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To our sons, Theo Brashares and Isaiah Collins, who keep us versed in middle-school shenanigans.






WESTFALLEN BOOK TWO






PART I






CHAPTER ONE


If at first you don’t succeed, cry cry again.




Lawrence / 1944



May 15, 1944

Dear Dad,

I hope training keeps going well. I know you must be more impatient than ever to ship out. The sooner you can get to France and help free the world from the Nazis, the sooner you can come back home.

I think about that more and more, because something important and strange happened here at home. We took Robbie’s old radio and set it up in the back shed. We were as surprised as anyone when we pulled a signal from some kids we didn’t know. We didn’t just receive a signal, but also transmitted one. I know we’re not supposed to do that. We didn’t intend to. It started strange and it just got stranger. The kids we talked to are not from around here. Well, that’s wrong, they are from exactly around here but not from now. They are from the future—almost eighty years in the future. I know it will be hard to believe that and I can’t think of any good way to explain how it’s true, so I’ll just keep writing. The kids told us some things about the war. We didn’t imagine it could make any difference, but it has. We think Artie’s dad is still sympathetic to Germany, and he may have overheard. He told someone who set a chain of events in motion that will change the way the war came out. Now we have to undo the harm we’ve done. That’s all there is to it. We have to undo it before you get to France, because I don’t want to think about what could happen if we don’t.



I put down my pencil. I crumpled up the first letter, ripped it into pieces, and threw it in the garbage.


May 15, 1944

Dear Dad,

We really miss you, but we’re doing just fine here. I hope you got the cookies Mama sent. I’m busy with school and the garden and the scrap metal drive and looking out for Mama and Janie.

Your loving son,

Lawrence



I took the second letter out of my notebook. I folded it into an envelope. I sealed it, addressed it to my dad at Fort Kilmer, and stuck on a three-cent railroad stamp. It was a short and stupid letter. There was so much I wanted to say that I couldn’t say, so much to write that I couldn’t send. But I had to send something.




Frances / 2023


Monday morning our driver Jurgen drove me to school, and it was agony.

Okay. I know how that sounds.

Jurgen was the picture of the proper Nazi, with his swastika armband and tall boots, but he wasn’t the problem. He only wanted to talk about his son Zeke, whose asthma flares up when he gets a cold. The little guy’s school picture was taped to the dashboard.

The problem was being here. We thought we’d be home by now.

And why weren’t we? The Jupiter kids stopped the telegram. No D-Day info made its way to the Nazis in Berlin. The Allies should have won the war like they were supposed to. Why were we still in Westfallen?

I glanced out the window at a woman on a ladder tying the end of a banner strung across Main Street.

Millerton Pride Festival it said in huge purple letters, and underneath: Featuring three full days of nonstop Aryan family fun! Square dance! 10K race! Music recital and annual performance of The Westfallen Angel! Watch the Millerton Mustangs take on the Mapleton Miners! Share in the PRIDE! May 19–21, 2023.

I wanted to cry and throw up and die all at the same time. This was what passed for pride here.

The shame of being in Westfallen and still being Francy was almost more than I could take. The school uniform with the Nazi crest on the shirt and the pleated skirt scraped like sandpaper on my skin. And then there was the cap, like a little driver’s cap, my mom had stuck in my hand as I walked out the door. I stared at it in my lap. Laugh now, cry later. That was my motto. It was also a Drake song I used to love.

Which reminded me. I needed to make some more reminders.

I unzipped my backpack and took out my pile of sticky notes. I hadn’t seen Henry or Lukas since Ada’s midnight rescue and I didn’t know when I could get back to the shed to restore my memory of home. The shed was the only thing that didn’t change when America became Westfallen. It was our Fortress of Solitude, the place that remembered us when we started to forget. We had no idea how it worked, but the stream that ran beneath it—the one that carried a toy boat back to 1944—probably had something to do with it. All we knew for sure was that the shed held us together, reminded us that this awful place was not the only place, and we needed it like a scuba diver needed oxygen.

So I’d started keeping sticky notes around in case I couldn’t get back to the shed. I wrote dumb little things on them, the less detectable the better, like Kia (our old car) and SZA (my first concert). Each one a little zap to keep Fancy FrancePants on her heels. SZA! Zrrrp!

I rooted around in the bottom of the bag for a pen. Where do you keep the pens, Francy? I was counting on a fat pencil case with a fluffy tassel or two. I dug into the corners, emptied the bag of all the notebooks. That’s when I noticed a hidden seam along the back.

Ooh, a secret compartment. Love notes? Candy stash? It took me a minute to find the tricky little zipper and open the compartment. There was something in there. I pulled it out. A book with a purple herringbone pattern and silk ribbon bookmark. Good Lord. It was a journal. I opened the cover.


This private journal belongs to: Francy Moore



Now that’s something you don’t come across often: a journal written by an evil version of yourself whose life and body you’ve just recently come to inhabit. I froze at the thought of what could be in there. I imagined heart doodles and blubbery confessions of crushes on cute Nazi boys who didn’t love this poor Nazi girl back. Or maybe it was worse. It could be worse.

But useful. My mind started to spin as I turned the first page. My eyes blurred at the handwriting that was mine but also not mine. It was neater, darker, and the loops of the letters that went under the line were bigger. I tried to focus on the words. I wanted to read them and yet I really didn’t.

I didn’t want to face the person I was here. I didn’t want to be her or dress like her or act like her. But I also knew the better I played Fancy Francy, the better I could concentrate on finding our way home. With a cheat code to this person and this place, I could avoid the Frances! What has gotten into you? and Francy? Are you okay? Whatever advantages I had here I needed to use. Because somehow the D-Day intel got sent to the Nazis in 1944. We had to figure out how and stop it. Or get the Jupiter kids to stop it for us.

