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Prologue

When Andreas Welde, the patriarch of the Welde family, died in December of 1750, the ground in his village was frozen solid. The most recent burial in the churchyard had taken place six weeks earlier. The villager whose job it was to perform that task had tamped down the earth, put away his shovel, and gone inside his hut to await the arrival of spring.

The snows had come both early and heavy that year. The winds were icy cold as they swirled down the mountain slopes, dropping temperatures below zero where they hovered for days on end. Ice clogged much of the Neckar River and even the lazy parts of the Rhine. The harshness of the season reminded village elders of the Great Winter of 1708-1709. During that most extreme of winters, trees exploded from the freezing sap. Livestock died in their barns. Fish froze in lakes and streams. Starving wolves wandered into the towns, preying on small animals.

Villagers huddled in their houses, stuffing the cracks with mud, rags, and dried moss. When they were forced to venture out, they swaddled themselves in as many layers of clothing as possible, finished their chores, and hurried back inside.

The young and the old were the most vulnerable. Many died, Andreas Welde only the latest. The crypt beside the church where the bodies were kept had filled up rapidly, Catholics on the one side, Lutherans on the other. The Peace of Westphalia, a century earlier, had ended the war between Catholics and Protestants, but hard feelings remained.

There were vacancies on the Lutheran side, but Father Tabbert would not suggest that to the Welde family. Neither Johannes nor his brothers would have wanted their father to rest among reformers, even for a short time.

The priest had earlier inquired of Jonas Mittleburger, who owned the barn across from the church, if the farmer might have some storage place available, some out-of-the-way nook that would be suitable. Mittleburger allowed that he might have such a spot. He did not mention the rats that lived in his barn. Surely the priest knew. The rats were everywhere.

The Welde family gathered in the half-timbered house where Andreas had lived and where his four sons had been born. There was nothing to do but put the old man’s body in the coffin that had been prepared, then cast about for some space to store it until spring. Andreas, the oldest son and namesake, suggested that their father might prefer to be buried on the land, somewhere close to the house, rather than be held over until spring.

“Only suicides are buried in unconsecrated ground,” his wife reminded him. Maria Frohnlien looked out the kitchen window at the whitened landscape, the drifts of snow that swirled around the cluster of farm buildings. The ground was frozen to a depth of several feet. “Besides,” she added, “who has the strength?”

As matron of the family, it was Maria’s job to see to the welfare of the family. Conserve whatever foodstuffs they had managed to put away, and keep the kettle in the fireplace filled with vegetables, grains, onions, beans, and whatever bits of meat she could find. Without food, they had no strength for the work that needed to be done.

Andreas looked at his wife and said no more. It had been a foolish thing to suggest. Maria Frohnlien was a formidable woman.

“He’d want to be in the churchyard where our mother lies,” said Martin, the middle son. “We’ll wait for spring.” He blew on his hands to warm them. “Johannes,” he said to his youngest brother, “come with me to town. We’ll talk to the priest, see what arrangements we can make.”

Such was the custom in that long-ago time in the Bavarian foothills of the Alps.



It was early April when the weather broke, and the burial could take place. Before the frost was completely out of the ground, a date was set and the grave opened. Andreas Welde would be laid to rest above the body of his wife, Anna, who had been dead for eighteen years. She had been buried in the same plot as her son, Franz, who died the year Johannes was born. The churchyard was an accommodating place.

So many villagers had died over the winter that Mittleburger had made a tidy sum by renting out his barn. The rats were sleek and well-fed. Not so the villagers. In the town of Eppingen, as in much of the Rhineland, disease was rampant. The land was overpopulated. There was never enough to eat. They died of starvation, of pneumonia, of exposure.

When the wooden coffin containing the body of the patriarch had been lowered on straining ropes into the ground, the last tie that held Johannes Welde to the place of his birth was broken. His duty as the youngest son had been faithfully discharged; he had remained at home, he had not married, and he had cared for his father until the old man had breathed his last. Now the time had come. Like so many who lived in the troubled lands that drained into the Rhine River, the youngest son of Andreas and Anna Maria Rheinhard would immigrate to America.

It had long been discussed in the family. Plans had been laid. As soon as the ice cleared from the rivers, Johannes would leave Eppingen. His two brothers would give him what money they could spare. Johannes would make his way to Heilbronn—a day’s walk. When he reached the Neckar River, he would seek employment on one of the barges that carried Black Forest timber downriver to Mann-heim, into the Rhine, and from there to Rotterdam. He would make his way across the English Channel to the Isle of Wight, and from there book passage on a ship bound for America.






