good conduct and a good character. That’s the ticket, my dear boy. That’s the key.’ He patted Kurt on the shoulder.

Kurt nodded his head and smiled. ‘I will make you proud, Papa Kaufmann.’

‘Bda. I’m already proud of you.’ He proffered his hand. Gentlemen always shake hands. He pressed sixty marks into Kurt’s palm. ‘For your books, you understand. For your learning, not for cheap schnapps and misadventures with country fräuleins...’

Kurt went red in the face and smiled. 

‘Oh yes, I was your age once.’ He gave Kurt a knowing smile.

‘Yes, sir. And I’ll write every week as I always do. To you all.’ He hugged Dagma and kissed baby Peter, then, without any further dallying, he picked up his suitcase and hurried away, into the bahnhof, before he started crying too, and he felt like crying. It was as if his heart was being squeezed by a big invisible hand. These goodbyes were so difficult and they never got any easier. 

As Kurt hurried across the concourse towards the platforms, he ran slap into a short gentleman who was walking, or rather stalking briskly across the concourse; albeit with a limp he was trying his best to hide. A man following behind, carrying two heavy suitcases looked horrified and was about to give the clumsy boy a piece of his mind. 

‘Excuse me, sir. I’m very sorry,’ said Kurt apologetically as he shuffled to one side with his suitcase.

Jo gave the boy a vague smile. ‘No harm done.’ He hurried on without further ado.
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Boris kept his distance from Dr Goebbels; he was wearing civilian clothes, looking like an office worker, blending into the crowd as he followed the little limping man outside into the cold bright sunshine.

Dr Goebbels and Steiger got into a waiting taxicab and drove off into Berlin traffic.

Boris loped to his own waiting car, where Leutnant Spellmeyer, who, like Boris, was wearing civilian clothes, was sat behind the steering wheel, a cigarette between his fingers. Boris got into the passenger seat next to him. ‘Follow them.’

Spellmeyer pulled out slowly and as he did, Boris spotted a familiar face. Generalmajor Kaufmann and his wife coming out of the bahnhof with a young woman pushing a baby carriage. ‘Huh. Small world,’ he mumbled as they drove past.

Spellmeyer glanced at him. ‘Herr Hauptmann?’

‘Nothing. I just saw someone I knew during the war, that’s all.’ 

The Berlin headquarters of the NSDAP in the basement of Potsdamer Strasse 109, was more like a dungeon. Dark, damp and unkempt; the smell of stale sweat, tobacco and beer seemed to linger like a bierkeller at midnight and Jo was far from impressed. 

There were three men in the office, apparently waiting for Goebbels.

Jo was acquainted with them all. The bespectacled business manager Franz Gumshield, Deputy Gauleiter Erich Schmiedicke, and the Party treasurer Rudolf Rehm. Jo knew that Rehm and Schmiedicke had both opposed his appointment, and Rehm was furious about the amount Jo was being paid from Party funds. But he wasn’t here to endear himself or to make friends, he was here to drag the Berlin branch of the NSDAP into limelight.

It was dark, untidy and there was barely room to swing a mouse, never mind a cat.

‘We call it the opium den,’ Steiger joked.

Jo found nothing even slightly amusing. First impressions matter, and anybody coming in off the street, would be just as likely to turn right back around again as soon as they stepped into the place. That’s what Jo felt like doing. 

He didn’t speak; he just looked disdainfully around the room. 

Schmiedicke and Rehm exchanged looks with one another. 

There was a couple of battered old desks that were covered in ink stains, and burn marks from cigarettes that had been placed to rest on the edges instead in ashtrays. An ancient typewriter sat on one desk, and a couple of old chairs fit for nothing but the fire, and there were half a dozen empty beer bottles on the other desk. 

No, no, this will never do. He looked at Steiger and the others. ‘This place is like a toilet down here. Get the it cleaned up and get rid of those beer bottles. This is unsatisfactory, gentlemen. Very unsatisfactory. No. it won’t do. It won’t do at all. This is the face of the National Socialist German Workers Party, not a dosshouse. And it stinks of unwashed armpits and God knows what else. It’s revolting.’

‘It’s all we can afford, Herr Doktor,’ said Rehm. 

Goebbels turned a dismissive look on him. ‘I want the membership list, financial records and details of our donors and fundraising activities. Bring me everything. It seems to me that there’s a lot of dead wood around here. And dead wood’s no good for anyone. Bring everything you have on the local Communist leaders too; their meeting places, their homes, their Arian or no-Arian status and the neighbourhoods they dominate.’

‘Of course, Gauleiter,’ said Schmiedicke. ‘May I ask; what is the intention?’

‘The intention, Erich, is to make an impact that will mark our determination. This is serious politics now. National politics. We are going to let Berlin know that we are the blood enemies of Bolsheviks and Bolshevism. It’s time for the people of Berlin to decide whose side they’re on. Germany’s?’ He looked at them in turn. ‘Or Zionist Russia’s? I want to meet all our big donors, and wealthy individuals, industrialists, bankers and the like, who might be swayed to supporting the Party. But first, make this place presentable, and start looking for better premises. Somewhere we can be seen that will give the right impression.’

Outside, Boris and Spellmeyer sat in the car, shivering in their overcoats, watching the building long enough to smoke a couple of cigarettes. 

