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To Michael, Rachel, and Kelly. Just because.







The art of leadership… consists in consolidating the attention of the people against a single adversary and taking care that nothing will split up that attention.

—Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf
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ELECTION RESULTS!

NAZIS GAIN OVER 18 PERCENT OF SEATS IN REICHSTAG!

107 Seats Now Makes Them Germany’s Second-Largest Political Party

By Heinrich Becker

September 15, 1930

The National Socialist German Workers’ Party (also known as the Nazi Party), led by Adolf Hitler, succeeded in capturing 107 seats in the Reichstag in the federal election held yesterday. The enormous gain in seats is seen as a major victory for the party and indicates its growing popularity nationally. The party had previously held only twelve seats, concentrated primarily in Bavaria.

Asked to comment about the results, Hitler was quoted as saying: “And so this victory which we have just won is nothing else than the winning of a new weapon for our fight…. It is not for seats in Parliament that we fight, but we win seats in Parliament in order that one day we may be able to liberate the German people.”






— Chapter 1 —

October 1930

The rock lay on the floor in the sitting room of our house in a bed of shattered glass. It was the size of a small melon and had a single word painted in blue on its side. It said Judenliebhaber.

Jew lover.

I looked at my parents. My mother was quiet, one hand over her mouth. It felt like she had been standing in that same position ever since the rock landed in our living room over two hours ago. It had awoken all of us from sound sleep, and now the sun was about to rise. My father stalked back and forth—kitchen, dining room, sitting room, back and forth—seething. Cursing in a manner he did not often resort to. He held a hammer in his right hand. He’d managed to find a meter-square sheet of wood so that we could board up the window.

Judenliebhaber. Jew lover.

You wouldn’t think finding a piece of wood for such a simple chore would be any trouble at all. You would be wrong. The German economy was in tatters. Last year, something called a “stock market crash” happened in the United States. I didn’t know what it all meant for certain, only that many of the American banks had closed. Gone out of business. Apparently, large numbers of America’s wealthiest people were no longer all that rich.

Before this great crash, Germany was already suffering. There were no jobs, there was no money. Some people said that the country was being punished for our part in the Great War, which had ended in 1918. Perhaps. My father said that Germany was partly to blame for the war. No one would or could deny that. But we were made to pay for it like it was all our fault.

Judenliebhaber. Jew lover.

The one thing that had kept Germany from collapsing completely was American dollars. The German currency, the reichsmark, had become virtually worthless. It took thousands of them just to buy a newspaper. So, many people had started spending American dollars or British pounds. But now American dollars were impossible to get. My friend Joshua’s father was a banker, and he told us that because of this depression, the American banks no longer had funds to invest in anything, let alone foreign countries. He felt like things were going to get worse. Goods like food, gasoline, or even a piece of lumber to repair a broken window would be even harder to come by. Which explained why the rock had been lying in our sitting room for so long. My father insisted that no one touch it until he had searched our entire town of Heroldsberg to find what he needed.

It sat there on the floor, the scattered glass twinkling around it, mocking us. It had been thrown through the window in the early morning hours.

Judenliebhaber. Jew lover.

My father was a reporter for the Nuremberg Zeitgeist, a daily newspaper in the city. He was, shall I say, completely and utterly anti-Nazi. His articles had elicited a lot of attention from the Nazi Party, and it was easy to imagine them considering him an enemy. And even easier to imagine an angry party member tossing a rock through our window. And since the Nazis believed the Jewish people were responsible for all the ills Germany now faced, it was an easy leap to Judenliebhaber—Jew lover.

My mother finally spoke. “Should we call the Schutzpolizei—the police?”

“Why? Why should we call Chief Müller and his henchmen? Thieves! Liars! Nazis! I would not be surprised if Müller threw this rock himself!” Chief Müller had recently been promoted into the job. He was a member of the Nazi Party and to my father worse than useless.

My father’s face turned bright red. He was a passionate man when it came to truth, justice, politics, journalism, and the German national football club. Despite his temper, he very rarely, if ever, raised his voice to my mother or me. To us, he was kind and generous. For several years now, he had documented the rise of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, now called the Nazi Party. He had passionate feelings about Nazis as well.