Part One Crossing the Atlantic








Chapter 1

Flight to Amsterdam

Autumn, 2021

We were flying at thirty-eight thousand feet. Outside my window, it was icy cold, the atmosphere so thin a person could only survive for seconds before becoming light-headed, confused, and descending into unconsciousness. Oxygen deprivation. Cerebral hypoxia.

Beneath us were miles of empty space above a dark ocean. There was no land mass. Of that I was certain. From Washington’s Dulles airport, we’d flown north, over Baltimore, Philadelphia, Boston, Portland, and Bangor, clinging to the land for so long I wondered if our pilot was taking us over the North Pole.

“Why are we flying north instead of east?” I asked my husband. Hank was in the seat beside me. I’d been watching our progress on the screen attached to the seat in front of me.

“It’s easier to find the black box if a plane goes down over land,” he said. Hank, my thoroughly Irish husband. The original pessimist, fatalistic to the core. Therein lay the reason he’d brought a supply of sunshine pills with him. Little yellow tablets that tamp down your stress level and lull you off to sleep. Prescribed by his doctor, of course. Hank would never take anything his doctor did not authorize.

“It’s just possible,” I said, “that our flight path has more to do with the prevailing westerlies than with plane crashes. Let the wind push us along, and the airlines save fuel.”

“They’re called tailwinds,” Hank said.

“We could hopscotch from Maine to Nova Scotia, up to Greenland, over to Iceland—I’ve always wanted to visit Reykjavik—then land in Ireland. That way we’d be over land most of the way.”

“And it would take twelve hours instead of eight,” Hank said. After the nearly twenty years we’d been together, he can still surprise me with his entirely reasonable, always sensible responses to things I say.

“Heading straight across the Atlantic, Shannon is the closest airport,” I said. “If something happens, and our engines quit, maybe we can land in Ireland. How far can we coast, do you think?”

“We have four engines,” he said. “It’s not likely all four would fail.”

“How many can we lose and still stay in the air?”

“Two,” he said. “Maybe three. Why don’t you take one of the Klonopins I brought along? You’ll feel better.”

He’d brought enough pills for our flights to the Netherlands and back to the U.S. Before we’d left Washington, he offered me one, but I refused. “Take a half,” he said. “It’ll relax you. We have a long flight ahead of us. And you’ll need to sleep at some point.”

I didn’t want to sleep. I wanted to be awake. For all my fears about flying over water, I wanted to be able to look out at that boundless ocean and think what it might have been like two hundred and fifty years ago when Johannes Christian Welde, the immigrant who was the founder of the Welde family in America, traveled across the Atlantic on his way to the New World. I wanted to imagine a moment when our paths, but for those intervening years, might cross, he aboard a sailing ship heading to Philadelphia, me on a Delta plane that would take me to the continent he left behind. It was a fanciful notion, the idea of collapsing the twenty-first century into the eighteenth. But from the time Hank and I planned this trip back in the spring, the idea of retracing the route my ancestor had taken all those years ago had intrigued me. It would be like closing a circle.

His ship would have been wooden. If the sails were unfurled, three or four great masts that billowed in the wind, I might have been able to see it. If he were allowed to climb up from steerage to take the ocean air, he might have looked up at the same skies where years later the plane that would carry me to the land of his birth was flying through the air.

I need to know more about my ancestors, what they experienced, why they made the decisions they made, and how they affected those who came after, where did it come from? From my brother, Billy, of course. It was Billy who began the quest. Billy, who traced our ancestry from a village in the Bavarian Forest across the ocean to a Philadelphia courthouse. When he could go no farther, he rested. It fell to me to carry on.

Our grandfather, in one of his more lucid moments, had shown Billy the tombstone where Johannes Christian Welde was buried. Billy was a boy at the time, and it made no real impression on him. Until one day, sitting in his fifth-grade classroom, looking out the window and wishing he were anywhere but where he was, the morning sun focused on an object in the graveyard next to the school. Bright splinters of light were shooting upward and outward. The distance was too great for Billy to make out what might be causing it, but he knew it was coming from the section of the cemetery behind the church where we worshipped.

What was the shiny object that was reflecting the sun, he wondered. Could it be valuable? When school let out, he’d investigate.

