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For my uncle, Garth Pierce, who, when a boy himself, fought in the Battle of the Bulge
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CHAPTER 1

Dieter watched the older boys dive into the pond, fearless. They plunged deep into the bright water, and then, after a frightening delay, erupted to the surface, their muscles shining, skin red. Dieter wished he were so bold and powerful. He wished he had men’s hair on his body, that his voice rumbled. But he was ten, and these boys were all at least fourteen. They were in the HJ—the Hitler Youth—and he was still too young, only a member of the German “Young People”—the Jungvolk.

“Come on, babies,” Hans Keller called. “Are you afraid to jump in?” He was seventeen and Scharführer—leader of the local troop. Dieter always wilted when he faced this giant of a boy. Hans was what Dieter wanted to be: manly, funny when he chose to be, and fierce when he commanded. Dieter loved Hans, always tried to be near him, and yet he feared him more than anyone he knew. “Strip down and cool off, little boys. This is your only chance, and then it’s back to marching.”

But none of the younger boys reacted. Dieter was troubled by the deep water, ashamed for the grown boys to see him naked.

“What are you scared of, children? The fish won’t bite those little worms you hide in your pants.”

The younger boys laughed, and they glanced around to see who would strip down. Then Willi Hofmann dropped to the ground and began unlacing his boots. He was twelve but not much bigger than Dieter. “I’m not afraid to do it,” Willi said. “Come on, Dieter, go with me.”

Dieter breathed deep, tried to think what he would do.

“Deeee-ter,” Willi pleaded, stretching the sound of his nickname, shortened from Dietrich. “You must.”

Dieter glanced at Hans Keller, who was looking down, his hands on his naked hips, his feet set wide apart. Dieter had to show Hans that he could do this. He sat down, too, and pulled at his shoestring. But he didn’t hurry.

By the time Dieter had pulled off his boots, Willi had taken off his uniform shirt, dropped his short pants in the dirt, and his underpants, and then, with his white bottom glowing, had run away from Dieter and leaped into the water, feetfirst. He hit the water, hardly penetrated, and popped up quickly. He squealed at the cold, and laughed. The older boys laughed, too, in those deep voices, and Dieter knew he had to do this. But he could hear his heart, the rush of blood in his ears. He stood up, pulled off his clothes, and didn’t hesitate. He ran and jumped, as Willi had done, felt the hard surface slap his hip, and then he flailed at the water, desperate to stay on top. He paddled for the bank, his breath gone, the cold stabbing like thistles.

He was back on solid ground in only a few seconds, his body shivering. He ran to his clothes and began pulling his underwear back on, soaking them.

“Hey, what’s the matter, Hedrick?” Hans yelled to Dieter. “You didn’t stay in long enough to get used to the water. Look at Hofmann. He’s still out there.”

Most of the younger boys were hesitating—undressing slowly or staying back. But Dieter knew he hadn’t done enough. It was Willi who was distinguishing himself, impressing the Scharführer. Dieter tossed his shirt back on the ground and pulled off his underwear. He walked back to the water, found what footing he could in the mud of the sloping bank, and forced himself forward until the water was up to his waist. Then he bent his knees and dropped into the painful cold. He looked up at Hans, naked and glistening, and waited for some sort of approval, but Hans was making fun of the other boys now, the little ones afraid to go in. “What would the Führer think of such girls as you?” he asked. “How can you grow up to be fighting men if you’re scared of a little water?”

Dieter stayed down, forcing himself, but that wasn’t enough. He needed to swim about, like Willi, and show Hans that he wasn’t afraid. And so he paddled into deeper water a few yards, then twisted and thrashed until he made it back to the bank, where he could get his feet into the mud and hold himself up. He waited and breathed a moment, and then he made another wild rush into the deeper water, and when he did, he heard what he had hoped for.

“Hey, you little boobs, look at Hedrick. He’s only ten, and he’s out there swimming like a man. What’s wrong with the rest of you?”

•  •  •

That night, when Dieter lay in his warm feather bed, he thought of the cold water, and he thought of the way Hans had praised him in front of all the boys.

