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For Ron, Stephanie, and Teresa




Chapter One


The bond we feel to those names in our family tree can be powerful—family names and faded photographs, stirring tears and a sense of history, a sense of loss. Yet, if we trace back far enough, aren’t we all related—all deserving of equal justice?


Most of my family’s history on my mother’s side— their pleasures and struggles, their successes and failures—I learned from Granddad Weber. I never questioned how much was true, because he told the stories as truth, isolated from the grief, pain, and misery that can reach deep enough to form layers around our hearts.


In 1909, when Mom was three, a letter arrived from an old friend of Granddad’s encouraging him to leave Germany and come to America where jobs were plentiful. After careful consideration, Granddad said, he and Grandma Rose sold their belongings and bought passage on the ship SS Rhein, bidding farewell to family and friends. With two young daughters and Grandma Rose’s brother, Werner, they sailed to a new home.


After seven days at sea, the ship arrived in New York waters. The sun, low over the horizon, painted the sky beautiful shades of pink. Catching sight of Lady Liberty for the first time, Granddad and Grandma Rose believed the torch she held high beckoned them to the shores of America like a lighthouse guiding ships safely into its harbor. Relieved the journey was over and they would soon walk the land of their new country, Grandma Rose cuddled my eight-month-old Aunt Hilda to her heart and cried.


From the ships, immigrants were ferried to Ellis Island for medical evaluations. Werner was diagnosed with weak lungs and a hernia and was not permitted to land in New York. At nineteen, he sailed on to South America to join a community in Argentina as many of their German shipmates did. “That just about broke poor Rosie’s heart,” Granddad said. Still, he and Grandma Rose loved being in America with the hope of employment and a good life.


Those years marched along well until during a cold, harsh winter in Virginia, Grandma Rose and Aunt Hilda died of influenza leaving Granddad with Mom to raise on his own. She was thirteen at the time.


Granddad spoke often of Grandma Rose and Aunt Hilda. For him, they were here only yesterday. He talked to Grandma every day, especially when he didn’t know which way to turn. “Your grandma always knew exactly what to do,” he said with a look of longing as though the past was moving before his eyes.


Today, we—Angel, the small wooden angel Granddad whittled for me when I was four, and I—sat on Granddad’s lap. I’d crawled onto his lap when I was two and Mom, smiling, insisted I had been there ever since. Resting in Granddad’s easy chair, we listened to the storm’s wind beat against the walls and windows and heavy rain pound the roof of the old farmhouse.


Granddad was quiet. Having no reason to talk, we simply relaxed in silence and listened to the workings of nature. With one arm wrapped around Angel and me, Granddad held his pipe away from my face with the other hand, his long, crooked fingers gripping the stem. White streamers curled upward, leaving a scent of cherry in the room, up and up until the circles of smoke spread out and disappeared.


I leaned my head on Granddad’s chest, his worn brown sweater smelling of tobacco and soap, of safety and comfort. When I woke, the smoke, the cherry scent, and the storm’s darkness had disappeared.


The sun peeked through the clouds, its yellow face laughing and shining in the windows while it warmed the earth drawing moisture into the air.


“Storm’s over. Let’s go.” Granddad scooted me from his lap to my feet.


We’d started to pick beans earlier, then without warning, dark clouds blew toward us like a flock of black crows soaring across the sky and forced us indoors.


“I still feel like having fresh beans for supper.”


Water plowed furrows into the land as it flowed downhill to the creek. We held hands and stepped over the narrow ditches on our way to the vegetable garden at the back of the house. Granddad stopped, pushed his hat back on his head, lifted his face, and squinted at the yellow sun. “I believe the heavens is going to give us another drink tonight, Trudy.”


I watched the clouds encircle the sun wishing I could read the signs like Granddad did. What I saw were white clouds bunched together in clusters like cotton balls, the dark ones all blown away.


“Clouds deliver sustenance and disaster,” Granddad explained, his German accent still evident after all his years in America.


He walked slowly and stopped frequently for no reason, his tall body erect, and his face shaded by his hat. He never rushed, but always took time to enjoy the roses bordering the path and comment on the size and color of the blooms. He usually remarked the flowers were not as fragrant since Grandma Rose went to heaven.