‘Alright, Leutnant, I’ve seen enough. Let’s go back to the office and do some real work.’

Spellmeyer didn’t need telling twice.
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Two
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The train rocked smoothly like a ship on a calm sea, the wheels clacking over the rails beneath as they snaked through the countryside. Kurt gazed out of the window, the fields and hills daubed with snow like a scene from a Christmas card. 

He closed his eyes for a moment and his head was filled with the CLICKETY-CLACK ... CLICKETY-CLACK ... CLICKETY-CLACK of the train, lurid and monotonously hypnotic. He felt utterly retched and miserable. Why did saying goodbye have to be so difficult? Why did Dagma have to make such a Greek tragedy of it? Why did she have to come to the bahnhof at all? He said his goodbye last night, and he told her not to come to the bahnhof because of the cold and the baby might catch a chill. She never listens, he thought.

He heard the compartment door slide open and he opened his eyes to see who had entered. It was a lean youth about his own age, lugging a heavy suitcase. 

The boy looked at Kurt. ‘Do you smoke a pipe?’

What sort of mad question was that? Kurt thought. ‘No.’

The youth looked somewhat relieved and came into the compartment, pushing his case with his foot so it slid along the deck. ‘Good, because I hate the smell of pipe tobacco...’ He lifted his case. ‘Give us a hand will you. This thing weighs a ton.’

Kurt got up and helped the boy lift his case up onto the rack over the seats.

‘Danke,’ said the boy and then he proffered his hand smartly to Kurt. ‘Sascha von Annendorf.’

‘Kurt Eichhorn.’ 

Sascha had a firm handshake, the sign of a good character according to Papa Kaufmann. And his smile was warm.

Sascha ran his inquisitive eyes over Kurt and then he looked up at Kurt’s suitcase on the rack. ‘Would it be rude to ask where you’re going?’

‘Baden-Baden.’

Sascha looked hopeful. ‘Me too. I don’t suppose you’re going to St. Hedwig’s by any chance?’

Kurt nodded his head. ‘I am as a matter of fact.’

Sascha beamed. ‘How about that? I’m going there too. I said to my father that it would be best to start next year after Christmas, rather than in the middle of a term, but he insisted. Are you just starting there too?’

‘Uhm ... no, I’ve been home for a funeral.’

‘My apologies and my condolences.’

Kurt smiled. ‘An aunt. But we weren’t particularly close.’

Sascha nodded his head. ‘I was at another school in England before we moved back to Germany,’ he said. ‘It must be fate that I chose the compartment of a St. Hedwig’s boy. It’s hideous starting a school without knowing anybody.’ He settled into the seat facing Kurt.

‘Why were you in England?’

‘My father’s a diplomat. Attaché for Trade.’

Kurt noticed a bright glimmer in Sascha’s striking green eyes. He was nervous, that’s why he was talking so much. Kurt could tell from the slight twitch in the corners of his mouth when he smiled. Kurt realised something else too, something in himself, something that had only become fully comprehensible in the past couple of years. That was his uncontrollable attraction to other boys and men. No matter how hard he tried, he could not get the feelings and thoughts out of his mind.  They terrified him, and try as he might; he found nothing titillating or stimulating thinking about busty ladies with palping vaginas. Quite the opposite in fact and as these uncomfortable truths became apparent, Kurt grew more fearful of them.

Never could a woman stir such feelings in his mind and body as now occupied him in that compartment with Sascha von Annendorf. Feelings so potent, the crucible of life had grown like the pillar of Hercules as he secretly adored his companion. 

‘What’s St. Hedwig’s like?’ 

There was a sense of inevitability about the question. A natural thing for a new boy to ask, and for the briefest moment, Kurt saw something that looked like fear flash in Sascha’s eyes. 

For the next hour or so, Kurt told him as much as he could about the school and Sascha listened attentively to his every word.

Sascha’s stare was fixed on Kurt, studying him in some deep and meaningful way. Deciding if this boy and he could be friends? 

When Kurt finished talking, they fell into introspective silence and the CLICKETY-CLACK announced itself again.

‘What do you do in your spare time?’ Sascha eventually asked, just to banish the silence if nothing else.

‘I’m a Wandervögel, wandering bird,’ he replied. ‘And shooting.’

‘Shooting?’ Sascha was surprised.

‘Yes. I’m on the school shooting team.’ 

Their eyes met with an uncomfortable and disconcerting intensity that turned Kurt’s blood to fire. The look lasted for just a moment, but it left an ineffable impression on him.

‘Do you fence?’

‘Not well,’ replied Kurt. Then he smiled. ‘I’m bloody awful at it...’

Sascha smiled. ‘Well, I’m a lousy shot. You don’t hunt, do you?’ he asked with a tone of concern.

‘No. I have no stomach for murdering creatures who can’t defend themselves, all in the name of sport,’ came Kurt’s quick, and some might say self-righteous reply. 

Sascha felt a weight lifted. ‘Me too. I’m firmly in the camp of Oscar Wilde.’

‘“English country gentleman galloping after the fox ... the unspeakable in full pursuit of the uneatable”,’ he said in word perfect English, then switching back to German, he said, ‘I think Herr Wilde was referring to the British aristocracy more than to the welfare of the fox. But I entirely agree with the sentiment.’

