





[image: Cover: What We Leave Behind, A Novel by Christine Gallagher Kearney]










[image: Logo: She Writes Press]









Copyright © 2023, Christine Gallagher Kearney


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2023


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-64742-493-0


E-ISBN: 978-1-64742-494-7


Library of Congress Control Number: 2023900523


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


Interior Design by Kiran Spees


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.









For Mom


and


For Michelle O’Hare (née Kearney)









“Disability only becomes a tragedy when society fails to provide the things needed to lead one’s daily life.”


—Judith Heumann, Being Heumann












Part I
















Chapter 1






May 1947


Somewhere over the Atlantic, Ursula peered into a small square mirror. A shadow of her mother peered back. The plane jolted. Her right ankle wobbled and she lost her balance, somehow landing on her knees in the cramped cubicle. Clutching the dirty toilet seat, she threw up, and a red hair strayed across her cheek. She tried a deep breath to steady her nausea but was met with a familiar smell, the putrid stench of the unburied dead along the streets of Berlin. Her stomach threatened again, but she resisted. She flushed, stood, and washed her hands in the metal sink.


Back at her window seat, she pulled back the short accordion curtain. The water far below was indigo with brush strokes of jagged white. She had never been on a plane before, but now she glided through the air on the third leg of her journey on a DC-4 American Overseas Airlines flight out of Germany.


Ursula drew the curtain back across the window and shut her eyes to calm the blur of uncertainty. When Roger first proposed the idea of marriage, she had only half believed him. The end of the war had made many Allied soldiers giddy with promise. Before she met Roger, she was a secretary in G-tower, the imposing concrete structure meant to protect Berlin from Allied bombers and provide shelter to civilians during air raids. Like most women who had worked there, she entertained numerous Allied proposals. Well, not exactly entertained. But Roger’s maturity and earnest nature set him apart from the others who courted her with less virtuous invitations. He pledged to take Ursula to America, home to the state of Minnesota where he had grown up and still lived with his family.


Her last conversation with her mother weighed on her mind, but she tried not to linger on it. Reliving their talk just made her more upset about leaving Berlin. Instead, she thought about the official paperwork stowed in the small suitcase at her feet. She had read the documents multiple times, shocked it had all come through. She had been granted permission to move to the United States. She was grateful for the English she had practiced over the last few years while working with the American military government. Those papers were a small miracle: Military Exit Permit, Approved Marriage Application (under the War Brides Act, Public Law 271), and Health Clearance Form.


Then she thought about Roger. Roger Gorski, an American sergeant from Minneapolis, had fallen in love with her—a German woman, the enemy!—and married her. American soldiers were warned to be on their guard and not fraternize with German women, but Roger had ignored the order. While she was not in love in the way she thought she should be—was the piercing feeling that knocked out all sense something that really happened?—Ursula was fond of Roger. She felt safe with him. Under the Russian occupation, the Americans were like saviors, and this was enough for her. She was weary of running, weary of the struggle. Months, going on years, of no heat, of no electricity, of little food. Any chance to move beyond post-war life in Berlin would have been welcome, and Roger’s proposal was better still.


As she drifted to sleep, she recalled an afternoon alongside Roger on the crumbled streets of Berlin, clinging to his description of Minnesota’s lakes, all ten thousand of them. Where he lived in Minneapolis, people could walk around pools left over from ancient, melted icebergs. The rounded bodies of water were linked together like the blankets she knitted, the yarn tracing well-worn footpaths—winding, looping, and intersecting.


He had described the pavilion with a café near his home. The boat club. The golf course, although Roger wasn’t much of a golfer. “I could never quite get the swing right,” he had said.


Instead of golf, Roger fished from a small boat he rented with his brother. “Pete always caught the biggest fish,” he recalled, but that didn’t bother him. “I wouldn’t eat the fish out of Lake Harriet anyway. Too many boats and people.”


Ursula would have eaten the fish. How could he refuse food? After years of rations, fish from any lake would be a feast.