Often, Angel and I chased gray squirrels from the garden. We’d run after them until they’d climb up the acorn tree and hide among the branches and leaves.


“Clouds bring storms with wind, rain, sleet, and snow.” Granddad tightened his hold on my hand. “Winds either cool us or destroy us, water nourishes the soil or floods our homes, and snow blankets the earth for protection from the cold and provides moisture or buries us.” He hesitated and glanced downward. “Are you listening, Trudy?”


Thunder rolled in the distance. I nodded and scooted closer to Granddad’s side, clutching Angel tighter.


“Yes, indeed. Storms can shake our very foundation.”


“How do you know what they’re going to bring?” I asked leaning against his legs.


Granddad’s deep-set hazel eyes, the exact color of mine, studied me from beneath his thick gray brows. “It takes a little living first, young lady.”


He let go of my hand and placed his on top of my head, a familiar gesture. His fingers slid down and brushed my hair from my face.


“Remember, clouds are signs of what’s to come.”


“How much living, Granddad?”


His lean, bent fingers lowered to my shoulder and squeezed gently. “You have foresight, Trudy. Give yourself some time.”
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I LOVED GRANDDAD Weber and his easygoing ways. He was my favorite person in the whole world. Granddad’s thick gray hair, like his eyebrows and long, leathery face, did not change. He rarely smiled, but he was a kind man. A quiet man. He didn’t speak unless he had something to say. He once said I rattled on enough for the both of us.


Granddad never spoke to me like some adults speak to children. He never asked about my toys or books. Granddad never asked about school. He calmly related life’s lessons.


Granddad said our lives were best remembered through stories and recounted many details of Mom’s childhood. Hearing about Mom as a little girl gave me a sense of belonging.


“It would take forever to get through all of them,” he said one afternoon.


Sunlight and shadows traveled slowly across the porch. Flies as drowsy as Granddad and me crawled around on the crumbs we’d left on our plates from lunch. Angel and I sat on Granddad’s lap in his favorite rocker, the chair Grandma Rose once used, rocking leisurely, setting the pulse for a story.


“Well now,” he began.


Angel and I slid back into his left arm, my head against his chest and Angel, in my hand, alongside me. Granddad’s right arm, weak from an injury suffered as a young man, lay across his belly.


“When your mom was ten, she snuck off with a friend and went wading in Milton Creek in spite of my warnings. You see, that’s a wide, deep stream that runs into the James River and at that time was filled with trash and nails from the construction of those homes up in the highlands. She and Alice, a friend from school, were often gone for hours. They roamed that stream for days always wishing for a canoe they could paddle out into the river. It being a hot day, they decided to cool off.”


Granddad batted a fly away from Angel and me with his hand.


“That was about the time your mom was learning to swim.” He hesitated as if gathering his thoughts. “And that day, she stepped on a piece of broken glass and hopped home with a smile on her face and blood dripping from her foot.”


Angel slipped from my hand. Granddad caught her before she hit the porch—my wooden angel practically disappearing into his right hand. He stood her on his knee, holding her with two fingers.


I could see she was safe, and the musical squeaks from the rocker lulled me further into a sleepy trance.


“What did you learn from your mom’s misfortune?”


I yawned, ready for a nap. “She should have worn her shoes.”


The rocking stopped, and I felt his body shake with laughter. “Well, that’s one way to think of it, I suppose.” He ran his hand lightly over my hair.


I was five when Granddad shared that story. Later, when we’d put on our shoes, he’d chuckled. “You think like your daddy, that’s for sure.”
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“ THE HEAVENS IS glorious,” Granddad declared one morning.


I thought it strange he didn’t use the word sky. It was always “the heavens.” And I was awed by his knowledge and foresight. He was the one who sat with Angel and me on an oak stump. He had a story about cutting down the oak, but we sat on the stump together, me half asleep.


“Look there, Trudy.” He gestured eastward. “The heavens is awakening.”


At night, we sat on the same stump while Granddad pointed out individual stars and constellations.