In one hand I held Francy’s purple journal. In the other I held the pile of sticky notes I made to remind me who I really was. Were the yellow paper squares strong enough to withstand a barrage of Francy’s inner secrets? Were SZA and a Drake song strong enough to hold off the evil forces of Westfallen Frances Moore and her diary of evil deeds?

Jurgen stopped at a light on Main Street. I looked out the window and suddenly, right in front of the spot where Magic on Main should have been, I saw Henry and Ada. They were walking together. To the work-school-punishment thing they went to every day. Because they weren’t purebred Nazis like me. Lucky me.

I started to lower the window to call out to them, but then I stopped. I considered. The fancy car. The driver. The uniform. The cap. I was ashamed and I didn’t have the stomach to make a decent joke yet.

I slouched down in my seat so they wouldn’t see me.

They were mischlings, mixed-race, at the bottom of the social heap here, and I was at the top. But they were walking and talking, kicking a pine cone down the sidewalk, whereas I was alone with a jaunty cap and a Nazi crest on my shirt. And Jurgen. And a picture of a cute kid with asthma and a missing front tooth.

Did Francy have any real friends? Any real conversations or deep thoughts? Probably not.

I watched Ada punch Henry in the shoulder like I used to do. It was lonely being a fake Nazi princess.

Jurgen pulled into the school’s driveway. I stuck the journal back into my bag. Laugh now, cry later. I couldn’t even laugh yet.








CHAPTER TWO


The hand of fate appears to have an abnormally large middle finger.




Henry / 2023


Why are we going this way?” I asked Ada, as she turned from Primrose onto Main Street.

“I want to show you something,” she said.

We usually walked together to our work-learning jobs, but we avoided Main Street, where mischling kids like us weren’t always made to feel welcome.

I followed. Who was I to argue with Ada? She was a person you could count on. If she and her dad, Ji-ho Kim, hadn’t picked us up in the mail truck two nights ago, when the sirens were blaring and the Nazi guards were coming for us, I don’t know what would have happened.

Ada seemed to know everything here. Every thing, every rule, every person. She didn’t believe a word I’d told her about our time-traveling radio, but could you really hold that against her?

“This way,” Ada said, steering me toward the library. “It’s worth it.”

I checked my watch. We had a few extra minutes. We walked along kicking a pine cone.

I looked down at Ada’s sneakers and I remembered something. Shoelaces. Before yesterday morning, there were plain white laces looped through my puffy, ugly fake-leather shoes. After yesterday morning there were red-and-white striped laces looped through my puffy, ugly fake-leather shoes. And now I noticed there were red-and-white striped laces in Ada’s puffy, ugly sneakers. (Sorry, Ada, but it’s true.)

“Why do your shoelaces look like that?” I asked.

Ada followed my gaze. “Like what?”

“Like… striped. How come you have those?”

She looked at me, she looked at her shoes, she looked at my shoes. She shook her head. “Henry, what are you talking about? How come I have those? You have them. We all have them. They’re shoelaces.”

I nodded. Okay, right. So that was a breadcrumb. But what the heck did it mean? Why would shoelaces change because the Jupiter kids stopped Anna Fry Schultz from sending the telegram with the D-Day landing info? How could you possibly make sense of that?

We walked along for another minute in silence while I glared at my shoelaces. Workmen in white overalls bustled about spray-painting arrows on the road. It seemed menacing until a burly worker blew up a pink balloon and tied it to a bench. He stapled a sign underneath it: Pride 10K Runners This Way!

“Probably no word from Lukas, right?” Ada asked quietly.

I understood what she was asking. After Ji-ho and Ada Kim picked us up on Saturday, the rest of the night was one big awkward walk of shame back to our terrible Westfallen lives. Ji-ho Kim, being a mailman, left a large box containing Lukas inside the detention center gate. Lukas became, I would imagine, the first person ever to sneak back into jail. It was a successful mission, you could say, but the reward was Lukas in jail.

Returning Frances required no tricks. We dropped her off at her fancy apartment complex, where she said hi to her doorman and went to bed. Her parents probably weren’t even there.

After that Mr. Kim and Ada and I drove around pretending to be mail people—at 12:30 a.m.—as we waited for the sirens to stop and the nosy neighbors to turn their lights off and go back to bed. I snuck into my bedroom and ripped up the letter I’d written to my mom and Eli. I had no idea how this time-line hopping worked. I figured I’d leave a note just in case all the me’s just up and disappeared.

I went to sleep that night knowing I’d wake up to the nightmare of Westfallen. Again. And I did. But another thought hit me before I even opened my eyes. At 11:59 p.m. Saturday night, I lived at 28 Muller Street, and at 12:01 a.m. Sunday morning, I lived at 28 Primrose Street, just like I had before Westfallen.

Why?

Was fate just messing with us? Tricking us into happiness for a minute? The cruel hand of fate just reached down at midnight, went, Oh, this’ll be funny, and turned Muller Street back to Primrose?

Primrose Street and now striped shoelaces. What could you make of that?

I gave the pine cone a kick. “Yesterday I stopped by Lukas’s apartment building,” I told Ada. “His dad was business as usual. He said Lukas gets home from the detention center this afternoon.” I didn’t mention to Ada that I’d left a flyer for Lukas about the baseball tryouts for the Millerton Mustangs, telling him where to meet me for the sign-ups.

Ada whiffed on the pine cone. “Why did Lukas call my dad Ji-ho?” she asked quietly.

I shrugged. I remember him telling us to call him by his first name. “Didn’t he always say Mr. Kim was his father?”

“But Ji-ho?”

“That’s his…” I suddenly got that familiar jolt. Maybe it wasn’t anymore? “… name?”