And after the swim, when the boys had dressed again, and hiked another hour, he remembered the speech that Hans had given. “If I push you boys,” he told them, “it’s because I must. We are at war now. Our Fatherland is threatened. We must all be men, not children; we must be ready to protect our mothers and sisters. We must stand with our Führer against the Polish aggressors.”

Germany was at war. The week before, on September 1, 1939, German troops had marched into Poland and unleashed Hitler’s new brand of warfare: blitzkrieg—lightning war. Troops and tanks and airplanes had all attacked in unison, and Polish troops were tumbling back like debris in a hurricane. Dieter’s father claimed that in another few days, at the rate the German troops were moving, and with the Russians now attacking from the east, Poland would fall. Dieter listened with his father to the radio news every night, and the announcers spoke of nothing but great German victories. Dieter had also heard Hitler’s fine speech to his people. Germany didn’t want war, he said, but Poland had provoked this battle, and now the German army—the Wehrmacht—would show its valor.

Dieter thrilled to the words, hoping that the day would come when he could prove himself the way these valiant soldiers were doing. But Dieter’s father was not as impressed. “I fear what might come next,” he kept saying. “France and England won’t be knocked about as easily as these Poles. This could be like the Great War. The fighting could go on for years.”

Dieter knew all about the last war. Hans Keller, at the weekly Jungvolk meeting, had taught the boys what the thieving French and English had done. After the war, they had stolen land from Germany, forced Germans to pay the expenses of the war, and had kept the German people in poverty. Those same countries had also taken away Germany’s military force, and with it, its pride, but the Führer, Adolf Hitler, had put a stop to that. Finally, someone was standing up for the Fatherland, making it a great nation again.

Dieter only wished that his father could understand what Hitler was doing for Germany—instead of talking weakness all the time. He had seen the worry and fear in his father’s face, and in his mother’s, and he was ashamed of them. Dieter’s father had fought in the Great War as a young man, but he never spoke of the brave German boys who had given their lives. If he spoke of battle at all, he only whined about the mud and the trenches and the poor food—and his good fortune in surviving when so many had died. Dieter didn’t like to think that his own father had been a coward, but it was hard to draw another conclusion. After the war, Father had come home to the town of Krumbach, in Bavaria, where he had taken over his family farm, and then he had married. Since then, he had done nothing important, and hardly ever left the farm.

Father was also such a quiet man, and small, with a voice too delicate. “We could be glad we have the farm before all this is over,” he told Mother at breakfast one morning. “Last time, you know how it was, with never enough to eat.”

“Could the war come here, Papa?” Elsa, Dieter’s oldest sister, had asked.

“No, no. I doubt that,” Father had told her. But his voice had sounded so timid that Dieter had had to stop eating and retreat from the kitchen. How could he think only of safety, of food, when Hitler was trying to raise up the German people?

“We are a peaceful people,” Hans Keller had told the boys. “We don’t want war. But if other countries want to fight, we won’t turn our backs and run. We’ll defend our Fatherland with all our strength. We’ll die on the battlefield, if we must.”

Dieter could hardly breathe.

“I won’t be leading you much longer. I’ll be joining the battle just as soon as I can. But know this: I am not afraid of death. I will make that sacrifice for my people. Now it is time for you to ask yourselves what you are willing to do. Will you die for Germany? Can you also make that promise?”

Hans was standing on a rock wall, his fists against his hips, magnificent as a statue, and he seemed to be staring directly at Dieter. “Ja!” Dieter had said, and the word had come out louder than he had intended. All the boys looked at him, and Hans had given Dieter a solemn nod. It was the best moment of his life, Dieter thought, the proudest. Now, Dieter’s greatest worry was that the war would end too soon, and there would be no battles for him, that he would never have his chance to show he had meant what he had said.

Dieter had been with his family in Munich once, and he had seen the Wehrmacht on parade—all the grand tanks, the troop trucks, the artillery, the fighters flying overhead. And he had seen Adolf Hitler himself—his face stern. The soldiers in the parade had been like Hans Keller: disciplined, firm. Dieter had known then that this was the kind of man he wanted to be. Willi Hofmann was a good swimmer, but he was not serious. It was Dieter who would distinguish himself among the boys in his troop, and he would bring pride to his family. If he ever got a chance to go to war, he would return with medals, not with whining complaints. Or perhaps he would not return, but in Krumbach everyone would know of his bravery.