“Learn to read the stars, Trudy,” his voice close to my ear. “They offer us a guide just like they did the Ancient Egyptians. Those Egyptians studied the heavens to predict Nile floods. They called Sirius the Nile Star, and the priests, who attended to the calendar, kept watch for its annual appearance right before dawn on the summer solstice.”


Granddad taught me how to locate the North Star, the Big Dipper, and the star cluster that fascinated him most, the Seven Sisters.


I stared hypnotized by sparkling lights.


“Time provides wisdom,” he promised. “And it’s important to locate the brightest stars in the heavens and share them with others.”


His hand gently squeezed my shoulder.


“Be brave, Trudy. Do what’s right—for there’s a unique light in each of us.”
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GRANDDAD DIED WHEN I was nine and a half. Mom said he died in his easy chair with the newspaper in his hand, but I knew differently. He’d come to tell me he was leaving. That sounds crazy, I know, but it’s true. Angel and I were buried deep into the bedding with my eyes closed listening to sleet drum on the window beside my bed when I sensed a movement near me. I opened my eyes and rose up on my elbows.


There he was wearing his hat.


“Granddad,” I whispered and wiggled into a sitting position. “You’ve got your hat on indoors.” Granddad’s habit was to remove his hat upon entering a building, except for the chicken house. He claimed the chickens, unlike Grandma, didn’t care what he wore.


Grandma had insisted he take off his hat inside, because, she’d admitted, she liked to see his thick, wavy hair. After Grandma went to heaven, Granddad felt her watching him and took it off to please her.


He stood there, at the side of my bed, and with his slim, twisted fingers adjusted the hat on his head.


“Well, Trudy, the heavens is calling me.” His voice was strong and steady.


I swung my legs over the side of the bed. “No, Granddad!”


I felt his large hand on my head, then he faded, a shadow nudged away by the light.


Granddad was never one to say goodbye. “The heavens is calling me.” That was it. By the time I ran to my parents’ room to tell them Granddad was gone, he was walking on the clouds.




Chapter 2
(1943)


Waiting for spring to arrive, I’d jumped out of bed, pulled back the white ruffled curtains, and rolled up the paper shade covering my bedroom window. At first, frost had been etched on the glass like delicate handmade lace. Later, raindrops collected at the top of the window, forming perfectly round clear pearls, their weight pulling them down the glass, leaving bits of themselves behind until they vanished. Finally, the sun’s smile on the glass warmed my hand.


With a sigh, I considered Dad’s words.


“Memories are linear, with a beginning and an end,” he’d said out of the blue when teaching me linear equations a few months back. Dad always said things like that.


Maggie, my best friend who was almost a whole year older than me, thought it was because Dad taught at the college and teachers there were supposed to repeat smart quotes to confuse others.


But I didn’t exactly remember the beginning of the cold, snowy winter when Maggie and I built snowmen until our hands froze, longing to be at the pool in the new swimsuits our mothers had picked up on sale at JC Penney’s. Those freezing days had gone on and on.


Today, the sun was playing hide-and-seek behind white fluffy clouds when Maggie, who lived across the street, knocked on the door before I’d had an after-school snack. We grabbed our bikes and rode like the wind to Woodlawn Park to spy on her seventeen-year-old sister Patricia and her redheaded, clown-faced boyfriend Gordon.


We’d caught them kissing last week and hoped to catch them again. We were curious how it was done.


We snuck up behind a large oak beginning to leaf, and hid.


We waited. And waited.


“I wish he’d kiss her,” Maggie whispered.


“I bet I’ll never get a boyfriend,” I complained and sank back against the trunk, the bark rough on my back. Without a big sister to offer me advice, I was sure I’d never even get a date.


“Shh, kissing takes time. He works up to it.”


“He’s slow.”


“He’s holding her hand.”


We leaned forward straining to overhear their conversation.


Patricia and Gordon sat cross-legged, face to face on the grass, in the position to play patty-cake.


He leaned over and whispered in her ear.


She smiled and stroked his jaw with her fingertips.


I was sure he’d kiss her then, but instead, he covered her hand with his. So far, Patricia and Gordon had held hands and stared into each other’s face. I couldn’t see the fun in that.


“I’m hungry.” I was bored, too.


“Shh.”