“Maybe on his papers. No one’s called him anything but Jim since he was five.”

Weird. “Jim Kim,” I tried out under my breath.

“Huh?”

“Nothing. Where are we going exactly?”

“You’ll see. How about Frances? Did she get in trouble?”

“I doubt it. She sorta does what she wants.”

Ada started saying something and stopped.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just… How did you suddenly become friends with her?”

There was no reasonable explanation. Not in this world. I tried to remember which lie went where, as I thought back to the beginning.

“My mom has been doing her family’s laundry,” I said.

“Your mom’s an accountant with the ILC.”

“Yeah, she also…” I mumbled something about night work.

It was getting too hard with Ada. We were too close to keep this going. When I tried lying to her it became a mess, but telling her the truth didn’t work either. “Frances is not who you think she is,” I muttered.

Ada stopped in front of the library.

“This is what you want to show me?” We couldn’t even go inside. A sign at the front declared no entry for people with the diamond shape we both had stamped onto our forearms, because we were both mischlings. Next to that was a poster for the Nazi Pride Festival this week and a flyer inviting all baseball players to try out for the youth team starting tomorrow—the same flyer I’d left for Lukas.

That’s when I saw another new thing. The carved letters over the main door. Two days ago, they read Anna Fry Schultz Memorial Library. Now they read Birch Memorial Library.

Whoa. Not a surprise, but still amazing to see it. Anna Fry Schultz was no longer a hero, and I might have been the only person in Westfallen—well, one of three people—who knew why.

“Is that… new?” I asked Ada, pointing.

“No”—she pulled me around to the service door at the side of the building—“but that is.” She pointed to the drawing graffitied on the center panel of the door, a long-stemmed rose in white paint.

“What is it?” I asked.

“A rose.”

“I know, but what’s the point?”

“Don’t you remember the story my dad told about the White Rose?”

I looked at her with a question. I always had another question. Should I know it? Could I get away with not knowing it? “Uh… vaguely? Was it a book?”

Ada looked disappointed. I hadn’t registered something that was clearly important. She shook her head and shoved my shoulder. “If it were a book, it would have been destroyed a hundred times over. But you can’t destroy a person’s memory, as my dad likes to say.”

I nodded like I knew what she was talking about. “Remind me of the story?”

“It’s not just a story. It really happened.” Ada glanced around. “But I don’t want to talk about it standing here.”

She took a last look at the painted rose and steered me back in the direction we needed to go. “Whoever painted that there was brave, and you can bet it will be gone the next time we look.”

For the rest of the walk Ada reminded (told) me of the tragic tale of Sophie and Hans Scholl, a sister and brother who stood up to the Nazis in Germany in 1943 and paid for it at the guillotine when they weren’t very much older than us.

You can bet that put things in perspective.




Alice / 1944


“Go away, Dad.”

“It’s not your dad—it’s Artie.”

I glared at the door. “Don’t come in,” I said as Artie came in.

I was sitting in my bed in my flannel pajamas with the little sheep on them. I had not brushed my teeth or my hair in two days. I touched the nestlike structure developing at the back of my head. At some point soon my hair would pass beyond the realm of detangling and require scissors. But I didn’t care about that. Because we had DESTROYED THE FUTURE. How could you worry about tangles in your hair when you had done that?

“I said don’t come in,” I said.

Artie sat down on the foot of my bed. “I-I just want to say…” He put his knapsack on the floor. “I’m sorry.” His round blue eyes with the dark shadows under them looked sorry. His shirt, buttoned tight at his neck, looked sorry. He drew in a long breath. “I’m sorry for everything that happened. I’m sorry I had a private talk with Lukas about the war. I’m sorry about the baseball card and sorry that my father is most likely a Nazi who might have overheard our conversation and told Anna Schultz.” He gulped another breath.

I looked down at my sheep. Artie was reciting lines like an actor. A bad actor. “Stop,” I said.

He looked up. “What?”

“Stop with that. It wasn’t your fault. It was all our faults.”

“Mainly mine.”

“No, it was all three of us. Probably me the most.”

Artie looked half strangled. “But—my dad. It had to be him who—”

I put my hands over my eyes.

“I will be extra careful with my dad from now on. I’ll watch him. No more secret meetings or passing messages or codes or telegrams. Or anything. I promise.” He pressed his fingers to his heart.

“You have to go to school,” I pointed out.

Artie glanced at his knapsack. “I only have two absences so far this year….”

I shook my head. I touched the nest back there.

“We’ll fix it,” he said.

“Go away,” I said.

Reluctantly he picked up his bag and walked out the door. I noticed his shoelace was untied.

“Shut the door!” I shouted, as he shut the door.

I pressed my hands harder into my eyes so no teardrops could get out. I hated Artie, but I hated myself more. Mostly I hated history for being weak enough to get pushed around by a bunch of stupid kids. If it was weak enough to let us ruin it, why couldn’t it be weak enough to let us fix it?

We couldn’t seem to fix anything.



I heard another tentative knock on my door. “Go away, Artie.”

“It’s not Artie; it’s your dad.”

I glared at the door. “Don’t come in,” I muttered as he came in. Did no one listen to me?

He carried the newspaper. “I know you’re upset about something—”

“I’m fine!” I shouted at him.

“And I know you’re not ready to tell me what it is,” he went on. “But you need to get up and get dressed and go to school.”

“I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m sick.”

“I thought you were fine.” My dad could be irritating at times.

“Okay, because I don’t want to.”

“That’s not a good enough reason for a girl who is one unexcused absence away from suspension.”

I shrugged. What did suspension matter, when we DESTROYED THE FUTURE? “Suspension sounds good,” I said.