Sascha stared at him with a big involuntary smile on his face, and in English, he said, ‘I think I’m going to like you, Kurt Eichhorn. Yes, I think I am...’
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They had fallen asleep, but Kurt woke several times, haunted by the torments of his priapic nature, and Sascha, burning in his mind, that big smile and those captivating words “I think I’m going to like you, Kurt Eichhorn” still ringing in his ears like a Siren’s enchanting song. 

He watched Sascha sleeping, adoring him, happy, yet terrified. His feelings being of what most would call, of an “unnatural” order.

He looked drowsily out of the window, casting his thoughts out into the snowy landscape, licked in the lambency of the moon, making whiteness glow like an alien world, bleak and empty, yet mysterious and lurid in its remoteness. 

He looked back at Sascha, still sleeping, a moment of unguarded perfection, a moment he wanted to capture forever. He stood up and opened his case and reached in for his sketchbook and pencils. He opened the pad at a blank page and started to sketch Sascha as he slept. A study of a divine moment, he thought, giving it a secret name, a name that only he would know.

It was a striking rendition, the sleeping youth with his head cocked to the window, his legs stretched out along the seat, a peaceful and contented look in his face. He drew in the lay of his jacket, the creases in his shirt and trousers, the seat and the window. But it was Sascha’s face where he captured serenity and the profound beauty the had captivated him from the moment Sascha came into the compartment. He had captured the essence of desire, the sensuous mouth, the straight even nose, the thick eyelashes, and the short curly mop of auburn hair. 

He drew in the final details and shadows to give the image depth and perspective, framing the soul within the shadows. 

When he looked up from his pad again, Sascha’s eyes were wide open and staring intently at him, his lips curled into a cheeky sort of smile. ‘So, you’re an artist?’

Kurt felt a moment of awkwardness. ‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ he said modestly.

‘Did you just draw me?’

‘I was bored,’ he said, trying to sound nonchalant.

Sascha beamed and sat up excitedly. ‘Can I see?’

Kurt nodded his head with uncertainty, worried Sascha might see his secret. He held the pad over to him, his eyes filled with caution.

Sascha looked and was instantly delighted and completely flattered. Kurt had even named it “Sascha sleeps on the train to Gymnasium. November, 1926. K.E.” ‘Oh my God!’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s wonderful, Kurt! I love it.’ He looked at Kurt; his eyes were wide and ebullient. ‘You’re full of surprises, Kurt Eichhorn. This is just stunning. I love it...’ He turned a page, eager to see what else Kurt had drawn. Buildings, still life, and people, mostly soldiers in uniform, each one capturing the essence of life, but none more so than the sketch of Sascha.

Kurt’s blood burst into feverish fire that almost consumed him entirely. He was used to compliments about his sketches, but Sascha’s meant so much more. His head swam with delight. And he didn’t care if Mischa saw his other work, which he was usually very protective of, fearing the beholder might see the hidden language contained within. 

‘Then you didn’t mind? You were asleep and you looked...’ He stopped himself from saying it. That word “beautiful.” 

‘Mind? God no. I don’t mind. My father would love a drawing like this. He’s very interested in art and artists.’

‘Not that one,’ said Kurt. He wanted to keep that one. It was special to him; it would always be special. ‘But I’ll draw you another. Something more suitable.’

Kurt saw his eyes kindle with excitement. ‘Would you? I’d love that, Kurt. You don’t know how much I’d love that...’
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Three

St. Hedwig’s Gymnasium, Black Forest
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‘I’m going to teach you how to fence,’ Sascha announced last night, just before bedtime. 

Hartmann, who was sitting on his bed laughed. 

‘What’s so funny?’ Sascha growled, his eyes narrowing angrily on Hartmann.

‘He’s seen me fence,’ said Kurt.

‘Let’s just say, the last time anybody let him loose with a sword, Hansel nearly lost his eye. Kurt’s blade went right through his face mask. That’s how Hansel got the scar under his eye.’

‘It was an accident.’

Hansel was their other dormmate. His father had been an Oberst during the war on the Eastern Front, missing in action and presumed dead. It was a hideous torment to him, not being completely certain his father was dead, clinging to a strand of hope. In that, Kurt was lucky, he knew exactly what happened to his father in France. He had given his life to save the life of his commanding officer, Generalmajor Hermann Kaufmann. His father was a hero in every sense of the word and Kurt was immensely proud of him.

‘He can shoot the arsehole off a fly though. Eh, Kurt. School shooting champion three years running. Silver medallist in the regional championships.’

Kurt felt his face flush. He wasn’t one for boasting.
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It was the last day of term and in the five short weeks since they had met on the train, they had become inseparable friends.

The plan was to catch the overnight to Berlin. A sleeper compartment all to themselves, complements of Sascha’s father, who was a very wealthy man.

At the bahnhof, a porter took their luggage, while a steward wearing a white jacket, showed them to their compartment. 

‘Let’s be decadent,’ said Sascha as they entered the sleeper. ‘Champagne,’ he said to the steward, tucking fifty Reichsmarks into his hand. ‘There won’t be any problems, will there?’

‘None at all, Herr von Annendorf,’ replied the steward as he quickly tucked the money into his pocket. 

‘There’ll be fifty more at the other end. And bring us a menu. We’ll dine in here this evening.’

‘Very good, Herr von Annendorf.’

Kurt watched this smooth operation into corrupting the steward into bringing them alcohol. It was an interesting lesson into the shameless power of money.