Being older than me, Maggie seemed more anxious to figure out this kissing stuff. “You’re always hungry,” she said. “Let’s go.”


We ran back to where we’d parked our bikes.


Maggie grabbed a Red Delicious apple from the white, round basket covered with fake plastic daisies hooked over the handlebars of her bike.


“We’ll share.” She bit into the apple. Juice ran down her chin.


We dropped down onto our backs, the earth and grass cool through my sweater. I shivered. The pale sun overhead made me long for the end of the school year. Six more weeks.


“Here,” Maggie mumbled, her mouth stuffed and puffy like a small balloon.


I took the half-eaten apple and rotated it with my fingers to find a perfect bite. I heard her chewing next to me. “Do you think being a big sister is hard?” I’d been begging for a sister, and Mom and Dad announced last week we would be getting a new baby.


I dreamed of being a big sister like Patricia. She was nice, the most popular girl in high school, and always had a boyfriend to take her to the latest movies. I felt Maggie’s movements next to me.


She bent her legs and checked out her new Keds.


“All you have to do is boss the younger sister around. How hard can that be? Patricia is always ordering me to do things.”


Maggie’s words were still hard to understand. She chewed louder.


“But you’re lucky. You get to try her makeup and lipstick. Mom says I have no business thinking about those things.” Mom also says I’m still her baby girl. I didn’t want Maggie to know Mom called me her “baby.”


“I just can’t wait three more years.” Maggie snapped off a blade of grass, rolling it between her fingers. “Mom insists I can’t look at a boy until I’m fifteen.”


I ignored Maggie and watched the leaves sway gently in the spring breeze.


Mentally I counted the days until our first trip to the pool. Maggie and I loved to swim. We spent much of our summers at the pool pretending to be great swimmers like Esther Williams and Gloria Callen. Sometimes on hot days, our mothers took us to the seashore to collect shells and swim in the ocean.


What I really wanted to do this summer was go to Washington, D.C. I’d been begging Dad for a trip to see the White House ever since Mr. Anderson, our teacher last year, showed the class pictures of his trip. He’d insisted everyone should visit our nation’s capital to see the people’s house where our presidents lived.


“Darrell seemed happy for you today,” Maggie mumbled.


I was pulled from my daydreaming. “What?”


“Darrell was friendly to you.”


Maggie and I both liked Darrell, a boy in our class. After I’d won the blue ribbon for Best Speller, I had been proud listening to Miss Pruitt’s comments about my good study habits. But, I became embarrassed as her voice droned on and on and hunched my shoulders to shorten my five-seven frame. Only Eddie Gutschmidt—bucked-tooth, four-eyed Eddie, the smartest boy in school—was taller than me. Uncomfortable, I’d stared out the window until I noticed Darrell’s smile, then I’d blushed. He was the best-looking boy in sixth grade. “He was being nice,” I said, hoping to make Maggie feel better.


Maggie rolled onto her side. Her ear disappeared into short, green grass that cradled her cheek. “How did you know all those words?”


Homework was something Maggie hated to do, and she rarely completed assignments. She despised math, said it didn’t make sense and copied my answers when we got to school. “Dad and I practiced the list of words Miss Pruitt gave us,” I told her. Dad was always willing to help me with homework.


“I’m glad my dad isn’t a teacher.” Maggie flopped over onto her back for the second time. “How’d you do on the English paper?”


I disliked punctuation. I couldn’t understand comma placement. When I did put one in my writing, I was wrong. And semicolons were an unsolved mystery. Why not use a comma instead? I understood math. Numbers were logical. Five was always five. “I got a C plus. You?”


Maggie lifted her shoulders off the grass and glared down at me. “You got a C? What happened?” She fell back.


I shrugged, wanting to change the subject. “Do you think he kissed her today?” I examined the tiny, green leaves overhead. The question of Patricia and Gordon’s relationship had made its way around the neighborhood, with no one wanting to be last to hear the latest gossip. “Do you think they’ll get married?” Mom said she thought they were too young for marriage. I didn’t tell Maggie.


“Daddy told her ‘absolutely not.’” Maggie straightened her legs and crossed her ankles. “Daddy said she has to graduate first. And if Gordon goes into the army, he may have to go overseas. Being separated like that is no way to begin a marriage.”