He sat down at the foot of my bed. He was wearing the red cable-knit sweater my mother had knitted for him the last Christmas we were all together. He sighed. “Not when you consider that you are one suspension away from expulsion, and your principal would like nothing better than to be rid of you.”

I gave him a flat stare. It was true Principal Hal and I were on opposite sides of most questions, but that seemed a bit harsh. “How about an excused absence?” I suggested.

“Why?”

I looked at the newspaper. I looked down at my hands. Because we DESTROYED THE FUTURE? Naturally, I didn’t say that out loud. “Because… I’d like some time for self-reflection?”

He gave me a flat stare back. I didn’t really expect him to fall for my tricks anymore. I wasn’t putting much heart into them.

“Alice Barden, I will provide one more excuse, but that is it. Do you understand?”

I nodded meekly. Fake meekly.

“One more. That’s it. This is the last one.”

I nodded again. He sighed again.

He plucked out the two sections of the newspaper he knew I wanted: the funny pages and the Bob’s Bits column covering “the little things that make Millerton home.” He handed them to me.

He made a sound. It might have been a sigh, but it might have been a growl. I’m not totally sure. “You are your mother’s child,” he muttered as he left my room and shut the door.

So why isn’t she here? I couldn’t help wondering.








CHAPTER THREE


“A terrific quantity of asparagus” is a phrase that has never been uttered in the history of humankind.




Lawrence / 1944


I checked my watch. I do that a lot, according to Alice. I admit, I like to know what time it is. My dad got me my Omega wristwatch for my twelfth birthday almost a year ago, and I am very careful about keeping it up to the minute. 6:55 a.m.

I grabbed my knapsack and ran down the stairs and out to the backyard. I’d picked and sorted the asparagus into bunches last night. I loaded them into the wagon and pulled it over to the garage, where my bike was waiting. I kept my left hand on my handlebars; with my right hand I towed the wagon six blocks to town hall. I’d made this trip so many times I didn’t need to think. The roads are still mostly empty at 7:00 a.m.

The produce truck was waiting outside the town hall as it always was on Monday mornings. There was a lady standing outside the driver’s door I didn’t recognize.

“Well, just look at that,” she said, surveying my wagonload. She had gray hair and a red scarf tied around her neck. She opened the back of the truck and helped me transfer asparagus into the wooden boxes.

They looked kind of sad and spare in there. Sometimes I was the only one who met the Monday truck.

“Every bit counts,” the lady said.

I nodded. “There could be strawberries next week.”

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Lawrence Powell,” I said. I put out my hand tentatively. You never knew what you were going to get. But she shook it vigorously.

“Patty Capillo. Where are you from?”

I knew what she meant. I didn’t look like most other boys in Millerton. I’m Black and most of the families in town are white. “From here,” I said.

She studied me for another moment. Sometimes I felt like a novelty, like I just sprouted up in the moment for the sake of interest.

“Very good. Excellent. I hope to see you here next week with strawberries.”

I hoped so too. And I hoped she would drive them straight to Fort Kilmer, because my dad loved them.

“Well, what have we here?”

I looked up to see a tall man standing over us. I hadn’t heard him approach. I recognized Mr. Birch right away. He was dressed in a dark suit and a black homburg hat. He was looking straight at me with a smile. “Mr. Lawrence Powell,” he said, putting out his hand to shake mine.

I shook his hand. “Y-yes, sir. Hello, sir.”

Mr. Birch was the chief of the Civilian Defense Corps. He was our air-raid warden. He was special adviser to the mayor and came to town hall for meetings almost every morning. He led all the scrap drives—he’d even come to the dump to help collect a few times. You wouldn’t expect a person who was so rich and important to do that, but he did.

“This young man has delivered a terrific quantity of ASPARAGUS,” Mrs. Capillo said.

Mr. Birch nodded. “He is our most reliable produce supplier.” He winked at me. “Every Monday morning—don’t think it has gone unnoticed.” He turned to Mrs. Capillo. “Not only that, but Mr. Powell here also received a commendation in the newspaper for the most scrap metal collected in the winter drive. He’s our best collector, hands down.”

My face felt warm. I wasn’t sure what to say. You think you want to be noticed, and then when it happens, maybe you don’t.

Mr. Birch nodded again. He shook Mrs. Capillo’s hand. He shook my hand again. I was worried my hand was sweaty. He turned to cross the street. “Always good to see you, Lawrence!” he called.

I watched him cross the street, and suddenly I was struck by an urge. I wanted to tell Mr. Birch the truth. I wanted to tell him everything—the radio, the war, Westfallen, everything. It would be such a relief to tell a grown-up, a person like him in a role of authority. He understood the workings of the war effort. He was probably the most patriotic man in Millerton. Who could help us fix this mess if not him?

I drifted across the street behind him, leaving my bike and wagon. Mr. Birch noticed me and turned.

I had no idea what to say. I opened my mouth and closed it again. How would you even start?

He paused, looking curious. “What can I do for you, Lawrence?” he asked.

“I just… I wanted to—” My heart was thumping hard.

I could tell he was in a hurry. “Come walk with me. I’m headed to a meeting at the bank.” He gestured me along.

I tried to think. Should I start with the radio? Should I try to explain the Mars kids? Would he believe any of it? I walked along, trying to keep up with his long strides, my face getting hotter by the second. I had to say something…. “We’ve got the metal weigh-in this week. I bet we can get past Asbury Park this time.”

He nodded vigorously. “I bet we can. What’s the record, three hundred seventy?”

“Yes, and we’re only twenty-seven pounds away.”

“There’s no way they’ll beat us if we can top that.” He stopped in front of the bank. He took off his glasses. “Lawrence, you know about the presentation of the service awards at the library auditorium Friday night?”

I nodded, distracted, still trying to think of the right words to explain the radio.