Sister Benigna’s ruler came down hard across his knuckles. He cried out in pain.

“Pay attention, Billy,” she said, her voice a melody that belied the severity of the punishment. “If you want to learn, you have to pay attention.” She returned to the front of the classroom and continued her history lesson.

Rubbing his bruised knuckles, Billy paid attention. Sister was describing the brave patriots from long ago who had crossed the Delaware River on Christmas Eve to engage the enemy. She held up a picture of a boat filled with oddly dressed men, General Washington in their midst, wearing his three-cornered hat, the flag blowing in the wind, tattered patriots rowing across an ice-filled river. Washington’s plan, Sister said, was to launch a surprise attack against Hessian troops stationed in Trenton, New Jersey.

Billy noticed that the man in the front of the boat was using his foot to push chunks of ice away from the bow so they could proceed. He imagined himself on that boat, crossing that river, heading into battle against the Hessians.

Who were the Hessians, he wondered, but did not ask.

Before our dad picked him up from school that afternoon, he walked into the graveyard. On the tombstone his grandfather had shown him years before, he found a bronze medallion. Shiny, more golden than brown, the words “Revolutionary War” were written across the top. Pictured in the center was a man wearing a long coat, carrying a musket. At the bottom, thirteen white stars. When the Battle of Trenton was fought, Sister Benigna had said, there were thirteen colonies.

Thinking he’d like to know more about the picture and the battle that ensued, he got into our father’s car for the ride home.

He was in high school when he learned that the Hessians were German soldiers hired by the British to fight against the upstarts who had declared themselves independent from Mother England. Years later, when Billy’s travels took him to the Delaware River, he made the connection between the painting of Washington crossing the Delaware and the light he’d seen coming from the graveyard. Johannes Christian Welde, his ancestor, had taken up arms against the Brits. It was just possible, Billy realized, that he had spent Christmas Eve on that boat, in that icy river, in the year of 1776.

Billy was lost. Lost in a quest to learn who he was, where he came from, how he came to call America home, and who he had to thank. It was a quest he would pursue, intermittently, for the rest of his life. He would access census records, ship logs, military records, church and cemetery records.

Why were these things important to him? I only knew that they were. They were important to Billy, my brother, whom I loved. And because of that, they were important to me.






Chapter 2

The Wreck of the Piper Cub

When dinner was finished and the dishes cleared away, the flight attendant dimmed the lights and started a movie. An hour later, the credits rolled and the screen went dark. Passengers closed their laptops, turned off their overhead lights, and arranged their pillows and blankets for the night. Somewhere in the back of the plane, a baby began to cry. The stewardess offered to help; she carried the child up and down the aisle until he quieted and she could return him to his mother.

Hank was asleep by then, his head resting against the edge of my seat, his legs stretched out into the aisle. I could have awakened him, told him he was obstructing the already narrow passageway, but I didn’t. If the stewardess came by, she would have to step over him. It would be sweet revenge for the way we were packed in.

Hank always likes the aisle seat, and that night, I was glad. I liked being by the window. No one seemed to mind when I raised the shade and looked out at the ocean. A part of me wanted to believe I might catch a glimpse of the sailing ship that brought Johannes Welde to America, its sails filled with night winds, the ship itself a cork bobbing on an uncertain sea. Such a thing was clearly not possible. Yet I wondered. A word, scientists tell us, can echo to the farthest reaches of the universe, and perhaps beyond, repeating itself over and over again. If that were true, might the same be true of an event? A journey? Might there be something of my ancestor that hovers out in that vast emptiness? If it were so, I wanted to somehow convey to him that I was traveling to the land where he had spent the early years of his life, and that I was bringing with me the ashes of one of his descendants. I was bringing Billy home.

My brother was not yet sixty when he died, his life cut short by one too many hardships. Too many things had gone wrong. His sorrows accumulated until he slumped under a weight he could no longer carry. Yet through it all, it was the good times he liked to remember and to recount to anyone who would listen.

He loved to travel. All his life, he yearned to roam the world. The best he could do was buy a camper, load up his wife and children, and drive until his credit cards were maxed out, his tires were bald, and the toolbox he’d stowed in the back was no longer sufficient to make the repairs he needed to make. Over the years, he’d been able to travel to California, Canada, and Mexico. He nearly made it to Alaska, but halfway up the Alcan Highway, he had to turn around and nurse the old Air-stream home.