Once the steward left, Sascha gave Kurt that same big smile that had so enchanted him barely six weeks ago when they first met. He looked at the pull-down bunks. ‘Top or bottom?’

Kurt blinked. ‘Uhm. I’m not fussy.’

‘I’ll sleep on top then.’

Kurt sat down by the window.

It was busy on the platform, passengers were still boarding, porters were still loading baggage, and the conductor was on the platform with his pocket watch in hand.

Sacha flopped down on the seat next to Kurt. 

The steward came back with the menu. ‘The champagne will arrive once we’ve left the bahnhof, Herr von Annendorf.’

Sascha nodded his head.

‘Danke,’ said Kurt as the Steward left.

Kurt opened his suitcase for his sketch pad. ‘I have something for you. Well, for your father.’ He pulled out a loose page and handed it to Sascha.

Sascha, with all the gleaming excitement of Christmas, looked eagerly at the sketch, and it did not disappoint. Sascha was rather noble looking, wearing his fencing outfit, a foil in hand, his mask under his arm, standing grandly in the ancient cloisters of St. Hedwig’s. ‘O my, Kurt, Father’s going to love this.’ He beamed at Kurt. 

Kurt was watching him closely, smiling happily to see the joy in Sascha’s eyes. 

‘I had no idea you were drawing this.’

‘Of course not. It wouldn’t have been a surprise if you did.’
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Kurt had the vegetable soup followed by roast lamb with boiled minted potatoes and French beans, and strawberry tart with cream for afters. Sascha had the soup followed by poached salmon with a garden salad, French dressing and boiled potatoes, and no afters. They shared a bottle of wine. 

Sascha picked up his cigarettes and sat back with a sigh, patting his belly. ‘I’m full,’ he said.

‘Me too.’

Sascha gave him a smile as he took two cigarettes from the pack and planted them both in his mouth and lit them. ‘Shall we have a nightcap?’

‘God no,’ Kurt exclaimed. ‘I’m already there on the wine, and there’s still another half a glass each in the bottle.’

‘I want you to enjoy yourself.’

‘I am enjoying myself. I always enjoy being with you, Sascha. I enjoy it more than you can possibly know. I adore you, Sascha...’ he added, and immediately regretted saying it. God, what’ve I done?

The impact was immediate; Sascha fell silent and the smile withered on his face. 

The carriage rocked; the wheels clattered and Kurt was disintegrating on the inside, longing for Sascha to say something, even if it was to ask him to leave. Anything was better than the silence. 

Kurt desperately tried to salvage the situation. ‘I meant only that you’re my best friend, Sascha.’ The truth was, Kurt had fallen in love with him. He had tried not to, but love, as he knew from the ancient poems he liked to read, possesses a power no human can resist. It strikes where it will and renders those thus afflicted, hopeless and powerless to resist, and now, his slip of the tongue had revealed his secret, he was sure of it. O God, why did I say that???

‘I apologise if–’

‘Forgive me, Kurt. You’ve taken me by surprise, but in the best possible way. The truth is, you’re also my best friend and I’ve never really had a best friend...’ He chuckled. ‘With father’s job, we rarely stay in one place long enough. But even if we had, I don’t think I would’ve met a friend as special as you.’

Sascha had misinterpreted the meaning, Kurt thought feeling both relief and regret.

‘Father always has a New Year’s party. Will you come, Kurt. You can stay at the house? Father won’t mind. Say you’ll come?’

Kurt nodded his head. ‘How could I refuse?’
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Four

Wannsee

New Year’s Eve, 1926
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A freezing mist hovered over the calm Wannsee. The von Annendorf mansion was a hive of activity; caterers and servants were getting everything ready for this evening’s party. There were two hundred guests coming, including the President’s son, Oskar von Hindenburg, Generaloberst Wilhelm Heye, commander of the First Division and a number of other army and naval staff officers, some diplomats and politicians, including the Reichswehrminister (Minister of Defence) Otto Gessler and the British Ambassador, Sir Ronald Lindsay and many other diplomats from around Europe and the United States. There was much to be done and Herr von Annendorf’s time was very much in demand. And yet, he had taken the time to become properly acquainted with Sascha’s best friend. 

At first, Kurt thought Herr von Annendorf was Sascha’s grandfather, for he was an elderly gentleman of sixty or more with silver grey hair and a bushy moustache. ‘Thank you for inviting me to stay, sir,’ said Kurt. 

A maid took his cap, overcoat and scarf. 

‘Nonsense, my boy. Sascha’s told me so much about you, and that sketch you made is simply the best gift I had for Noel. I’m having it framed for my study. You’re a very talented young man, Kurt.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Sascha tells me you hope to attend Kriegsakademie. The Reichswehr’s gain will be art’s loss.’

Kurt blushed.

A footman came in. ‘Apologies, sir. The orchestra’s equipment has arrived.’

Herr von Annendorf turned to the beleaguered footman. ‘Have them take it into the ballroom. I’ll be there momentarily.’ 

The footman gave a cautious bow of his head and left.

‘I apologise, Kurt. I must go. Please make yourself entirely at home, and we’ll speak more later.’

‘Yes, sir. Thank you.’

The old man loped off to the ballroom, where they were setting out tables around the dance floor.

‘I don’t know where he gets the energy,’ said Sascha. ‘Come on, let’s go upstairs. I’ll show you to your room.’