As he’d told her these stories, she could not help but picture Berlin’s green parks and lakes before they were destroyed. She had loved the lush green foliage, the chirps of finches and robins, and the way the sun dropped glittering diamonds across the water. Now Berlin was gray—the people, streets, and even the birdsong from the ragged trees was muted. Minnesota, as Roger described it, struck Ursula as quaint. She liked the way the name sounded when Roger said it, his American accent flat, but with a strange lilt. She would later learn because of that accent, Minnesotans were often confused with Canadians. But on that day in Berlin, to her, it was the sound of all America. Safe. Optimistic.


Roger had described his family—his widowed mother, brother, and aunt—as close-knit, and as the plane wobbled in the sky, she imagined being tucked comfortably into their fold. But guilt jolted her like turbulence. If her father had been at the airport to send her off, he would have begged her to stay. He would have told her she would be happier in Germany. And she might have listened to him, but her father hadn’t been there and she was finished with everyone telling her what to think and do. Her mother, the Third Reich, and the Russians who had now taken control of the sector where her family lived. She could not endure one more minute of the oppressive, adamant voices.


A week before her departure, Ursula had found a tattered suitcase discarded in an alley and discovered a few skeins of yarn tucked inside. She thought this was a good sign, a chance to create something new. She had stuffed most of the yarn into the suitcase carrying her worn dresses, a nightgown, and a handful of photographs—one of her and Roger, her parents and one of her Aunt Kaethe. She’d rolled one skein into a neat ball and tucked it into the bag she was taking on the plane. Now, she reached for the knitting tools to distract from her troubling thoughts. As she moved her fingers over the stiff blue wool, fatigue overcame her and she fell asleep, not waking until the pilot announced their landing in New York.


At the airport, Ursula lingered for hours on a hard wooden bench in a waiting area while the American officials reviewed her papers. She calmed her nerves by reviewing a mental checklist, assuring herself all her papers were in order. She and Roger had made sure of it. As her mind ticked through the paperwork, it stopped on the Health Clearance Form. This form worried her the most, as it recounted the details of her recent hospital stay. In the end, it turned out to be just a terrible fever, nothing more. Still, it took a bottle of whiskey smuggled off the American base and a sympathetic doctor checking her exit paperwork to assure that the illness was overlooked.


“Ma’am?” A flat-nosed customs official gestured her forward and she stiffened, fearing the worst. Instead, she was approved for entry with a swift, decisive stamp. Her relief made her want to dance, to spin around with arms spread and toes tapping the ground. Instead, the doors swung open with the firm press of her hand and coughed her into a loud and hectic terminal. She was overwhelmed by the melee of suitcases, the click of heels on the hard, dark floor, and spring coats fluttering behind rushed travelers. Then she noticed carnations in women’s buttonholes and froze. Her mother loved carnations. Ursula stared at a woman nearby.


“It’s Mother’s Day,” the woman said, noting her gaze and smiling. She detached the faint yellow bloom from her coat and reached toward Ursula. “Here. Have mine.”


She was self-conscious about her clothes—darkened with wear and punctuated by patched holes—but she was too worn out to say no. The composed American woman stuck the carnation through the buttonhole in Ursula’s scratchy coat. She hoped the sick on her breath was not obvious. Then the woman stepped back and smiled.


“Happy Mother’s Day!”


Ursula’s eyes grew warm and unbidden tears welled and cascaded down her face. She had not returned to Zossen to say goodbye to her mother. She had manufactured excuses for not going. The journey from Berlin to their home in the south suburbs was difficult because the train service had only been partially restored. The nearest stop was fifteen miles away and the trek from it to the house could be dangerous. Her shoulders tightened with the memory of close encounters with Russian soldiers who roamed the streets leering at German girls and women. There were constant rumors of rape. But she could have made one more visit, one more chance to explain how America offered her the promise of a new beginning, one without Nazis and Russian occupiers.


She gently cupped her palm around the flower and let out a deep sigh. As she followed the stream of people in the airport terminal, she was strangely aware of the flower adorning her coat. Its delicate scent wafted around her head, soothed her, and masked the hours of travel and sick layered on like the rubble of war. Finally, after she struggled with her English to ask others for help, she found the departures board and saw her flight to Minneapolis. A new life awaited her.