“No. The police will do nothing,” he concluded. “Nothing.”

With that, he stalked out the door with the piece of wood and called to me.

“Ansel, come with me,” he said. “I will need your help with the window.”

I followed along. I may have been only almost thirteen, but I was wise for my age. And I kept a list I called Ansel Becker’s Unassailable Facts of Life. Number 36 on the list was “Saying yes, when asked to do a chore by your parents, almost always leads to an extra piece of your mother’s chocolate cake.” Sure, it was not an earth-shattering or even significant fact (except to me, because I loved cake). And we had not had cake in a while, as the ingredients had been scarce for a long time. But it was my list, and it continued to grow as I got older and discovered new facts.

Outside it was unseasonably warm for October. Father worked in his shirtsleeves. He was a thin, wiry fellow, tall, with hair black as coal. He wore a small pair of glasses with round lenses, which perched on the end of his nose. The glasses made him look like a professor or philosopher of some kind. He was always full of nervous energy. In fact, Unassailable Fact of Life Number 27 was “Only 1 percent of the world’s population is more energetic than my father.”

And it was always “Father,” never “Papa” or any other name for one’s father. It wasn’t because he or my mother demanded it or anything of the sort. It just seemed to me that he was a Father, not a Papa. My best friend, Rolf von Heusen, and his Nazi older brother always called their father Papa. Even I called him Papa von Heusen, whenever I was around him. Which lately had not been very often, since Rolf’s brother Romer had joined up with the Hitler Youth chapter in town.

Rolf and his papa had tried to stop Romer from joining. They even chased him down at the big Nazi rally in Nuremberg last August. But it was no use. Romer seemed convinced that Hitler was the future of Germany.

“Help me hold the board, please,” Father said.

We lifted it into place, and he quickly nailed it to the window frame.

“That should last us awhile,” he said.

“Who do you think did this?” I asked. I was sure he had some suspects in mind.

“Is there any question?” He nearly spat the words from his mouth. “Nazis. Always it’s the Nazis. Cowards and intellectual weaklings. Their beliefs, their politics cannot stand up to the light, so they resort to violence. To throwing rocks. Who throws a rock at someone’s house? If you want to accuse me of something, face me. Maybe then I will throw a rock at you!”

As we stood there finishing the window, a police vehicle pulled up in front of our home. It was a late-model black Mercedes. Chief Müller climbed out and walked around the automobile. He stepped up on the sidewalk and stood there, shifting back and forth on his feet, as if this were the last place he wished to be at that moment.

“I heard you had some trouble,” he said.

“Where did you hear that?” my father said.

Chief Müller and my father stared at each other for a moment without speaking. But I was sure they were communicating something unspoken. My Unassailable Fact of Life Number 91 says, “Adults often speak volumes when they say nothing.”

Father continued to mutter while he finished nailing up the board, and I thought about what he’d said. The changes that were happening in Heroldsberg were a smaller example of what was happening in Germany. The Nazis had come here in the form of the Hitler Youth first. Then rougher-looking men had joined them. My father called them storm troopers—they were members of the Sturmabteilung. We had seen our Jewish neighbors be attacked and have their businesses burned, and many more were being threatened and intimidated.

“Do you want me to make out a report?” the chief asked.

“No. I do not want you to make out a report, Herr Müller. I would like you to leave.” My father turned away and fussed at the window some more.

“Suit yourself.” The chief shrugged. He climbed back into his auto and drove away. So much for an investigation.

“Father? I have a question?” I said.

“What is it?”

“Joshua told us a bit about his father’s bank and how it is struggling to stay afloat in the depression.” It was true. We had discussed it one day after football practice as Joshua, Rolf, and I sat on the pitch, resting and talking.

“Father always says that if you own a bank, everyone thinks you are rich,” Joshua said.

“But aren’t you?” I asked. I wasn’t jealous, or resentful. Just curious.

“I guess, compared to most in this area, we are better off than many others. At least we used to be,” he added quietly.

“What do you mean, ‘used to be’?” Rolf asked.