CHAPTER 2

Spencer Morgan was nervous. Almost scared. He’d felt that way all Sunday afternoon, and again when he had gotten up that morning. And Mrs. Jorgensen, his tenth-grade English teacher, was only making things worse. She was a strict teacher, mean as a badger most of the time, but this morning she was fussing and crying about the war breaking out. Dad had said that the Japanese wouldn’t try to drop bombs on Brigham City, and Spence told himself that was right. Utah was too far inland for that. But it wasn’t bombs that worried him. He just felt shaky inside. Everything was going to change now—all at once. For one thing, his brother Robert was saying that he might go off and join the navy.

“I’m sure the president will declare war on Japan today,” Mrs. Jorgensen told the students. “But there’s no question we’ll have to fight Germany, too. Germany has a treaty with Japan. Evil people always find each other; you can count on that. We’ll be fighting Germans and Japs at the same time. And I just hope it won’t last so long that some of you boys will have to get in on it.”

Spence had turned fifteen a couple of weeks before, in November of 1941. He wondered, would this war really last that long? He didn’t know. But everything was different today. It was like his life had picked up and moved over about a hundred miles, and nothing in front of him looked quite the same. He had come home from church the day before, gotten tired of waiting around for Sunday dinner, put on his old corduroys, and gone outside in the cold to throw a football around with his little brother, Lloyd. And then his big sister, Louise, had run outside and yelled, “The Japs are bombing Pearl Harbor. There’s going to be a war.”

Spence didn’t know what Pearl Harbor was, but his sister made it sound like it was out in the Great Salt Lake, just a couple of miles away. But she was always like that. “Come on. Throw me the ball,” Spence had told Lloyd, but Lloyd wanted to go in and listen to the radio.

So Spence had walked inside, and he had seen his mom and dad standing in front of their old Philco radio. His first thought had been that Sunday dinner was probably going to be slow in coming. And then he had heard the announcer’s voice and seen the look on his father’s face. That’s when he had known this was serious. His mom was crying already, and she tried to hug him, but Spence wouldn’t let her do that. He just listened. “World War,” the announcer kept saying. It would be a world war. And America had lost most of its ships at Pearl Harbor—which was a place in the Hawaiian Islands.

“We could be in big trouble,” Dad had whispered. That’s when Spence noticed that his own hands were shaking.

“I’m signing up,” Robert told his family when they had finally sat down to dinner. He was nineteen, almost twenty, and he worked in town, but he still lived at home. He had gone to Box Elder High School for a while but had quit during his junior year. Dad hadn’t liked that, and said he shouldn’t quit, but Robert had found a job at the flour mill, and jobs weren’t easy to come by.

“Don’t make up your mind about joining up just yet,” Dad kept telling Robert, and finally he said why. “The bishop has you in mind to serve a mission. You know that. Just see how everything looks in a week or two, before you do anything too quick. I want you out preaching the gospel, not shooting at people.”

The Morgans were Mormons, and Dad had served as a missionary for three years when he was a young man. He had gone to New Zealand to teach the Maori people, and he had never stopped telling stories about that. He had always said he wanted at least one of his sons to serve the same way, and Spence had figured that would be Robert. Spence himself didn’t want to go off someplace far away—especially to preach. He was willing to go to church with his family, but he didn’t much like reading the Bible or the Book of Mormon, and he sure didn’t like preaching.

“We’ve worked too hard to save for your mission just to let it drop all at once,” Dad told Robert.

The Morgan family ran an orchard outside Brigham, raised peaches and cherries and apricots, and Dad also did some carpenter work. He had been saving up all he could so that Robert could accept that mission call.

“Right now we’ve got to stop these Japs,” Robert told his dad. “That’s more important than anything. There won’t be no use to preach anything if Hitler and the Japs—people like that—are running the world.”