“I hope you’ll be there,” he said.

“I will, sir. Our family goes every year.”

“Good to hear. I’m late for a meeting, but please, come see me at my office anytime, okay?”

I nodded. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“Keep up the good work, young man.” He smiled and tipped his hat. “It’s boys like you who will help us win the war.”

I watched him go into the bank with a terrible feeling in my gut. If only he knew the truth.

Wordlessly I drifted along Main Street back to the truck. I watched Mrs. Capillo slam the doors on my three sad boxes of asparagus. As though they could make up for what we had done.




Henry / 2023


My friend Badge worked the reception area at the Home for Incurables. I wasn’t sure exactly what he, a very large man, did at the tiny desk by the front door, but he always managed to look busy. Today, however, he was staring into space when I walked in.

“Mornin’, Badge,” I said.

He startled. “Heyyyyy, Henry. How was your weekend, my man?” He smiled but his eyes drifted slowly back to the blank space.

Badge appreciated an honest answer to small-talk questions, even seemed hurt when you gave him something as easy as Good! or Not bad. I tried my best to offer it.

“Ahh, well, you know…,” I said. “Had some travel plans but… they didn’t work out.”

Badge nodded. “Hey, Roland asked for you over the weekend.”

“Who?”

“Mr. Hayes, the old guy who had the, uh, accident in the hall the other day.”

He didn’t have an accident. The guards tripped him and Mr. Hayes fell on his face. I gave a quick glance to the camera above us. Right.

“What did he want?”

“Dunno. Maybe just look in on him. While you’re up there, Mr. Wasserman needs a bed check. Also, Mrs. Craley passed away Saturday.” The phone rang at the desk.

My heart sank. Mrs. Craley was Badge’s grandmother. She was everything to him, the reason he’d worked every angle to get the job here so he could be near her.

“I’m so sorry, Badge.”

Badge’s eyes went glassy as he picked up the ringing phone. “HFI, may I put you on hold?” he said brightly. He pressed the hold button. “If you could just prep the room for the new guest coming in this evening,” he said to me. He blinked hard, then nodded. “Thanks.” He pressed the hold button again. “Thank you for holding. How can I help you?”

I hated this place. Badge was devastated but he couldn’t show it. There were cameras everywhere, watching, waiting for signs of disobedience or even just divided loyalty.

Maybe it was better that Badge didn’t know anything different. This was the only world he knew and he was used to it. It wasn’t my world, though. I wasn’t used to it. And I didn’t want to get used to it or even believe in it, because it wasn’t our real life. It was a video game or the Matrix or a wicked bad dream.

I walked away as Badge took orders from someone on the other end of the phone. “Yes, sir. No, sir. I apologize, sir.”

I made my way down the hall, feeling the weight of Badge’s news. The hallway felt darker somehow, gloomier. It didn’t help that one bright spot in this whole place—the vending machine—was now gone. I passed the elevator and threw open the heavy metal door to the back stairs. I didn’t do elevators. Not back home; not here, either. It wasn’t enough that I got stuck in this crap world. I had to bring my old demons with me, too. If it was fair at all, I’d at least get a fresh start with some new demons.

I stopped at the first door on the left. Ms. Lethe. Her door was open a crack so I peered in. She had her chair pulled up to her window, as she often did. She was one of the lucky ones to get a window. And she made good use of it, spending hours just staring out of it.

“Hi, Ms. Lethe,” I said with a little wave she didn’t see.

Her hand shot up to wipe her eyes as she turned around with her usual smile. “My dear Henry. How are you?”

“I’m good, thanks.” I looked carefully at her. “You… okay?”

She nodded quickly, her reddened eyes giving her away.

“Read some later?” I asked.

“I’d love it.”

I nodded a goodbye and pulled the door closed behind me. I thought of Lukas in the gas station parking lot the day we tried to rescue him, the bruises on his body, the look of anguish on his face when I told him it was okay, that this world wasn’t real. His reply echoed in my head: It feels pretty real.

I passed Ms. Craley’s room. Her name tag had already been taken off the door. I hated this place.

Mr. Hayes’s room was in a whole other part of the building. You had to walk down a corridor that smelled like old pee to get there. I’d only gone there once since I’d been here, and that was to deliver paper towels to the supply closet at the end of the corridor. I didn’t know much about the “guests” who lived here—just that they didn’t require, as Badge called it, “the finer care” we supplied on the other side of the corridor.

I knocked lightly on the third door, marked Hayes. No answer. I tried again. Nothing. I tried the doorknob and was surprised to feel it turn and the door open.

Warm amber light, so different from the fluorescent white in the hall, illuminated a room full of books. Stacks and stacks of books covered the walls, had become the walls. Nearly all black and white, little if any color, each with dozens of little paper scraps marking the pages.

There were two pictures hanging on the far wall—an old-fashioned photo portrait of a woman, and next to it, a picture of a boy maybe my age, standing in front of a store, holding an ice-cream cone and smiling.

There was a tea kettle in the corner. The smell of bleach from the hallway was replaced by some mix of body odor, tea, and musty pages. It felt like a place where his whole life had been lived.

Mr. Hayes was sitting at his desk reading a newspaper. He hadn’t heard me come in.

“Hello, Mr. Hayes,” I said, taking two more steps into his room.

His face hovered just a few inches over the newspaper, moving slowly along the lines of text. The scraggle of hair creeping out of his rather large ears probably didn’t make hearing any easier. I took a third step and noticed another photo on his desk. It was a photo of his desk. Mr. Hayes as a younger man, it looked like, books piled high around him just like now, doing exactly what he was doing now, sitting at his desk. My God, I thought. It was a whole life lived here.

“What do you want?”

I startled and turned around to see Mr. Hayes still hovering over his newspaper. Had he known I was here the whole time?