The blue glaciers of Glacier Bay, the salmon in Alaska’s freshwater streams, and the brown bears and grizzlies in Denali National Park would all have to wait. But someday, he vowed, he’d try again, and this time he’d make it. He’d pan for gold in the Yukon, hike the foothills of Mt. McKinley, and shake hands with an Alaskan Native.

When he was a boy, he dreamed of flying. The dream nearly ended when he tried to fly off the roof of the corn crib. He’d fashioned makeshift wings out of burlap feed sacks stretched over a frame of baling wire. “All I’ll need to do is flap my wings a few times,” he said, holding them up for me to see, “and I’ll soar all the way down to the bee boxes.”

I was too young to question what he intended to do. He was my big brother. If anyone could accomplish this amazing thing he was planning, it was Billy. I could envision him flying through the air above the meadow, the wind parting his hair, landing with ease when he reached the copse of trees that sheltered the beehives.

The wings were stiff with flour starch he’d made on the kitchen stove when our mother was away. I helped him braid the twine to make the harness he would use to attach the wings to his body.

Sitting in the shade of the sweet cherry tree, I watched as he climbed to the roof of the corn crib. He walked to the far edge of the building, turned, and adjusted the harness one last time. He began to run, picking up speed, faster and faster, until he reached the edge of the building. Arms outstretched, wings tipped upward, he leapt into the air.

It seemed as if he hovered there for a moment before he fell to the ground.

I ran to him. “Billy, are you okay? Are you hurt? Can you talk? Can you get up?”

His face was very white, and as I watched, it began to turn deep red. He was struggling to breathe. Then a great gasp, and he was breathing again. Deeply, and raggedly, his chest heaving with the effort.

His right arm was twisted oddly beneath his body. Surely broken, I thought, and I ran to the house, crying out for my mother.

Somehow, she managed to untangle him from the broken wings and the harness.

On the way to the hospital, I sat beside him in the back seat, my father driving, my mother looking worried. Occasionally, she would reach over the seat to take his hand. He was her only son, and of all her children she loved him best.

He did not cry. All the way to the hospital he did not utter a sound. His mouth was set in a grimace. From pain, disappointment, determination, or some combination of all three, I did not know.

What had gone wrong, I wondered, gazing out the car window, not wanting to remember the sound of his body hitting the ground, or how he looked crumpled there amid the broken wings and tangled harness, his arm angled in a way it should not have been. The burlap was too flimsy, I decided. The baling wire not strong enough, the corn crib not high or long enough.

It should have worked. I wanted it to work. Billy needed it to work. But it hadn’t.

Years later, when he was in his late twenties, I was not surprised when he called me at college to tell me he’d bought a used Piper Cub. It had been wrecked, he said, and repairing it would be a challenge. But he wanted to try. He planned to tow it to his house and begin the work of making it airworthy.

“You’ll be my first passenger,” he said. “I’ll do a test run first. Then I’ll take you up.”

“It’s a deal,” I said, feeling nearly as excited as he.

Billy was married by then and the father of three children. Money was scarce; Francine was too busy with the kids and the one on the way to pay much attention to what her husband did.

“He’s good at fixing things,” my mother said, gazing across the fields toward the house where Billy lived. “When he’s finished, he’ll probably sell it.” But she sounded worried.

He’d found the plane in a junkyard near Frederick, Maryland. The junkman wanted more than Billy could pay, but my brother can be persuasive. He went back again and again, he told us later, studying the wreck, pointing out deficiencies and raising his offer while the junkman extolled the merits of the plane and lowered his. Billy loved recounting the negotiations that had taken place before the plane was finally his.

The original owner, the junkman told him, was a bit of a daredevil. He liked to fly low over towns for the excitement it would occasion, to buzz a herd of cattle to see them run, to skim the treetops to see how close he could get. He got in trouble when he flew over the secret government installation up near Raven Rock. The Underground Pentagon, they call it. As the crow flies, it’s just eight miles from Camp David. To have a Piper Cub buzzing the place that close to where the president likes to spend weekends raised some concerns. Not to mention the fact that Raven Rock is where the president and his advisors will go if there’s danger of a nuclear strike.

“Did they shoot him down?” Billy asked.

“No, the president wasn’t there, but his security people contacted him, told him he was in a secure area, and he should find some other place to fly his plane.”