“I’m going to be like her someday. I hope I get a sister.” I’d overheard Mom tell Dad she would like a boy this time.


I relaxed, letting my eyes roam the sky. Yawning and stretching from a winter’s nap, the sun floated over the branches, the light as crisp as the air. Leaves created patterns on our bodies. I lifted an arm, waving it back and forth from light to shadow, checking the blonde hairs on my forearm—were they getting darker? I wanted to be more like Maggie and Patricia with their dark hair and eyes. Instead, I was tall and skinny, with long legs, big feet, blonde hair, freckles, and hazel eyes like Granddad’s. At school, some of the boys called me Beanpole. By sixth grade, I’d gotten used to the nickname.


A shadow inched across us. My body stiffened. A band of dark, threatening clouds formed in a corner of the sky. I studied them as they changed shape and galloped toward us. As I watched the sky blacken, I recalled Granddad’s words: Clouds are signs of what’s to come. A shiver ran through me. “Look at those clouds. What do they look like?”


“A stallion?” Maggie guessed.


I hunched my shoulders, letting her know I wasn’t sure. “Your granddad would know, wouldn’t he?”


Maggie had gone with me several times to visit Granddad the year before he died. She even spent a night with Granddad and me on one of those special nights Mom allowed me to stay with him. At first, Maggie didn’t like him because he was old. But after Granddad saved us from a neighbor’s dog that chased us home from the creek and made us hot cocoa with marshmallows, she’d changed her mind.


I continued to study the clouds as they twisted into a giant, four-legged creature, its legs pumping forward, its body laboring. My eyes strained to make out a rider, but I saw none. What drove the beast forward? A stream of air swept across my face, but the leaves did not stir. I briefly closed my eyes, making it all disappear.


“I wish I had a horse.” Maggie sat upright and crossed her legs like Patricia and Gordon had been sitting earlier. “I rode one last year when I visited my cousin. It was fun.”


Maggie wanted a horse and two kids when she was older. She got all dreamy-eyed when she talked about living on a large ranch in Colorado. Most likely she’d change her mind the next time she read a book she liked better than The Lost Ranch.


I tried to ignore the clouds and listen to Maggie complain of the unfairness of her cousin, who was three years younger, having a horse. But the park was different now.


The clouds hid the sun, and the air chilled.


I was still hungry and wanted to leave. Dad often teased I had a hollow leg because I was always ready to eat. Plus, I wanted to check my homework before supper. “Let’s go.”


In the summer, Maggie and I rode our bikes around the neighborhood when we weren’t at the pool. Our favorite places to visit were the community park at the end of our street and Dressler’s Market down on Twelfth. Dressler’s had double-grape Popsicles for a nickel. Sometimes, with only one nickel, we shared. At the park, we lay in the shade and read or imagined our future with boyfriends more like Darrell rather than Gordon, and flipped through pages of glamour magazines Maggie snuck out of Patricia’s room. Once, she brought scissors and let me cut her hair. The style didn’t look exactly like the girl’s in the magazine, but Maggie liked it.


As we rode home past the Perry house, Michael Perry stepped out the door dressed in his army uniform. Michael graduated last year and joined the army straightaway. Patricia had liked him, but he hadn’t dated any of the girls at Somerville High School.


To Maggie and me, the war was a world away. It only affected our lives when we heard the long, tiresome conversations between our fathers and their friends in the neighborhood about the war and American politics. They’d talk for hours explaining the decisions they’d make if they were in charge of the country. Dad loved President Roosevelt and agreed with his unpopular decision to ration gasoline.


At school every morning, Miss Pruitt spoke of the war in Europe and the Pacific. She frequently asked about the parents serving in the military and read aloud articles about Germany’s march through Europe and the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor.


As we reached our street, I pushed my long hair behind my ears with one hand, holding the handlebars to steady the bike with the other. I was disappointed Patricia and Gordon hadn’t kissed but had only talked and held hands. Maggie and I could hardly wait to be teenagers and that was two more years for me. But it felt like forever. Maggie prayed her pimples would disappear, and I prayed I’d grow breasts. I checked often and saw no change. Not even tiny changes, and here Maggie was nearly ready for a bra.