“Oh, hi, Mr. Hayes, sorry,” I said, stepping back toward the door. “Badge said you wanted to see me.”

He lifted his head and turned slowly around to look at me. His glasses were shattered—one side actually had tape holding the shards together. He took them off and squinted at me. One of his eyes was purple and nearly swollen shut.

“Why would I want to see you?”

“Oh, I helped you up a couple of days ago… when the guards tripped you.”

“Bully for you.”

“Oh.” Guess I wasn’t here to receive any medals of honor. “Um, are y-you okay?” I stammered. “Do you need anything?”

“Just to be left alone.”

I nodded, trying to make sense of Badge sending me up here. “Okay, well, sorry to bother you.”

“Too late. I lost my place.” He swiped the newspaper off the desk with his arm, and it fell and splayed out on the floor.

As I bent down to get it for him, something caught my eye. Two words: “spy mission.” I gathered the paper together, pulling that one page close. It was an ad, or more like an announcement, a big square notice for a performance. The Westfallen Angel, said the words in big type across the top. Underneath it said, Pride of the Pride Festival! The annual reenactment of the renowned Millerton spy mission, code-named Operation Sabertooth, that changed the course of the Glorious War. Below that was printed the date: Saturday, May 21, the 79th anniversary of the great event. And under that, the place and time: Millerton Playhouse, 71 Main Street, 7 p.m.

Operation Sabertooth? My heart jumped. Could it possibly be that simple? There was actually a play reenacting the spy mission that changed the course of the war? Could it possibly be that simple? The “great event” happened on May 21, 1944. That was almost seventy-nine years ago, yes, but for the Mars kids it was six days in the future.

Oh my God, I thought. It’s right here. It’s all right here.








CHAPTER FOUR


The answer lies within. A high fiber diet will help get it out.




Frances / 2023


I walked into school depressed and confused. I said hi to people I didn’t know and pretended to be a person I was not. I pretended badly. Every time someone called “Francy!” I acted like I didn’t know who they were talking to. There were certain things I had to face, fine, but I would not answer to the name Francy.

There was one not-terrible thing about Monday: I had equestrian class in the afternoon. I liked horses, especially my school-issued horse, Bill. We had some good times, Bill and I. Being a horse, he was not a Nazi and did not call me Francy or expect me to know things I didn’t know. Except how to ride a horse. He did expect me to know how to ride, but he was nice about it.

And, you know, while I’m being Ms. Positivity, I’ll throw in another not-terrible thing about school, the second and last thing: The school itself. The hallways, the lockers, the doors with the long, rectangular windows, the smells, the bells, even the mopey teachers… It wasn’t so different from home. I swear, if you squinted—and managed to keep your eyes above the swastikas on the school uniforms—you could imagine you were back at Millerton Middle. I guess schools are schools, even fancy Nazi schools.

I stood in front of my locker, eyes closed, praying, as I had every morning I’d been here, that I’d open my locker and there, all of a sudden, would be the dumb old pictures of my old friends, my dumb old drawing of Rick and Morty, and in a pile below that, my dumb textbooks. Like, you know, the ones about American history.

Alas, not this time either. I took my journal out of my bag along with the books I needed for my first class, Musik fur ein Grosse Volk. Because I somehow spoke and understood German here without even thinking about it, I can tell you that doesn’t mean “Music for Gross People,” as it should, but “Music for a Great People.” We listen to a lot of operas by a composer named Wagner, pronounced Vogner. I still had a few minutes before the hollering started, enough time to at least read who Francy’s big hot crush was or what color she painted her nails last week. But just as I opened the journal, it got pulled out of my hands.

I turned to find Leni Dauchin standing there, head cocked. “Whatcha reading?”

I was critical of many life choices Fancy Francy had made during her time in my body, but none more than picking Leni as a friend. Leni was a little rat who wore pigtails and strutted around like she owned the place. She gossiped about everyone. She was the last person I wanted reading my journal, whatever was in it.

I tried to grab it back, but she pulled it away with “Ooooh, Francy’s diary!”

I looked around, hoping no one was watching. I considered Leni’s small stature and how it might conform to the interior dimensions of my locker.

“Oh, Angus,” Leni went on in a dramatic voice, “how can I ever be the girl you need me to be?”

I leveled a serpent glare and shoved her. “It’s not a diary. It’s a journal,” I said, just as the bell rang for first period.

She stumbled backward. “What’s wrong with you?” she said, shocked but still sort of laughing.

We had two classes in a row together and I followed her, fuming, wondering what kind of scene it would take to get my journal back.

Second period I sat next to her, pulled out my literature notebook, and stared her down. Mr. Trippe, our teacher, came in huffing about the coffee maker not working in the teacher’s lounge.

I pulled out my notebook and flipped to the back where I kept my Notes to Self—the running list I’d made of things I needed to know about Francy Moore in order to get through the day. I looked longingly at the journal.


NOTES TO SELF

– You do not like cheese. (Seriously, Francy, what the hell? I have to sneak cheese now?)

– You have an inside joke with Mr. Hessler, science teacher, about the periodic table. (No clue, just laugh.)

– Squidward impressions do not work here.

– Kyle Mendham likes you, like ‘likes’ you. You do not like Kyle Mendham.

– Leni is your friend, unfortunately.

I added one:

– You maybe don’t push people as much here.



Mr. Trippe told us to get out our Die Geschichte von Kalif Storch and for Nick Chuset to pick another day to mess around, a day when the coffee maker was working, because he was in no mood today.

I looked over at Leni, who was now exchanging glances with Sylvie, another “friend” in our group, while pointing to my journal on her desk. Sylvie’s face went Ooooh.

I shot a hand out to grab it. Leni slapped her hand on top of it to stop me.