“The fuselage will need some serious work,” my brother said. “Some of the panels will have to be replaced.”

“Eleanor Roosevelt took a ride in a Piper Cub just like this one,” the junkman responded. “Eisenhower, Patton, and Marshall, they all loved these planes. They used them to visit battlefields all over Europe.”

“It would be quite a job, fixing it up. Maybe not worth it.”

“The engine is practically new,” the man said. “Hardly damaged at all.”

“The electrical system will need to be replaced. And a new propeller, for sure. New tires, new paint job.”

“All these planes are yellow. They came off the assembly line that way.” The junkman walked away, stiffly, then turned back to Billy. “There’s just over 4000 hours on that engine. For a plane like this, that’s nothing.”

“No way to know for sure, with the dials all busted up,” Billy said. “Might be 14,000 hours, or it could be 24,000. Maybe even 34,000.”

“I saw a picture of Eleanor Roosevelt riding in one just like this, scarf sailing along behind her.”

“I might get work as a crop duster, if I could get her fixed up,” my brother said.

“They say that’s big business out west. No one is doing it around here, so you might be onto something.”

“I could start a business shuttling people down to Baltimore or Washington. It would be a lot faster than driving.”

“You could.”

“But the electrical system; that’s what I can’t figure out.”

But of course he could. He’d already located another Piper Cub, this one stored in a barn near Westminster. He bought both planes, and he spent that winter and the following spring scavenging parts from one to repair the other. When summer came, he was ready. He climbed into the cockpit, taxied out across the field behind his house, and lifted off.

The plane soared upward at an angle much too steeply. We who were watching—Francine, our mother, Billy’s three kids, my sister Cazzie, and I—each held our breath.

Level off, Billy. Level off.

He did. The plane shivered, then brought its nose down. Too sharply. Much too sharply.

Pull up, Billy. Pull up.

And he did. The plane leveled off. Billy was flying, and it was beautiful. He circled the farm, once, twice, then flew north, toward orchard country, until all we could see was a silver bird in the sky. Ten minutes later, he was back. He flew over the house, waved, and we clapped and cheered. His children screamed out to him, hugged each other, and jumped for joy.

He began to lose altitude. Preparing to land, we thought. Descending, but much faster than he should. Something was wrong. He nosed the plane out toward the neighbor’s meadow.

Come back home, Billy. You can’t land there. It’s too rough. And there’s that hill…

He turned, and he made it back, skimming treetops, brushing against a cedar tree that grew beside the road. He straightened and came in for a landing, clearly headed for the meadow behind the house.

He hit the ground. The landing gear buckled with a sickening thud, and the wheels disappeared. The plane slid across the field, stopping just short of the stream at the end of the meadow. A piece of wing had been torn away during the descent; it hung swaying from a branch of the cedar tree, dislodged itself, and fell into the gravel. Then all was quiet. We waited.

Billy sat in the cockpit for a long moment, then climbed out. He removed his helmet and slung it onto the ground. Limping slightly, rubbing his shoulder, he started toward us, shaking his head in frustration, stopping several times to look back at the plane.

Nothing was broken, except the Piper Cub, and Billy’s dream of flying.

Were he able, he would be with me now, flying across the ocean in this Boeing 767. Instead, tucked away in my suitcase in the belly of the plane, a portion of his ashes.






Chapter 3

An Old Man Remembers

Hank had booked our flights in the spring of the year. We planned to fly to Amsterdam, spend some time exploring the city, then board a riverboat and sail up the Rhine to its headwaters in Switzerland. It was the route my ancestor had taken all those years before, though at first it didn’t occur to me. But when I brought Google Earth up on my computer, intending to map the river from its mouth to its source, something unexpected caught my eye.

Near the British coast was an island called the Isle of Wight. At the northern tip was the town of Cowes. It struck a chord. I knew the word. I’d heard it before. “He boarded a ship in Cowes,” my grandfather had said. He was an old man by then, his memories rooted more in the past than in the present. He often talked of his ancestors, and when he did, there was a dreamy expression in his eyes. As if he were seeing them, moving among them.

Stella, my grandmother, had died years before. Joseph’s life was reduced to his bedroom and a downstairs kitchen/sitting room. If the weather was nice, he liked to sit on the front porch of our house, on the swing, pushing it back and forth with his cane.