I was taller than Maggie, even though she was older. And with Dad being six-foot-two, I had little doubt that I would add a few more inches to my current height. I hoped Maggie did, too.


“I’ll help you be a big sister since I know what they’re supposed to do,” Maggie said. We waved goodbye and rode into our respective driveways.


I pushed my bike to the garage at the side of the house, rested it against the inside wall of the detached building, and entered the back door. “Mom,” I called.


As I came into the room, I saw Mom’s last music student of the day standing by the piano, thanking her for his lesson.


Mom had three students each afternoon, and all attended the private school that dismissed earlier than my school. A car honked, and the student left.


Without a comment, Mom hurried across the room to the radio that sat on a table in the corner by the fireplace. There was a time when she tuned the radio to a music station, but today, a man’s voice boomed, “War Reports from London.”


Blonde strands of hair fell from the twisted braid around Mom’s head. Her hazel eyes were much like Granddad’s too, and her smooth skin, with a row of freckles marching across her nose, glowed from the warmth of the oven as she checked on dinner.


The aroma of meatloaf filled the room. My stomach rumbled.


Mom grabbed her red apron, shaped like an apple, and tied it over the tiny bump in her stomach and around her waist. “Don’t yell when you get home. That’s not a way I like my lessons to end.” She opened the refrigerator and leaned inside twisting around with a head of lettuce in her hand. “Make sure your homework is finished before supper. And, you could use a little more time at the piano.”


My parents were sticklers about homework. I tried to finish my assignments at school, but when I had questions, Dad helped me after supper. And no matter how much I practiced, I could not play the piano as well as most of Mom’s students.


I took a tumbler from the cupboard, filled it with water, and drank until the glass was empty.


Mom reached over and pushed hair away from my face. “Stand tall, honey.” She smiled and wiped her hands on the apron. “How was your ride to the park?”


“Good, Mom.”


After grabbing a piece of raisin bread from the plate on the counter, I went to my room, plopped down at my desk, and opened my notebook. The shiny blue ribbon was there tucked into the side of the frayed, faded-blue fabric notebook I’d gotten last fall.


I pulled out my math homework and checked each calculation making sure the answers were correct and the numbers neat and legible. A raisin dropped on a nine. I quickly picked it up, stuck it in my mouth, and wiped the paper with the edge of my shirt. Miss Pruitt was a believer in neatness, but the small, round smudge wasn’t very noticeable. I reviewed my geography assignment, all counties in Virginia labeled neatly in ink on the state map. Done.
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AS WE SAT down to supper, I placed the blue ribbon next to my plate, waiting until we were settled to hold it up for Dad to admire. Mom rarely acknowledged my academic accomplishments. She left that to Dad. Mom said a good education was reward enough.


“Did one of your students award you with a ribbon?” Dad grinned at Mom, purposely ignoring me.


“It’s mine, Dad. I won it today in spelling.”


“Spelling? Your studying paid off. Congratulations, Trudy. And, I have a surprise for you and your mother.” Dad winked and slowly spooned mashed potatoes onto his plate.


Then he reached for the gravy in such a relaxed manner I squirmed in my seat.


He cleared his throat and paused, smiling at my anticipation. “We’re visiting the nation’s capital this summer.” Dad stuffed his mouth with meatloaf and mashed potatoes.


“Washington, D.C.? When, Dad?” Suddenly, I was too excited to eat.


He shifted the food in his mouth and glanced to Mom for approval. “July?”


Mom’s jaws tightened and her lips thinned. “Karl, I’m not sure this is the time to be spending that kind of money or even to be going on a trip.” She placed her fork on her plate and her hands on her lap.


Dad wiped his mouth with the white napkin. “Veenie, Trudy’s been wanting to go for a whole year. And wouldn’t you like to get away?”


I stared down at my food and listened. I’d learned as much about my parents from their disagreements as from what they told me about themselves.


“But I’m not sure this summer is a good time. The baby . . .”


“This will be the last trip for the three of us. And we’ve saved for years for this baby.”


I sensed, rather than saw, Dad reach for Mom’s hand. “Educators get a discount on hotels. One week?”