‘I don’t have a dinner suit,’ said Kurt worriedly as they went upstairs.

Sascha chuckled. ‘Wear one of mine. We’re about the same size.’ 

Like downstairs, the walls were adorned with paintings, and there were marble busts on pedestals between the rooms that came off the passage. Sascha opened the middle room on the right and they entered a rapacious bedroom with a large bed against the wall between two sets of French windows that opened out onto a long balcony overlooking the Wannsee.

There were three armchairs around a fireplace, in which a coal fire was well alight, filling the room with cosy warmth. 

Sascha went to one of the two internal doors and opened it. ‘Your bathroom, sir,’ he mocked with a gesture. Then he went to the other door. ‘And this door opens into my room.’ He opened the door and beyond was another bedroom that looked quite untidy and lived in. Sascha smiled at him. ‘Come through, you can choose a tuxedo. I’ve got three.’

‘Why do you need three tuxedos?’

Good question, thought Sascha. ‘Spares. It’s always wise to have spares, Kurt.’

Sascha’s room was stamped with his personality. He was a great collector of things, as the fad took him; fossils, which were displayed on shelves. He had an impressive collection of coins in two cabinets fitted with long thin drawers. There were ancient coins from Greece and Rome, gold, silver and bronze. More recent coins from the renaissance, Russian coins, French coins, German coins and British coins. 

A bookcase was crammed with books all in subject order. Penny dreadfuls, literature and scientific volumes. Several fencing trophies occupied a shelf of their own.

‘Excuse the mess.’

Kurt smiled and sat on the edge of Sascha’s bed; that’s when he noticed the copy of Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice, conspicuously placed open on the bedside table, cover pages up. Kurt knew this book by reputation; a book of homosexual obsession. 

The implications hit him like a bolt of lightning, electrifying every nerve in his body and sent his heart racing. His entire body was in a state of flux, his guts writhing and shifting like tectonic plates. Could it be? Was it possible?

Sascha, apparently oblivious to his friend inwardly discomposing, took a tuxedo from the wardrobe. ‘This one. It’s silk. And I’ve only worn it once. Try it on.’ He brought it over and laid it onto the bed. 

Kurt’s face was flushed, his thoughts exploding in every direction from joy to fear, lust to love – longing to shame.

‘You seem nervous, Kurt?’

‘Nervous? I suppose I am a little. I’m nervous about meeting these important people. In case I say the wrong thing and embarrass your father or you, or myself.’ 

‘They’re just people, Kurt. Rich people, mostly talentless. Just imagine them farting in the bath and you’ll be fine.’

Most of the guests were in the ballroom. People were seated at every table along the outside of the dance floor, chatting and drinking cocktails, waiters wearing white jackets and carrying silver trays were delivering drinks and removing empty glasses. The orchestra was playing waltzes and the fine ladies in satin ball gowns and elegant gentlemen wearing tuxedos or military uniforms were dancing.

The time came and everybody went out into the freezing cold night, men draped in their overcoats, women in furs and shawls. They all gathered facing the fireworks, and as the final ten seconds of 1926 slipped into the first second of 1927, the guests counted down from ten. Then a rocket whizzed into the sky and exploded into a myriad of stars, and then more fireworks shot up into the snowy night exploding and bursting into a plethora of coloured light.

Everyone cheered and applauded, singing ‘Happy New Year!!!’ at the tops of their voices.

Kurt and Sascha watched the fireworks, their faces fixed with joy, the flashes of light bursting in their faces, their wide eyes glimmering.

‘HAPPY NEW YEAR!’ everyone cried out and cheered the night and the dawn of another year. 

Sascha surreptitiously took hold of Kurt’s hand in his. ‘Happy New Year, Kurt.’

Kurt swooned as Sascha’s fingers closed around his hand. They were standing so close and in a pressing throng of half-drunk revellers. Nobody could see Sascha’s gesture of affection for his friend.  ‘Happy New Year, Sascha.’

They smiled at one another, the light glimmering in their dilated eyes. Then, as if realising their vulnerability, their hands parted, but not the feelings sweeping through them.

Soon after the fireworks, they went upstairs, saying their good nights to Sascha’s father and guests. 

Back in Sascha’s bedroom, Sascha turned and grabbed Kurt and pressed his lips to Kurt’s mouth and kissed him passionately.

Kurt froze rigid, taken by complete surprise, and then fell into the clutches of immutable lust, his blood surging hot for, feeling Sascha against him, kissing him, touching him. 

After, they sat naked in the warm hypnotic glow of the fireplace with a blanket wrapped around themselves, sharing a heady silence, staring into the flames as if they held the mystery of life. 

‘Do you regret it?’ Sascha asked nervously.

Kurt looked at him and shook his head. ‘No. Do you?’

Sascha smiled. ‘No. Not a moment of it.’

Kurt nodded his head and they fell silent again, until Kurt asked: ‘Was it your first time?’

Sascha nodded his head.

‘Mine too.’

‘No regrets then?’

‘None, Sascha.’

Sascha kissed him on the lips. 
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Five

Berlin

January, 1927
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The Café Josty was as busy as ever, situated in the Potsdamer Platz where the traffic converged from five streets like spokes connecting to the hub of a giant wheel. The traffic flowed into the Platz, regulated by elevated traffic lights. Cars, vans, horses, carts, trams and omnibuses were all in constant motion. The air was filled with the mechanical clatter and roar of the modern world while the old world could barely hold on.