“He boarded a ship in Cowes,” he’d said that day. I was a child, just five or six at the time, but I remembered it clearly. Who was he talking about, I wondered? Did this person board a ship that was bringing cattle across the ocean?

He’s woolgathering again, my mother would have said. Pay no attention.

But all these years later, on my computer screen, there was a city named Cowes. I understood, finally, what he was talking about, and I was amazed. That single word, Cowes, had found its way down through six generations. It was a key that would unlock our ancestors’ journey to the New World.

I sat back in my computer chair and closed my eyes, remembering that autumn day, my grandfather on the porch swing, his lined face, his leathered skin, his ever-present pipe.

My sister Cazzie was in the yard, raking leaves into a pile. When she got tired, I would take over for her. We needed a great pile for our project, and our yard was full of them.

“Cowes,” my grandfather repeated, savoring the word. As if he were trying to visualize something that was beyond his ability to see. A word that held such importance that it needed to be repeated.

Our herd of dairy cattle was grazing in the meadow below the barn. I wondered if he was talking about them.

He was often confused in those last years of his life. My mother said he was senile. At times, he’d wander out into the fields, and she’d send Billy or Cazzie or me to find him and bring him back to the house. When she brought his meals to his sitting room and set them on his table, he would often ask who she was and what she was doing in his house. Where was Stella, he wondered. Why wasn’t she cooking for him?

“I’d like to know who hired this strange woman to do the cooking,” he sometimes mumbled.

“Stella will be back soon,” my mother would tell him. And she’d leave his food there. If, an hour later, he had not touched it, she would send Cazzie or me to bring the tray back to the kitchen.

Cazzie’s pile of leaves was getting bigger and bigger. There were leaves from the pear tree that never produced fruit, the oak tree that dropped millions of acorns in the fall, and the black cherry tree that bore fruit long before trees in nearby orchards produced their sour cherries. There were never enough left on our tree for a pie or a cobbler, my mother complained. We ate them as soon as they were ripe.

Besides the cherries we loved, it was a great climbing tree, with branches spaced so perfectly you could scramble almost up to the porch roof. That’s where I was that day, on one of the lower branches of the cherry tree.

Grandfather was watching me, frowning.

“It’s not time yet, Grandpa,” I said. “We don’t bring the cows in until milking time.”

The look on his face changed to one of pure puzzlement. He was wondering, I think now, what this little girl was talking about. Why is she talking about cows when I’m talking about our ancestors and how they came to America?

He looked away from me, toward the mountains. His pipe had gone out; he rose from the swing, walked to the edge of the porch, and knocked the ashes out of the bowl. “If you climb any higher,” he said, straightening to his full six feet, “you’ll likely break off one of the limbs. And maybe your neck, too.” He returned to his seat, filled the pipe from the bag of loose tobacco he kept in his shirt pocket, tamped it down, and lit it. “It was an immigrant ship,” he said, and the smoke curled up around him. “Commanded by an Englishman. It was docked in Cowes in the spring of 1751.”

A moment later, “The Neptune. That was the name of the ship.”

A curtain had been pulled aside. He was seeing into the past, remembering names and places once opaque that were now, for these brief moments, becoming clear.

Another long pause. “He was from Eppingen. Bavaria. He traveled up the Rhine River to Rotterdam, across the English Channel to Cowes. He left his family behind. Never saw them again.”

It was a wealth of information, much of which Billy and I would verify years later. But on that long-ago autumn day, I was a child, sitting on a limb of a sweet cherry tree, and it all sounded very strange. Cows, immigrant ships, and Englishmen. Cities and rivers I had never heard of. Eppingen: what an odd word.

Cazzie finished her pile of leaves and called to me. I scrambled down and ran to where she waited. Our plan was to bury me in leaves, then wait for a car to come down the road. When the car was nearly abreast, she would alert me, and I would jump out of the leaf pile and scream. We imagined that the driver would be so frightened he might run his car right off the road.

Such a silly child’s game.

My grandfather lived on for several years, but as time went by, he seemed to grow tired of trying to communicate. Stella did not return. My mother tried her best to comfort him, but it was to no avail. When he spoke of ancestors who fought in American wars, of those who had worked in Pennsylvania steel mills, of dreams come true and of those that were dashed, we children paid little attention. Then he was gone, and the things we might have learned had moved into a darkened place that was hidden from us.

I wished Hank were awake so I could tell him of that autumn day and the great pile of leaves and the things I learned from my grandfather. Maybe, in the telling, I might begin to understand why I needed to do this thing for my brother.