Ursula’s hand grazed the outside of the airplane as she stepped outside. The cool night air whispered on her face and she descended the stairs toward the Minneapolis airport terminal. According to the large clock just inside the terminal door, it was 2:05 a.m. She shuffled by passengers being greeted with shouts of welcome and warm hugs. Roger wasn’t standing among the small group of people near the door. Worry ran through her. She looked up and down the long rectangular concourse. Roger has to be here.


Then, on a bench a few long strides away, he came into focus: his curled hair, broad shoulders, and the easy but confident way he rested in his body. Roger’s eyes were closed, his head tilted forward in slumber. She shouted his name and ran toward him.


He jolted upright. “My goodness, Ursula! You’re here. You made it,” Roger said, startled awake.


“I looked at those people standing over there, and you . . .” she said while pointing a trembling finger toward the dispersing group as she collapsed on the bench next to Roger. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and the fear unwound.


“You’re really here,” Roger said. He turned his head, taking in her every feature. “Gosh, it’s so good to see you! I’m sorry I fell asleep. When I arrived at midnight, they said something about a delay. I thought about going home, but was afraid to not be here when you landed. So I sat down and must have drifted off.”


“I have missed you. I have missed you. You don’t know how much.” She could not believe her fortune after all she had been through. A smile erupted on Ursula’s face, but she started to weep. The stress of the journey unleashed.


“How was your first time on an airplane?” Roger pressed his back against the bench, but kept his arm around Ursula.


“The ocean crossing was, do you say mountainous? The plane went up and down.” She made her hand into an airplane, then continued: “I tried to be a polite girl, but my stomach . . .”


“There was a rumor going around on base once that a general ruined his uniform on a flight over from the States,” Roger mimicked the officer being sick, “Now, that is something to be embarrassed about.”


“Poor man,” she said but appreciated Roger’s attempt to put her at ease.


“Oh, I bet he’s fine. Besides, dear, you’re tired. Let’s get you home.” Roger looked at his watch. Before they stood up, he brushed his fingers against the carnation in Ursula’s lapel. “What’s this? I can’t imagine you brought this from Berlin.”


“Mother’s Day. It was Mother’s Day when I landed,” she said, too exhausted to explain the experience in the New York airport.


“That’s right. I brought my mother flowers earlier today,” Roger said, pleased with himself. Guilt strummed inside her. Even the most elaborate bouquet would not mend the fact Ursula had left her mother—her parents, her family—behind.


“Earlier today feels like a lifetime ago,” she said, her body weak from the lack of sleep and the rough crossing over the Atlantic. But even with the fresh memory of turbulence and vomit, she had an urge to turn around, step back onto the airplane, and return home. To make things right with her mother.


“The car is parked nearby. We don’t have far to walk,” Roger said.


Ursula pressed herself against Roger’s side. She could not let go now that they were together again. Her hand reflexively felt for the carnation, but it was gone. She looked over her shoulder and saw the flower on the hard floor.












Chapter 2






Over the course of her first week in Minneapolis, Ursula could not sleep through the night. Nightly air raids had left their mark, and even now the most innocuous of sounds startled her—a barking dog or a gust of wind in the trees. In the dull midnight silence, she flipped onto her right side to face Roger, sleeping deeply beside her. She watched his chest rise and fall as she thought about this home she hoped would eventually feel like her own.


She was getting to know the inside of the little white stucco house on Colfax Avenue in Minneapolis’s McKinley neighborhood. It was a hand-me-down from Roger’s brother Pete who had moved with his wife, Sally, and their two kids to the suburbs. They were looking for a better life, Roger had said. A bigger house, an expansive yard. Modern appliances. Pete and Sally had left behind odds and ends: old furniture, an assortment of kitchen tools, curtains in the bedrooms. She felt like she was occupying someone else’s home, and it was normal to her. In the final months of the war, before the Allies rolled in, she had shared beds between her shifts in G-Tower and later, once the Germans surrendered, slept on cots in abandoned basements and stayed with friends if their houses were still standing.