Boris was one of the few who braced the freezing winter’s day to sit outside on the pavement terrace under the snow daubed canopy, where he watched the restless traffic merging into the Platz. The pavements were just as busy as the roads with pedestrians huddled in their winter coats, hats and scarfs, walking hunch-shouldered, browsing the shops and cafés. 

Boris dragged on his cigarette and watched Oberleutnant Jollenbeck making his way over, wrapped up warm in a long grey overcoat and Fedora hat and a woollen scarf wrapped around his neck. 

Jollenbeck clicked his heels and sat down. 

‘Coffee?’ Boris signalled a waiter.

Jollenbeck nodded his head. ‘Danke.’

‘Two more coffees,’ said Boris as the waiter approached. (The waiter walked away). ‘Well?’

‘They’re planning a march through Spandau tomorrow, to disrupt a Communist rally. There’ll be between a hundred and fifty and two hundred SA. And Dr Goebbels has been schmoosing some of Fritz Thyssen’s industrialist friends from the Ruhr who are in Berlin for some sort of conference. Goebbels is taken them to dinner at the Kaiserhof on Friday evening. He has a private dining room reserved for ten diners. Fritz Thyssen’s paying for it.’

Boris nodded his head. 

The drinks arrived and the waiter withdrew back into the Josty. Boris took a final drag of his cigarette and stubbed it out in the ashtray. 

‘Shall I pass the information about the march through Spandau to the polizei, sir?’

Boris shook his head. ‘No. Let the Fascists and Communists knock the shit out of one another.’ He stood up. ‘Stay and finish your drink. I’ll see you back at the office.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Boris slowly pulled his gloves on and turned the collar of his overcoat up and walked away.

Back in Max’s office, they sat by the fire. A lit cigarette rested in the ashtray, rafting curls of smoke as it smouldered away with a growing column of ash clung to the hot cherry. Max nursed his cup and saucer in his lap as he listened without interruption to Boris’s report on the activities of the NSDAP in Berlin and nationally.

Boris explained that Dr Goebbels had cut a lot of members of the Berlin branch loose, expelling them from the Party due to their ineptitude and for not taking the Party seriously enough or paying their membership dues. He had cut the Berlin membership by almost half, to around six hundred men and a few women, who did clerical work for the Party office, which was now in swankier and more visible premises on Lützowstrasse. Boris said that Dr Goebbels had begun recruiting new members, choosing them carefully and utilising their skills to good effect.

Yesterday, Dr Goebbels organized a party rally in a bierkeller in the Wedding district, in a staunchly communist neighbourhood, to antagonise the Bolsheviks who had already had several violent clashes with the Nazis since Goebbels arrived in Berlin. There were some serious injuries and one fatality on the communist side.’ 

The communists were forced to withdraw. A humiliating defeat for them, a glorious victory for Dr Goebbels and the stormtroopers; the police had either been powerless, or they had turned a blind eye, Boris explained. ‘Tomorrow they’re planning on disrupting a Communist meeting in Spandau.’ He sipped his coffee. ‘There’s some evidence that the NSDAP are starting to get supporters within the polizei and middle-classes. On Friday, Dr Goebbels is taking some industrialists to dinner at the Kaiserhof...’ He paused to take another swallow of coffee. ‘He’s targeting every district in the city; his main objective appears to be to destroy the Bolsheviks and stir up anti-Jewish feelings in the working-class neighbourhoods, a message that appeals to many.’ He set his cup down and looked at Max, seated opposite him in the wing backed chair, the warm glow of the fire rippled on one side of his face.

‘Should we be worried about them?’ Max finally asked.

Boris looked at his cigarette burned away. He reached for it, using the pause to think about the question. When Max first asked him to look into them, thought Boris it was a waste of time and resources. But now...? He took a drag from his cigarette. ‘They pose no threat in the short term.’ 

‘And the long term, Boris?’

‘They might, especially if they gain the support of more industrialists like Thyssen. The better financed they become, the more effective they’ll be. I’d say it’s worth keeping a regular check on them, but is that really our Job, Max?’

‘No, it’s not. Pass everything we have on them over to the Prussian Ministry of the Interior?’

Boris nodded his head.
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Six

Berlin

June, 1928
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Berlin seemed different somehow. Oh, it looked the same, exactly the same. But something was different, something intangible, yet palpable in the ether that had no shape or form. 

Fear and anger were simmering through the fabric of the city, like some dark malevolent force growing invisibly in the collective subconsciousness of society. 

There were old election posters and political leaflets stuck to every lamppost and available space from across the political spectrum: KPD, VKPD, DDP, DAP, DVP, SPD, NSDAP, it was a kaleidoscope of political colours. Such was the bubbling flux of Weimar politics. 

The streets were bustling as ever with people going about their daily business as always. Outwardly, everything was exactly the same. So why did it feel so different? It was a beautiful early summer’s day; the sun was warm and the sky was clear of clouds. In the cafés, people were drinking afternoon tea and coffee and tall glasses of cordial and beer, chatting merrily, smiling, laughing, reading newspapers and doing all the things people do, yet still, there lingered this dark feeling, like ionised air before an approaching storm.  