The baby in the back of the plane began to whimper. Someone in one of the center seats started to snore. The engines hummed. Gazing out the window at the dark ocean, thinking of my brother and of our Bavarian ancestors, I watched the sky begin to lighten. Somewhere out beyond the edge of the world, the moon was rising, sending a sheen of light over the water. A million diamonds were sprinkled across the surface; they rode the waves, climbing to the crests before slipping down into the troughs. They crashed into each other, descended into the depths, reappeared on the surface to do it all again.

A bank of clouds passed beneath us, and when they were gone, I looked for lights on the ocean surface. If there was a ship anywhere down there, and surely there was, I should be able to see lights. But there was only darkness. No one was standing on the deck of a wooden sailing ship, looking up at the sky, wondering about the great bird flying overhead, its wings tipped with blinking red and green lights.

Sailors have always looked to shorebirds to alert them when land is nearby. The appearance of a seagull would have sent a crew member scurrying up the mast to the crow’s nest, telescope in hand.

On that September night so long ago, had these things happened, Johannes Welde would have prayed they were finally nearing their destination. He was a religious man; I knew that about him. The ship he boarded in the spring, the Neptune, stayed in port an extra two weeks, waiting for the favorable winds they needed for the journey. Ship logs indicate it spent four months on the crossing. When it finally reached Philadelphia, there would have been a crispness in the air. Winter was approaching.

Johannes Welde was destitute when he arrived. More than destitute. He owed the captain for his passage. He would not have been allowed to leave the ship until the money was paid.

The plane shuddered, the seat belt sign went on, and the baby began to cry in earnest. The turbulence shook me out of my reverie. I pulled the shade down, reached for Hank’s hand, took a deep breath, and willed myself to relax.

The pilot did not want to crash into the sea, I told myself. In all likelihood, he had years of flying experience. He would do everything he could to keep us safe.

Hank stirred. “Just passing through some clouds,” he murmured. “Nothing to worry about.”

And it wasn’t. Five minutes later, the air was smooth, the baby was quiet, and the view outside my window was clear.






Chapter 4

“Bring Me a Stone”

Summer, 2021

Billy was in hospice care when Hank and I visited him the summer before we left on our trip. He listened quietly when I told him of our plans to fly to Amsterdam, then board a ship and sail up the Rhine River. He had only one request: that I bring him a stone from the river.

I said I would. I would find a stone and bring it to him.

“Not a big one,” he said. “Just a nice, round stone, something you think might have been there for a long time. Maybe a stone that was washed down from the mountains back when glaciers covered the land.”

“We’ll be on a ship, Billy. It’s a big river. The water might be pretty deep.”

“You’ll find a way,” he said, and I wanted to cry for the warmth in his voice. And his total confidence that I would do what he asked. “A nice round stone,” he repeated. “Not too big. Just something I can keep in my pocket.”

He was wearing sweats, and I assumed there were pockets. The hospice nurse had earlier helped him into his lounge chair and draped a blanket over his legs. Company was coming, Billy had told her. His little sister and her songwriting husband would soon be there. They had driven from Nashville, Tennessee, to Columbus, South Carolina, just to see him.

Maybe the nurse believed him. Maybe not. He had begun to hallucinate, I knew. Francine, Billy’s wife, said he insisted he could get out of bed on his own and that he roamed through the house at night. Went into the bathroom. Raided the refrigerator. Visited the rooms where their children once slept.

He wanted to believe he still had some control over his life, that he could still do some of the things he used to do. The hospice nurse would have understood that.

Francine had gone for groceries earlier that day, so it was the nurse who helped him dress, combed his hair, and held onto him as he made his way, slowly and carefully, into the living room. Through the picture window, he would be able to see when our car pulled up. When it did, he would do his best to shake off the effects of the medicines that kept him relatively pain-free, but often confused, and sometimes almost catatonic.

A worry stone was what he wanted, I realized, but one with the added significance of having been plucked from a river known to our ancestors. A stone brought from the old world to the new. A stone that would connect him with the past in a way that would bring him a measure of comfort.

Could there be a more perfect gift?

Hank began to strum random chords on his guitar. I could guess what he was thinking; the Rhine River runs swiftly from the Swiss Alps to the North Sea. We would be docking in cities along the way, places where the water was deep. It was unlikely that I would be able to find such a stone.