“My father’s bank, any bank, is not doing well. So many have failed and closed. Here in Germany, in the rest of Europe, even in the United States. My father has always been very conservative. He seldom makes risky loans. But now there is no money to loan, even if he wanted to. People are pulling their money out of the bank because they don’t trust it. If there are no deposits, the bank can’t lend money. No loans, no profits. No profits, no bank.”

Rolf and I lay on our backs, looking up at the sky. Sometimes, when you heard things like this, it felt like the sky was pressing down on you. As if the clouds and sun might actually fall to earth.

A loud thunk from my father’s hammer brought me back to the present.

“I don’t understand how all this could have happened. Why doesn’t someone find out who was responsible for this depression and punish them?” I asked.

“No one understands it,” said Father. “People think they do. But they really don’t. This is just another financial panic. It has happened before, it will happen again. It will pass.”

I knew on some level, my father was trying to reassure me. Everything that was happening in both Heroldsberg and Germany had seemed a little distant. That was no longer the case.

Now someone had vandalized our house. What seemed to have started small, with Frau Hufnagel’s burned-out bakery and Herr Garver assaulted in front of his store, had now come to our home.

Now it was much bigger.






— Chapter 2 —

The next day we sat outside the school on a picnic table. It was lunchtime. This was another warm fall day we’d had after a brief cool and rainy period. Rolf and Joshua sat with me. Joshua was quite tall for his age. He used to have his long legs and arms flapping everywhere when he walked or ran, but he had changed over the past year.

Last summer he and his family went to their summer house in Austria, and when he came back, he had grown even taller. And he’d kept growing. But it was like he had grown into himself. During football practice, he stood in the goal, balanced perfectly on the balls of his feet. And no matter which direction Rolf or I came at him, he almost always knocked our shots away.

Last year, when Professor Hicks—who also served as our football coach—had put him in goal, Joshua was despondent.

“Why do I have to be the stupid goalie?” he had complained.

“Ach, Joshua. I do not know. Perhaps it’s because you’re a good head taller than everyone else. You can cover much more of the goal than Rolf or me. Or anyone on the team,” I said.

“Besides,” Rolf said, “you’re a natural goalie.”

“Hmm” was Joshua’s only reply, which was good, because what Rolf said was a big fat lie. Joshua was not a natural goalie. Back then, he was stiff, and it took his limbs days to catch up to each other whenever he moved. But no one else had offered or volunteered to man the goal, so Joshua was selected by the professor.

Only now, it was remarkable how much improvement he’d shown. He was stronger and faster, and he could free-kick the ball past the midfield line. And that was a huge advantage to have in a goalie. Rolf and I made sure to tell him how well he was doing. Joshua could easily get down on himself.

But today it was another four hours until practice.

Today’s topic of conversation was the rock that had flown through our window. Word had spread. All over the school and most likely all over town.

“What did your father say?” Rolf asked.

“I’m afraid it’s too foul for me to repeat it,” I said. “In fact, even I am not sure what some of the words mean. Which is disappointing.”

“Yeah,” said Joshua. “Too bad he’s not around or we could ask Rom—” He caught himself and stopped, but not in time. I gave him a look of consternation.

“Joshua!” I muttered under my breath.

“It’s okay,” Rolf said. “I don’t mind. Can’t pretend I don’t have a brother. Although I would like to sometimes.”

Last August, Romer had moved out of the house—snuck out, really, while Rolf’s father was on a business trip—and they had followed him to the Nazi Party rally in Nuremberg.

He had gone to see Hitler speak. They hadn’t been able to find him. Papa von Heusen had been roughed up pretty badly in the crowd.

Rolf was my best friend. He hadn’t been the same since then. The first time I asked him about what he had seen there, he would only shake his head.

“So much anger,” he said quietly. “So much hate.”

He was so furious at his brother. It was a good thing Romer had left for Munich after the rally. Supposedly he had been assigned there by the Hitler Youth.

“We can’t let them, Ansel,” Rolf had said, upon his return from Nuremberg.

“Let who? What?”