Kurt noticed that there were more of those hook-cross flags adopted by the National Socialists in peoples’ windows, and across the busy Leipziger Platz, an advertising board displayed a Nazi poster near Wertheim’s Department Store. The poster was of a Nazi fist punching a Red Jew in the face, with the slogan: “Wählt Liste 10,” above the outstretched Nazi fist in big bold red letters, and: “Der Schlag muss sitzen,” below in big black letters was the National Socialist German Workers Party and, “HITLER-BEWEGUNG.” 

Along Friedrich Strasse, some shops had been targeted by the nationalists. They had defaced windows with crudely painted caricatures of Jews with big hook noses and thick lipped mouths and evil, greedy eyes. “"Deutsche! Wehrt Euch! Kauft nicht bei Juden!” was written in whitewash underneath. Two men wearing Stormtrooper uniforms were outside one of the stores holding banners saying the same thing: “Germans! Defend yourselves! Do not buy from Jews!”

The Stormtroopers were handing out leaflets to passers-by; inviting them to a rally, where Dr Goebbels was to speak. Who the hell was Dr Goebbels? – Kurt screwed the leaflet up and threw it into the next rubbish bin he found, where it belonged. The Nazi plague was clearly spreading. It was already popular in Baden-Baden too, and they had recruited a few boys from St. Hedwig’s into their youth movement. Kurt and Sascha steered well clear of them. They had seen and heard them in Baden-Baden, spreading hatred and lies, calling the people to a revolution to free Germany of the Bolsheviks and the Jewish backed western democracies. Kurt, like most of the people he knew, thought they were crackpots, and Germany was full of crackpots. Crackpots to the left, to the right and even in the centre. 

Kurt was horrified to see three of the downstairs windows had been boarded up. And somebody had painted those hooked crosses on the wall outside the Kaufmanns with the slogan, “JUDE, RAUS!” 

It was a horrendous shock, and for the longest moment, Kurt stood there, on the pavement, staring incredulously at the defaced wall and the boarded windows. Despite the glorious weather, not a single window was open to let in the fresh air, as was Mama Kaufmann’s habit on summer days.

Kurt came to his senses, and with a surge of panic and fear, he hurried through the gate and up the steps and inserted his key into the lock. It turned, but the door would not open. He knocked. 

‘Who’s there?’ came Mama Kaufmann’s muffled voice.

‘It’s me; Kurt.’

‘Kurt!?’ Bolts slid back on the other side of the door with a forceful clunk and the door inched cautiously open and Mama Kaufmann’s pale gaunt face swam into the crack and looked out ... just to make certain. ‘Oh, Kurt,’ she gasped, almost in relief as she pulled the door open, looking cautiously and fearfully onto the street.

She ushered Kurt in quickly; closed the door and bolted it top and bottom. She threw her arms around him and hugged him tighter than she ever had before. 

‘Did they hurt you? Where’s Papa, is he–’

‘We’re fine, Kurt,’ came Papa Kaufmann’s gravelled voice as he came into the hallway.

‘What did those bastards do?’

‘They marched past here a few nights ago and this was the result. They put in four windows with bricks and wrote that filth on the wall outside.’ He embraced Kurt. ‘I apologise, my boy. I’m so bloody angry.’

‘As you’ve every right to be. What did the police say?’

‘Police?’ He shook his head. ‘They didn’t want to know. This is happening all over the country, they said. They didn’t have the resources to investigate every broken window. The police are useless, Kurt. Useless.’

Mama Kaufmann looked frail. Like the city, something inside her had irreversibly changed. And she was afraid. Kurt had never seen her afraid before and it upset him deeply to see, and the anger was simmering in his belly like brimstone.

‘Make some tea, Hanna. The boy must be parched.’ 

Mama Kaufmann gave Kurt the ghost of a smile and went off into the kitchen.

‘Is Mama Kaufmann alright? She doesn’t look well, sir?’

Papa Kaufmann took him into his study. ‘She thinks they’re going to come back and murder us in our beds. She won’t leave the house. I’m thinking of sending her to her sister in Switzerland, at least until this madness is over.’

Kurt thought it was a good idea. Even in the insulated world of the gymnasium, Kurt had heard all sorts of horrific stories about Jews being targeted by roving Nazi Brown Shirts.

‘We’ll understand if you feel you can’t stay here, Kurt,’ said Mama Kaufmann as she came in with the tea. ‘Gentiles who are friends with Jews are in just as much danger.’

Kurt gave her a look. ‘What? I’m going nowhere, Mama. Nowhere. You’re my family. No, I’m staying right here, and if those bastards come back, I’ll bloody shoot them where they stand.’

‘No, Kurt!’ Papa Kaufmann insisted. ‘You’ll do no such thing. Violence begets violence. And I’ll not have you ruin your life on the likes of them.’

Kurt was so angry, he wanted to explode. ‘This is outrageous what they’ve done.’

‘Things are changing in Germany, Kurt. These Nazis are getting bolder and more people are supporting them. Even the government moratorium on their thugs does nothing to stop them.’ Papa Kaufmann looked him firmly in the eyes. ‘We’ve got off lightly. A family I know, their son was beaten so badly by Nazi thugs, he died from his injuries four days later.’

‘They spit on us and throw insults at us,’ said Mama Kaufmann. ‘But very few people do anything. They don’t want to get involved you see. In case they get their faces smashed in,’ he said despondently. 