I took a bite of meatloaf, but my hunger was gone. The list of sights to see in Washington, D.C. that Mr. Anderson gave us was taped to the side of my bookcase: The White House, the Capitol, the Smithsonian, the Washington Monument, the Lincoln Memorial.


I continued to listen to Mom and Dad’s conversation. Last year, I’d overheard Miss Pruitt tell Mr. Anderson that life was about balance. Miss Pruitt didn’t believe Mr. Anderson spent enough time on his lessons. After that, I searched for the balance between my parents, remembering how Granddad often said they were well suited.


Before last year, I had simply thought of them as my parents. Though I knew Dad, an established professor, had been raised in a well-to-do family in Freiburg, Germany. He was older than Mom, with an affable outlook on the world, and he believed life was a journey to be enjoyed. Dad’s brother, Uncle Kurt, was a renowned scientist, and both parents were educators. Dad left for America because he’d disagreed with the direction of the German government at the time.


In contrast, Mom grew up quickly. She turned thirteen three days after Grandma Rose and Aunt Hilda died. At ten, she had a mother and younger sister, and three years later she and Granddad were alone. She changed from the little girl who snuck out to wade in Milton Creek and dreamed of canoeing downstream to the James River with her best friend, into a premature adult who shared housekeeping responsibilities with her father.


Dad also teased and laughed easily, usually with a twinkle in his blue eyes, and I hoped he’d soon have my kind, caring mother as excited as I was to see Washington, D.C.


I looked from Mom to Dad, trying to read the signs. Would I get to see the White House?


“Pete said he would lead the men’s Bible study for a couple of Sundays if I couldn’t make it.” Dad explained, proving he’d given quite a bit of thought to this trip. “And Loretta could cover for you like last time.”


Mom played the church organ at Sunday services.


“And your service group can certainly spare you. You always do so much.”


My parents were serious when it came to personal responsibility. Last year when I signed Mom’s name to a note allowing me to leave school early to join Maggie and Janice at Peggy’s house, both Mom and Dad made it clear that I alone was responsible for my actions—not Mr. Anderson for accepting the note and allowing me to leave, nor Peggy’s mother for picking us up. And I’ve received similar talks since.


Once the meal was over, leftovers stored, and the dishes washed, I was left to sweep the kitchen. I swung the broom back and forth across the green linoleum, eager to tell Maggie about our upcoming trip.


I stopped sweeping when I heard a loud knock on the door.




Chapter 3


Three men positioned themselves in the doorway, dark forms blocking the waning sun, each holding a hat, wearing a black suit, a white shirt, and a dark tie. The scowls on their faces caused me to stop sweeping and listen to their conversation. I heard the words Germany and war.


Did something happen to my grandparents in Germany? Or Uncle Kurt? Dad spoke frequently of his concern for them.


The war was often the topic of conversation in the neighborhood and at church. Pastor Daniels asked everyone to pray for our troops and to pray that evil would be defeated. But I rarely thought about the war unless someone else brought it up. The battles were so far away, I never considered the evil could reach our doorstep.


The aggressive manners and harsh voices of the men warned me something was wrong. The tallest of the three, who wore black-framed glasses, held papers in his right hand and kept glancing down at them as he spoke. When he lowered his head, I saw the last of the day’s light, a gray misty glare, sinking behind the clouds. I knew something bad was about to happen, and my hands tightened on the broom handle.


I stepped closer to the doorway. The other two men, younger, shuffled their feet back and forth like bulls ready to charge.


I heard the taller man say something about a search and saw Dad’s body slump against the door frame, a look of disbelief on his face.


“What did you say?” Dad glanced over his shoulder. “Edvina, come here!”


The tone of his voice brought Mom rushing from their bedroom with a hairbrush in her hand. “Yes, Karl?”


Dad noticed me standing in the doorway. “Go to your room, Trudy.”


I hesitated, not wanting to leave.


“Now!” Dad ordered.


I sat on my bed and wished those men away. I wanted to convince myself they would soon be gone and all would be well, but both my mind and body told me that would not happen. My stomach tossed, and I was filled with fear. Without thinking, I rose, moved to my dresser, picked up Angel, and hugged her to me like I had done when I was five.