Mr. Trippe cleared his throat. “Leni. Do you have something you’d like to show the class?”

“No, Mr. Trippe.”

“Bring it up here, please,” he said.

I froze in horror. I tried to protest but found no air in my lungs. I considered jumping out of my seat, grabbing it, and running. Or just punching Leni. Instead I sat there and watched my journal get placed into the hands of Mr. Trippe, who proceeded to flip through it.

I felt like my head was going to explode. Leni walked back to her desk looking at me like, Oops, sorry.

Mr. Trippe kept flipping the pages, frowning. He looked up and glared at me.

WHAT WAS HE READING? And more importantly, HOW COULD HE READ A PERSON’S JOURNAL RIGHT IN FRONT OF THEM WITHOUT THEIR PERMISSION?

Then I remembered where I was.

Mr. Trippe took a deep breath, closed the book, and slipped it into his bag on the floor next to his chair.

I hadn’t even gotten to read it. My own journal. I had no idea what was in it. But by the look on Mr. Trippe’s face as he stared at me, it was not good.




Alice / 1944


I heard the front door close when my dad left for work. I heard the particular squeak of Janie’s bicycle wheel as she pedaled to school. I burrowed deeper under the covers.

I wanted to sleep but I couldn’t, because we’d destroyed the future. When I did sleep, I dreamed fitful dreams of butterflies with their wings on fire and egg salad sandwiches going rotten.

I couldn’t sleep and I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t think about the past and I couldn’t think about the future. My thoughts had nowhere to go, so they just piled up in the middle of my head.

I grabbed the newspaper my dad had brought me. I sat up against the pillows and opened the funny pages. I read all the good comic strips: Buz Sawyer and Krazy Kat and Secret Agent X-9. I read every word of Bob’s Bits, all the way down to the boring announcements and birthday wishes. By the time the church bells on Forest Street told me it was 1 p.m., I’d even taken in all the dumb comic strips my dad read, like Li’l Abner.

My fingers turned gray from the ink and got streaks all over my pillowcase and my sheet, but I didn’t get up to wash them. None of the regular things mattered anymore.

Nothing mattered. Nothing was going to get me out of this bed. I was just going to wait for the world to end, knowing the whole time it was my fault.

I was rereading Bob’s Bits when I heard my dad come home from the store. Sorry as I was to read that Mrs. Barker broke her leg leaving the post office, I had to wonder, who in this town didn’t know about the big crack in the center stair? Who could possibly step on that crack? Except… did old people stop caring about their mother’s back?

“Alice?”

I put the paper down. “I’m in bed!”

“Will you come down?”

“No!” I shouted.

A few minutes later I heard my dad clumping up the steps. He opened my door without knocking. What time was it? I tried to remember the last church bells. He was home earlier than usual.

“Alice.”

“Yes.” I hid my coal-gray fingers under the newspaper.

“What is going on here?”

“Nothing.”

He sighed. He had many tones of sighing at me, and this was not the bottom-most sigh.

“I’m making hamburgers for dinner,” he said. “I just need to run out and pick up a bottle of ketchup.”

That sounded pretty nice, actually. “I’m not hungry.” I heard my stomach groaning from under the blanket. I hoped he couldn’t hear it. “I’m staying here.”

He shook his head. “Well, I’m not bringing dinner up.”

“Well, I’m not coming down.”

“For hamburgers?”

“For anything.” My stomach groaned again.

He turned and clumped back down the stairs. It was harder being a brat when there were hamburgers involved.

A few minutes later I heard the slap of the screen door at the back. I think a person’s hearing gets better in times of extreme boredom. I heard him stomping across the porch. Why was he going outside?

“What in the heck was that?” I heard my dad shouting under my window. “What is that noise coming from the shed?”








CHAPTER FIVE


If… Tragedy + Time = Comedy

Then… Tragedy + Time ÷ Wormholes x Nazis = Terrifying Clownshow




Frances / 2023


Leni met me back at my locker after class and had the gall to flip her pigtails around and complain about Sylvie getting my journal taken away. I felt like the blood boiling in my head was about to shoot out of my eyeballs. I aimed them at Leni in case it happened.

“What?” Leni said, leaning against my locker. “You really think Mr. Trippe cares about whatever you wrote in your diary?” She nudged my elbow. “C’mon, let’s go see who’s in the student center.”

“Journal,” I said to no one. “It’s a journal, not a diary.”

I needed to get out of this place. As the saying goes, if you’re friends with Leni Dauchin, your life sucks. I needed my real life back. The only way to lose these Leni types was to get home. The only way to get home, it seemed now, was to figure out how the Nazis got the information in the telegram. It wasn’t Anna Schultz, so who was it? How did it happen and when? Normally, I would reach my hand in my pocket, pull out my phone, and say, Hey, Siri, who coughed up the D-Day coordinates to the Nazis? but that wasn’t happening, was it?

I had one option now, and it was the school library. So where was the school library?



“Frances Moore? My goodness. Did you have trouble finding us here, dear?” The squishy squinty lady behind the counter smiled. She wore a swastika on a chain around her neck and took a very judgy tone, but her smile was warm. She looked over her half-glasses at me.

“You know what? I did, actually,” I said.

“Well, I’m glad you finally made it.” She tilted her head at me. “Like I always say, with seventh graders, you never know which version of them will turn up.”

How true that was. “I hardly know myself,” I said.

“So, what can I help you find, Francy?”

I winced a little. “I’m looking for a book about the war.”

“Which war, sweetie? We’ve had a lot of them.”

“World War II,” I said, then remembered the Nazis didn’t like to call it that—maybe it was too much a reminder of World War I, which didn’t go so well for them. “Er, the Glorious War, I mean.”