‘There must be something we can do?’ said Kurt, feeling helpless to help protect these wonderful people who had raised and nurtured him. It upset him deeply that Mama Kaufmann was so afraid, he just wanted to protect her. 

‘They’re a flash in the pan,’ said Papa Kaufmann. ‘They’ll vanish soon enough, as quickly as they appeared...’ He looked at his wife of forty years. ‘That’s why it’s best that you go to your sister in Switzerland.’

‘No, Hans, I will not.’

‘Papa’s right,’ Kurt jumped in. 

She looked at him. ‘This is my home. I was born in Germany, my parents were born in Germany and so were their parents. I refuse to be run out by those animals.’

There was no changing her mind. She was not going to leave her husband or her home.
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Seven

September 1929
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A few weeks ago, the London Stock Exchange collapsed and Dr Joseph Goebbels held a cocktail party to celebrate the fact. He had said to the Führer, that what happened in London would be sure to cause ripples across the world, and the more ripples that unsettled the financial markets, the worse the German economy will be hit. So much the better it would be for the Party. Once the consequences bite, hundreds of thousands will be thrown out of work. With any luck, it’ll be as many as half a million, he said. The Nazis were the only party that would offer the right solutions and blame the right people. He predicted that the people will swamp to the Party.

It was today’s news that filled him with the greatest joy of all. It was the best news Dr Goebbels could have had. The stock market in the United States had crashed, and it was just about as serious as it gets in financial terms. Goebbels realised that the impact would be far greater than anything he had predicted from the London Stock Exchange collapse. The impact would be global, and it would be felt hardest of all in Germany, which was most indebted to the United States. 

There will be a run on the banks. Unemployment will soar, (not by half a million) but by three, four – five million Germans unemployed and on the breadline. The harvest was coming in for the Party.

Germany had borrowed billions of dollars from the Americans to help rebuild the country after the Great War. Billions of dollars, that Goebbels knew the American banks and financiers would be demanding back as the American economy plunged and haemorrhaged money in their home markets. 

The consequences for Germany would be without precedent, and that was the crisis Goebbels and the Führer had been praying for. The old order would soon be on its knees. Misery will be piled upon misery. The more Goebbels thought about it, the more elated and ecstatic he became. This was exactly what the Party needed, and they will capitalise on it. This could be it, he thought, the catalyst that propels us into power...

The Party will be there in the Reichstag and on the streets, standing tall, demanding the rights for the innocent victims of the Zionist capitalism that had plunged the world into the maelstrom of misery, while the fat cat Jews and their liberal conservative minions get richer. There was no time to waste. He needed to see the Führer immediately. Even deflowering the lovely new assistant, Fräulein Kemp would have to wait until he got back from Munich. Party resources needed to be ready to mobilise the soup kitchens and aid and lots of Party slogans. 

Dr Goebbels was right, the Wall Street Crash was like a global fire nobody could put out, and Germany, indebted to the United States more than to any other country, was soon having their credit cut off and their loans recalled. The effects were rapid and devastating for the country, not only floundering in the financial crisis, but also facing the demands of reparations, and the Allies’ restrictions on the industrial Ruhr were holding the economy back even more. These were the darkest of days for the beleaguered Republic, plunging from one crisis to another. But there were much darker times to come. Times that nobody, not even the Nazis could have imagined.

The Nazi soup kitchens were out every day feeding the destitute and the growing unemployed with a good helping of potato soup and Party rhetoric. As Goebbels had thought, the crash sparked a deep biting and seemingly endless depression, and it was the best thing that could ever have happened for the Party. Their fortunes were completely reversed and their membership exploded higher and faster than any other party in the country.

The Nazis gave the people something to hate (the Jews) – something to blame, (the Jews) and something to follow that promised the solution, (Adolf Hitler and a Jew free Germany).  

*
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If anything, Goebbels had underestimated the impact of the financial collapse of the world stock markets. Millions were thrown out of work, an entire generation of men and women, pounding the streets in search of work, any work, for practically any cost. There was hunger on a massive scale, the meagre benefits were slashed so low, they fell below subsistence. Entire families were made homeless because they could not make the rent repayments. Loans were called in by the banks, which were running out of currency.

The situation was as dark as it gets, and when you have six million unemployed men getting angrier and angrier, you have all the ingredients for a revolution, and if it came to a revolution, the Nazis were well equipped and well prepared.

But, for now at least, the Führer favoured the ballot box over the gun, but Joseph was under no illusion as he sat down to lunch for a rare half an hour with Magda, that if the ballot box failed, the gun would not. Germany was a tinderbox, just waiting for someone to put a flame to it. If it wasn’t them, it would be the Communists.

Everyone feared a return to the hyperinflation of the early 1920s, everyone that is, except the Nazis and the Communists, who had made massive gains and inroads, with their soup kitchens and propaganda.  

But no one could argue, that when it came to propaganda, nobody did it better than the Nazis. The sales of Goebbels’ gutter paper, Das Angriff and other Nazi press soared in readership.

The NSDAP was hitting the big time in a big way.

‘We’re so close, Jo, I can feel it,’ said Magda. 

Joseph cut into his sausage. ‘Those old farts in the Reichstag are running scared. We’re not thousands anymore, we’re not tens or hundreds of thousands ... We’re millions, Magda. Millions
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