The hum of conversation, like a radio broadcast, could be heard, but the voices were muffled. I reached for the door, my hand on the knob, but I was afraid to open it and instead, moved back across the room to my bed. I sat straight, tense, the mahogany headboard that once belonged to Granddad rigid against my back, and listened to the constant murmur.


Storm’s coming, Trudy, Granddad whispered in my ear.


I rose and walked to the window where I stood until Mom opened my bedroom door, her eyes and nose red from crying. “What’s wrong, Mom?” I ran to her.


Without speaking, she gently took my hand as she’d done when I was a small child and led Angel and me to the living room. We sat on the sofa with Dad while two men searched our home and the tallest man, the one with the black-framed glasses seated across from us, remained in the room. Was he guarding us in our own home? What was he guarding us from? I looked first to Mom and then Dad for answers. They had none.


The room, full of tension, became narrower. The air was being sucked out, and the walls were closing in on me. My chest tightened, and I huddled against Dad. Our house felt foreign. A strange place, not the home I once knew. Fear consumed me and my lungs craved air. I took deep breaths.


In front of my eyes, Dad’s favorite chair transformed into a chariot pulled by the rider-less cloud creature Maggie and I had seen earlier in the park. The small fire in the fireplace burst into a blaze, flaming higher and higher to destroy what lay in its path, and the radio in the corner shouted strange warnings. I felt the fear and anxiety emanating from my parents.


“What are they looking for?” I whispered, but still, my voice crashed loudly into the room. No one moved, no one answered, or even turned in my direction for several moments.


Dad took my hand. “I’m not sure, Trudy,” his voice stiff.


I sat confused as one of the men entered my bedroom.


When I started to stand, Dad’s firm grasp held me to the sofa, disbelief flashing across his face. The drawers in my room were opened and slammed shut, one after the other. Would they take my blue ribbon? The friendship necklace I bought for Maggie’s birthday next week? The cat-eye marble I’d found in the creek by Granddad’s garden that now lay on the window sill to catch the light? Again, I made a motion to get up and go to my room, but Dad’s grip tightened and kept me in place.


Closets were searched, boxes opened, and baskets rummaged through. I imagined my possessions calling to me, disapproving of the touch of strangers. But I could not go to them; instead, I sat on the sofa between my parents, and wondered why these men invaded our home. Who are they? What are they looking for?


The search continued for what seemed like hours as the two men went from room to room. I tightened my hold on Angel, and Dad put an arm around me. The thud of drawers closing and the scraping of closet doors sliding over the rails echoed through the otherwise silent house. Dishes clinked in the kitchen.


I stole a look at Mom, her muscles tensed, her face became rigid.


A pot fell to the kitchen floor. The sound startled me. I straightened.


Mom pushed herself up, paused, and then sank back onto the sofa.


Our guard flashed us a look of regret. Another crash. This time our sentinel muttered something under his breath and leaned forward, his forearms resting on his thighs, eyes down. He shifted his feet as if inspecting the shine on his black shoes.


After the search was completed, the men had found a box of letters, with family photographs, written in German from Uncle Kurt in Freiburg.


Dad had to go with them.


“Where are you going?” I cried and clung to Dad’s arm.


The three men remained at the door. Waiting.


“Should I pack a bag?” Dad asked.


Our guard pushed back his glasses. “Not now. Your wife can bring what you need later.”


“Where are you going?” I asked again and tightened my grip.


Dad bent down and wrapped his arms around me.


I pressed my nose into his neck and sniffed his aftershave. He smelled like the ocean, cool and fresh.


“I have to go with these men. Mind your studies and help your mother.” He leaned back and kissed my forehead. A tear tracked down his cheek.


The cloud creature I spotted earlier at the park now ruled the sky and spewed rain down on us as the three men marched Dad down our walkway to the black car parked at the curb. Mom and I stayed side by side on the porch as Dad slid into the back seat.


Neighbors, too, stood on their porches or peeked from behind shades as the car drove away. No one spoke or waved.


I glanced toward Maggie’s house. She, her parents, and Patricia turned and went inside.
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