“Just hold your horses,” Dad said. “You’re not signing up until we have a good look at everything. Not every young man needs to go in, right off. Different boys have different priorities—and you’ve got the most important one of all.”

But later, up in their bedroom—where Robert and Lloyd and Spence all slept—Robert had told the younger boys, “I don’t need Dad’s signature. I’m old enough. I can go sign up for myself.”

“Yeah, and get yourself killed,” Lloyd had said.

“You don’t get it,” Robert told him. “If a guy’s a man, he has to do something. The Japs tricked us. They attacked our country and killed our boys. Now I’ve gotta kill some of them. Maybe that’s not missionary work, but it’s what’s got to be done.”

Now, at school, Spence kept thinking about all that. The Japs deserved what they got; that was for sure. But Robert wasn’t much in a fight. He was big enough, had some arms and shoulders on him from bucking flour sacks, but everybody always said how nice he was. He never had been one to argue much, let alone get in a fistfight. Maybe in the navy he wouldn’t really have to shoot anyone and no one could shoot at him. But ships could sink. That’s what Spence kept thinking about.

After Mrs. Jorgensen fussed and cried, she said she had to go down the hall for a minute to compose herself. “Please, just take out your copies of Ivanhoe and read silently,” she said. “I won’t be long.” Then she stuck her nose in a handkerchief and hurried out the door.

LuAnn Crowther sat next to Spence. All fall he’d been trying to think of something to say to her, but he never had. Once in a while, she’d say, “The wind sure blew hard last night,” or something like that, and Spence would say, “It sure did,” but he had always wanted to think of something else to say, maybe after class while they were walking out. Every time he almost did, though, he clammed up at the last minute. He never had been one to say very much.

Now, though, as soon as Mrs. Jorgensen was gone, LuAnn said to Kathleen Richards, the girl in front of Spence, “I’m scared about all our boys going off to war.”

And Spence took that chance to say, “My brother Robert is signing up.”

LuAnn turned and looked at Spence with her brown eyes big and round as chocolate drops. The breath went out of him. Since fourth grade he had watched her, always thinking someday, when he was old enough, he would see if she would go with him to a dance or a show, but always just as sure that she would want to go with Elvin Batcheldor or someone like that. Elvin was taller than Spence, could play better at sports, and he had nice clothes to wear all the time.

“That makes me just sick to hear it,” LuAnn said. “Robert’s so handsome. What if he goes off and gets killed by the Japs?”

Spence thought for a time before he said, “I guess he can take care of himself.”

LuAnn was nodding by then and saying, “I’m sorry, Spencer. I shouldn’t have said that. I guess you’ve got enough to worry about without me popping off that way.”

Spence, of course, had been worrying about Robert going off and never coming back—but he didn’t think of that now. He thought of how strong in the shoulders Robert was, how tall, and LuAnn saying that he was handsome. Robert had dark hair, like Mom, and brown eyes. Girls always said how good-looking he was. But Spence was like his dad, with buckskin-colored hair and no eyebrows to speak of, even freckles. His teeth had come in crooked, too. Not once in his whole life had any girl said he was handsome. But LuAnn was the girl every guy in the school talked about. She had dimples that popped in like little flashes, and teeth almost perfect.

Spence knew he had to say something. Now or never. “I’ll sign up too,” he told LuAnn, “just as soon as they’ll let me.”

LuAnn laughed, and he saw those dimples. “Hold on a minute, Spencer. I don’t think they’re looking for tenth-grade boys just yet.”

Spence sat up straight. He thought of what his Dad had said, and Mrs. Jorgensen. “This war could go on a few years,” he said. “I guess I’ll be in it before it’s over.”

But LuAnn was smiling at him now. “Well, I hope you start to grow a little by then. Right now you’d be shorter than your rifle.”

“I’ll grow plenty.”

“I suppose you will,” she said, and she seemed to think so. Spence could feel he was turning red.

But Kathleen was laughing at him. “You’d better do your homework. That’s what you’d better do,” she said. “In the army they won’t want to hear all those excuses you think up every day.”