Hank was being pragmatic. I was being fanciful. His views were grounded in reality. Mine were rose-colored, and, he often insisted, overly optimistic. But I had made a promise to my brother, and if it were in my power to fulfill that promise, I would.

While Hank strummed softly on his guitar, I told Billy I knew exactly where I could find the perfect stone. Near the Swiss border was the largest waterfall in all of Europe. While not of the height or volume of Niagara Falls, the Rhine Falls were impressive. Below the falls, the water spread over a wide area. At the edges, in shallow parts of the river, there were stones of every color: yellow, brown, gray, and black: stones that had been washed clean by thousands of years of moving water. Hank and I would go to that place, and I would search until I found the perfect stone. And I would bring it to him.

Billy was fading. As he listened to me rattle on, his eyelids began to droop. He fought against sleep, he tried to sit up straighter, he fussed with the blanket. Then Hank began to play one of his songs, and Billy relaxed into the music.

He slept. But fitfully. Several times, he startled awake, then relaxed back into sleep. I looked at Hank. Keep playing, I said, and though I had not spoken the words aloud, he understood.

On the wall beside the TV were several photographs. One had been taken in honor of Joseph and Stella’s engagement. Beside it was a picture of our great-grandfather, Johan Welde. I’d seen both before, when they hung in the living room of the house where I grew up. My mother must have given them to Billy at some point. I stood up and walked to the wall, wanting to examine them more closely.

Joseph and Stella’s engagement picture had been taken by a professional photographer, my mother said, pointing out the Oriental rug on the floor, the arched bridge behind the couple, the tall trees in the background. Joseph is standing sideways, looking down at Stella, his arm around her waist. Stella’s hand is resting on his forearm, her face turned slightly toward the camera. Her hair is styled in a pompadour, held in place by a comb decorated with what appeared to be tiny diamonds. The comb was made of ivory, my mother said. It had been in Stella’s family for years.

I didn’t know my grandfather when he was young, his hair so dark and neatly combed, his mustache so carefully trimmed. I only remember him when he was old, his hair white, his clothes ill-fitted and loose. He was always on the verge of anger that his Stella was gone. Angry that a strange woman lived in his house. It meant little that my mother cooked for him, washed his clothes, and cleaned his rooms. He hated it that she objected when he went into her kitchen, looked into the refrigerator, opened the cupboard doors, or lifted the lid off whatever she had on the stove.

“If you’d like a taste of something,” she’d tell him, “please ask. I’ll give you a spoon. And please don’t use your fingers to dip into the food I’ve fixed for my family. I’ll bring your dinner when it’s ready.”

Glaucoma had robbed him of much of his eyesight.

He yearned to have his Stella back.

I looked at Billy, wanting to ask what he remembered of the Joseph I knew only in the last years of his life. But my brother’s head was lowered, and he was rubbing his forehead. Gently, as if to brush away the pain, or to bring back some memory that was hidden there. Maybe he wanted to be reminded that he was still alive, he could still feel, the pain would go away, and there would be better days ahead. If only this pain would go away.

As I watched, he seemed to grow more agitated, the blanket too heavy on his legs, the chair uncomfortable. The hospice nurse had left soon after we arrived; there was little we could do but be there with him. And Hank could play the guitar.

After a while, he quieted. Closed his eyes. Surrendered to whatever was happening inside him.

The song ended, but Hank kept strumming, watching Billy. I knew he was wondering what to play next. What would Billy like to hear? Which of his songs would be most appropriate? Hank always likes to get a feel for his audience. To choose a song that fits the occasion.

Then Billy opened his eyes and raised his head. He took a deep breath and leaned back in the chair. Almost smiling now, he looked at peace. “I like your music,” he said. “I like hearing you play the guitar. Play something else, Hank. Sing one of your songs.”

Standing on the other side of the room, looking at the two men I loved best, I was glad we had come. Despite everything Billy had suffered, he seemed, for the moment, happy.

The sun broke through the clouds and lit up the room. Looking from Billy to the picture of Joseph’s father, our great-grandfather, I was struck by how much they resembled each other. Though separated by three generations, Billy and Johan Welde could have been brothers.

Johan Welde wore a suit, a shirt with a rounded collar, and a vest with a watch chain attached to one of the buttonholes. His hair was gray, like Billy’s, and there was the hint of a cowlick. Billy had fought a cowlick all his life.
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