She stood up from her command post behind the desk and opened the waist-high wooden gate.

Whoa. I tried not to stare at her red leather pants. And failed. I did not see those coming. Her look was half library, half roller disco.

“Well, it’s nice to see you taking an interest in history, Francy. I’ve been a little worried about you. The girls you run around with… I’m not sure about some of them.” She laughed awkwardly. “And your parents, I just… Oh, honey.” She patted my shoulder. I heard squeaking leather as she walked back to her post.

Wow. Did sassy-pants library lady just say whatever popped into her head? I liked that about her. I considered: leather pants, half-glasses, no filter… swastika. But then, most people here wore a voluntary swastika on some part of them.

I put my bag down on a table by the Wars section of the library and pulled out my trusty notebook to add to my list.


– I sorta [image: Emoji: Black Heart.] leather pants librarian.

– I’m nice but I run with some delinquents?

– Pretty sure nobody likes my parents.



The section on the Glorious War was surprisingly small. It consisted of five volumes called The Führer’s War. I’d figured Nazis would be all about their wars, and particularly this one, since they won it. Then I realized they didn’t really need a lot of books because they would’ve all said the same thing: We are amazing, our enemies are bad, this is what happened and if anyone disagrees they’ll get shot. We had a zillion books about our wars because we had a zillion different accounts, views, opinions.

I piled the books on the table. I started with The Führer’s War, Volume IV: The Fall of the West and flipped to the index. I looked for “D-Day” and found a page that had the following:


In the annals of warfare, few events have been as meticulously planned and tragically executed as Operation Overlord, the Allied invasion of Normandy on June 6, 1944. Known as D-Day, it was intended to be the turning point in the war against Nazi Germany, a liberation of occupied Europe. Instead, it became a bloodbath, a testament to the resilience and tactical brilliance of the German Wehrmacht.

Under the cover of darkness, Allied paratroopers descended upon the French countryside, but they were met with fierce resistance, their objectives heavily fortified and defended. The amphibious landings at dawn fared no better. The beaches, code-named Utah, Omaha, Gold, Juno, and Sword, were transformed into killing fields. German artillery, machine guns, and mortars unleashed a relentless barrage, mowing down waves of Allied soldiers before they could even reach the shoreline.

By nightfall, the invasion was on the verge of collapse. The Allies had suffered catastrophic casualties, their morale shattered. The decision was made to withdraw, leaving behind a trail of abandoned equipment and the bodies of thousands of fallen soldiers.



I don’t know how I kept reading. Each word was a dagger to my heart.

It was impossible to imagine we had done this. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be.

My hands shook as I checked for “Millerton, NJ” in the index. In a section titled “The Rise of a New Aryan Nation,” I found one short paragraph noting that important intelligence gathered in Millerton, New Jersey, was decisive in keeping the Axis powers one step ahead of a coordinated Allied invasion of the French coast.

“I thought I’d find you here.”

I looked up. It was Hannah Birch. In Westfallen, Hannah was the Nazi it-girl, most royal of queen bees. Her hair was longer and her skirt was shorter than other girls’. Back in America her family struggled so hard to make ends meet that mean kids called her Hand-Me-Down Hannah. It was hard to force my brain to accept that this girl was the same as that girl.

“You did?” I said.

She gave me a confused and concerned look. “No.”

Oh. Right. Easy target, the girl who has no idea where she’s supposed to be ever.

“Seriously, what are you doing here?” Hannah asked as she flopped down in the chair next to mine.

“I’m trying to find… I have to write a paper on the Glorious War.”

Hannah made a gag face. “For the stupid Pride Festival?”

Whoa. I shot a glance at Squeaky Pants at her desk. She cast Hannah a stern look.

Hannah picked up one of the books I’d piled on the table. “I heard about Leni getting your diary taken away. I really don’t know why you’re friends with that girl.”

“I don’t either!” I blurted. I gave the librarian another glance, apologetic. “Also,” I whispered, “it’s a journal, not a diary.”

Hannah started flipping through Volume V. “So…” Her voice turned quiet and serious. “How worried should we be about Trippe reading your… journal?”

“What do you mean?” My heart started to race. We? What would we be worried about?

“Just, you know…” She tilted her head toward Squeaky Pants.

“No,” I said quickly. Of course I had no idea what she was talking about and no idea what was in my journal. “I mean, what would I have…?”

Hannah studied me for a second. “Nothing. Okay, good.” She nodded, flipping through another book, Volume II.

I felt like screaming. I DON’T KNOW! I DON’T KNOW ME. I DON’T KNOW WHAT I WROTE BECAUSE IT WASN’T ME WHO WROTE IT!

Instead, I peeled off a hangnail and made my thumb bleed.

Hannah pointed to the table of contents in the book. “Such a joke,” she mumbled.

“What?” I asked, taken aback.

She looked at me and crossed her eyes. “What do you mean, what?”

“Hannah,” Leather Library Pants scolded. “Watch yourself, please.”

“Come on, Ms. G. Nobody believes this stuff. Nobody thinks this is real history.”

“Hannah,” Ms. G said again in a low voice. “That’s enough.” Her eyes darted between two corners of the ceiling.

I stared at Hannah, my mouth literally hanging open. Did she really just say that? Was being a Birch so powerful you could say… anything?

Hannah smiled. “Sorry, Ms. G. I’m only kidding.” Then she leaned back in her chair. She turned to me and away from the cameras. “Come over later. You can use my dad’s library.” She put on a deep macho voice. “The greatest collection of Nazi war books outside of Berlin.”

“Really?” I choked out.

Hannah dropped the macho voice. “You might even stumble across something real. You never know.”

My head was spinning. I didn’t know who I was, and I was beginning to think I really had no idea who Hannah Birch was.
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