Spence didn’t say anything about that. But, he told himself, someday he’d show what he could do. He’d get his growth by then, and he’d sign up, the very first chance he got. He’d been a little nervous about all the changes since yesterday, and about Robert going off, but that was all. He was no coward. LuAnn would know, when the time came, what kind of a man he could be.


CHAPTER 3

Robert waited a few weeks before his dad agreed, and then he signed up for the navy. The whole family had fussed about it, and Mom had cried a lot, but now, two years later, not much had happened to him. In all his letters he complained about being stuck in San Diego, working on ships, not going to sea.

By then, Spence figured he’d waited a long time for his turn, and he wasn’t going to let the same thing happen to him. He had it all figured out how he could get into the paratroopers. The only trouble was, his dad didn’t want him to sign up yet. “You can’t join without my signature, not till you’re eighteen,” he told Spence, “and you’re not even seventeen yet.”

Spence didn’t want to lose his temper. He took a breath, waited a few seconds, and said, “Dad, I’m close enough to seventeen to start my paperwork. That’s what they told me at the recruiting office down in Ogden. But you’re right. I do have to have your signature.”

“I’m not signing, Spence. I want you to finish high school.”

“I already quit. I turned in my books this afternoon.”

It was early November 1943. Spence was standing in front of his dad, out in the barn. Dad had been leaning over the old International Harvester tractor he had managed to keep running for way too many years now. His hands were covered with grease, his overalls. There was even a smear across one lens of his little round eyeglasses. But behind those glasses, Dad’s eyes were set like ball bearings.

Spence had seen this standoff coming. But he wasn’t going to wait until he was eighteen. If he did, the war could be over.

Dad was still clinging to a wrench, but he stepped aside, set it on his workbench, and then wiped his hands on a dirty rag. “Listen, Spence, I’m glad you want to do your part. There’s nothing wrong with that. But we have one son in the military, and that’s enough for now. This war won’t go away as fast as you think. And I need you around here. I could get you a deferment for farmwork, easy, even if you were eighteen.”

It all sounded reasonable, and that’s what bothered Spence. He wasn’t going to be talked out of this. He had thought about it too long. “Dad, Robert’s not in any kind of danger. So that’s not a good reason.”

“But what’s the big rush?”

“Look, Dad, I’m flunking two of my classes. I’m not going to graduate, anyway. So I’m out of school either way.”

“The only reason you’re flunking classes is that you don’t give school half a try. You’re smarter than any of my kids. You just don’t do your work.” He leaned back against his bench and let out a long breath. “What you really need is to grow up. You’re sixteen years old, and sometimes you don’t even act that old.”

“Maybe I don’t. But if I need to grow up, maybe the army will show me how.” It wasn’t something Spence was sure he believed, but it was something to say—something Dad might listen to.

“Yes, and two days into basic training, you might figure you’ve already learned enough—and want out.”

Spence shook his head. That wasn’t fair. He could do hard things when he cared about them. He’d played hard at football practice and then spent the games sitting on the bench, and he hadn’t complained about that. He hadn’t quit, either. “Dad, I know guys who’ve forged their father’s signature and gotten in that way. But I did this straight. I came to you. All I want to do is fight for my country. It seems like that ought to make you proud.”

“I’m just not sure that’s the whole story.”

“What else is it, then?”

“I think you want to prove something to LuAnn Crowther.”

“No! She’s got nothing to do with this.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. I’m not sure you know. As small as you are, you weren’t cut out for football, but you always thought you had to show up that Stevens boy. Or try, anyway.”

Spence held on, tried not to lose his temper, but he was gripping his induction papers tightly enough to make a mess of them. “This sure is something, Dad,” he said, his voice tight. “Everywhere you look there’s a sign saying how we ought to be loyal to the country—fight for it and everything. So I tell you that’s what I want to do, and you tell me I’m a good-for-nothing.” He held the papers up, close to his father’s chin. “That ain’t right, Dad. It’s not fair. Lots of boys seventeen are going now, and they don’t have to listen to all that.”

“Yes, and a lot of those boys are getting themselves killed.”

“So what do you want to do—keep me home and let some other man’s son die?”
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