“Hitler and his henchmen. Those Nazis. They… they’re… despicable,” he’d said. “But even worse…” His words trailed off. I didn’t press him on it.

But today was another day. And now we had another mystery to occupy our minds.

“Do you have any idea who might have done it?” Rolf finally asked.

“Take your pick,” I said. “I will say one thing for Hans and Nils and the other Hitler Youth here. They have certainly grown their membership.” It was true. Just like Romer, many other boys from Heroldsberg had joined up. They did a lot of marching, calisthenics in the park, and hosting guest speakers at different meeting places all around town. Usually the speakers were party officials from Nuremberg or Munich or some other place. The worrisome thing was that each event they held seemed to draw a bigger crowd.

“At least we don’t run into Hans and Nils as much anymore,” Rolf said.

“A real positive,” I said. “But I’m sure they haven’t forgotten us.”

We would find out how true that was sooner than any of us would have liked.






— Chapter 3 —

With more members joining the Hitler Youth, and with the local economy getting worse, there were more and more incidents of violence around town. Rocks and bottles were thrown at Jewish businesses and homes. There were often parades where the Nazis would march up and down the streets, shouting and yelling anti-Semitic slogans.

Heroldsberg had certainly begun to feel different.

Since the Great War more than ten years ago, people had struggled through constant hard times. But at least it had always felt peaceful. Now, the protests that had been taking place only in the big cities like Berlin, Munich, and even Nuremberg in years past were making their way here. I should know. There was a big rock that came through our window to remind me.

Now Hans and his storm troopers would parade back and forth between some of the Jewish businesses. Or chant insults in front of the synagogue during services. Or they would march their younger members like acolytes through the streets to practice shouting and carrying signs. I couldn’t help but think that Hans and Nils and the others wished they could be ordered to another city or town where there was more action. Here, they realized half the population hated them.

My father, as a member of the press, had taken note of this change in our hometown. Whereas he had previously commuted to Nuremberg for work each day, he convinced his newspaper, the Nuremberg Zeitgeist, to let him open an office here in Heroldsberg. I wasn’t sure that was a good idea.

“What is happening here is happening in cities and towns all over Germany,” he said. “The Nazis take power, they make promises. And like all politicians, they are unable to keep those promises. So they make more promises that can’t be kept. And when people start to look at these empty promises, the Nazis start riots. They burn down buildings and intimidate anyone who dares to question their motives. I have seen it with my own eyes.”

So he set up the new office in what used to be Frau Hufnagel’s bakeshop in the marketplace. She had been a kindly old woman who baked delicious pastries, but Hans and Nils and his Cossack storm troopers had burned her out. She’d left for England last year. I really missed her apple fritters.

The Nazis, no doubt Hans, Nils, and the boys, took notice of the office right away. Of course my father had hung the biggest sign he could find in the office window. Inside it smelled like charcoal and apple fritters. My father had a door placed on two sawhorses to serve as a desk. On the desk were a typewriter and a phone. In the back of the shop, his photographer, Klaus Morgan, had built a darkroom. Klaus and my father had worked together for several months. He was a jovial man, with white bushy hair and a beard that made him somewhat resemble drawings of Kris Kringle. Where my father was lean and muscular, Klaus was short and stocky. My father often said he was the best news photographer in Germany.

There was also a Wirephoto machine in the office, and to me it was something magic. My father had demonstrated it for me, and it was used to send Klaus’s photos to the office in Nuremberg (or anywhere else that had a machine to receive them). The Wirephoto technology had first been invented by a professor at the University of Munich. Newspapers all over Germany and Europe had begun using the machines a few years ago.

“Now we can send images across the country in minutes,” my father would say. “I’m sure the Nazis will be no fans of that.”

It was a Saturday, both Rolf and Joshua were busy, and I stopped in to see my father on the way to the bookstore. He had been working late the past week, and I hadn’t seen him much. And I knew there was a new Dirk Goodly, Boy Detective adventure due out soon. Many times, Herr Liebowitz, the bookseller, would let me read it at the store. It was difficult coming up with extra money for luxuries like books. But when Dirk had a new case, I could not stop myself from following his adventures.
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