Ursula detailed the contents of her new home as if counting sheep. The small living room contained a sofa so worn she raised her eyebrows at it, as if it was an affront to the American Dream. This was not the sparkling new America she expected. Before her arrival, she spent hours imagining grand homes filled with elegant furnishings and pantries bursting with food. When Roger gave her the short tour of the house, he seemed suddenly aware of its sparseness, aware she might be disappointed. Ursula did not think he had overstated his life, but she was surprised by its modesty after all she had heard from American soldiers of abundance and luxury.


She flipped over to her left side but it was no use. Giving up on sleep, she got out of bed and went to the kitchen. On her way, a brush against her calves startled her.


“Dummer Hund!” Ursula had roused Roger’s large dachshund, Victory. She thought this creature was a silly, yet endearing, attempt on his part to make her feel more at home. “Sleep. You sleep,” she said in English as she motioned for the dog to leave, but pleading eyes bored into her so she found a morsel of leftover dinner in the refrigerator and threw it to Victory. “Now go. You will wake Roger,” she said in German. Victory gulped down the nugget, then slumped to the floor and closed his eyes.


At the counter, Ursula turned the knob with a gentle spin bringing the small radio to life. But all she found was static. It was too late for programming. Annoyed, she switched it off, then settled at the kitchen table and pulled a blanket over her shoulders. The stationery and pen she’d gotten out earlier were still on the surface and she, again, attempted to begin a letter to her mother. Liebe Mutter, she wrote.


Ursula had become a quick typist as a secretary to the quartermaster in G-Tower and now preferred working her thoughts out on a typewriter. Unfortunately, Roger did not own one. For perhaps the fifth time, her hand circled over the blank sheet of paper, her fingers wishing for round keys. The pen fell out of her hand, clattering on the table and breaking the silence. She yearned for the Allied broadcasts she had listened to in secret while wordlessly cheering for Germany’s imminent defeat. She wanted night-owl voices to reassure her, to let her know she was not alone. She thought of the time a few weeks before when she had sat across from her mother at a similar table in Germany. She had hoped to change her mother’s mind, to convince her to see a chance in a new American home to lead a better life, one that would be impossible in Germany.


Her childhood home, her Elternhaus, was a modest, coral-colored two-story that had managed to endure through the worst of the air raids. Allied forces had dropped waves of bombs and missiles south of their town onto Hitler’s administration buildings and barracks. Through it all, their house—and the family—survived. But ever since she went to find work in Berlin, her strained relationship with her mother finally collapsed.


When Ursula had arrived at her mother’s doorstep, she hoped ersatz, substitute coffee she had bought at the Geschaft, the black market, would ease their conversation. She knew it did not have the power to soften the news she had to deliver. On the battered, half-functioning train from Berlin to Zossen, she had repeated the news in her head. I’m leaving soon for America. I have an opportunity to go to America. The words’ rhythms had distracted her from faces uneasy with hunger and soldiers’ unwanted glances. It had seemed straightforward when she practiced the announcement in her head, but standing on the stoop of the coral-colored house, her nerves wound up like an accelerating train.


As she entered her Elternhaus, its familiar scent enveloped her: lavender, potato peel, and the persistent smokiness emanated from the fireplace. She could sense it even now in this Minneapolis kitchen thousands of miles away. Ursula’s mother was waiting inside the doorway, and they had embraced. Then, when Ursula pulled away, she noticed her mother had lost more weight. There was never enough to eat.


“I’m leaving. My papers arrived,” Ursula had said, blurting the words before they froze in her mouth. Her rehearsed announcement sounded stark and even cruel when finally released.


“With that man?” Her mother had glared and shot a stiff breath through her nostrils.


“His name is Roger. Yes, with him.” Ursula’s voice had been unsteady.


As they continued talking, she had searched for a gesture of understanding but found none in her mother’s placid face. Those soft features, deceivingly warm, could quickly flip from understanding and comforting, to unyielding. Unforgiving. There was strength in her mother that she found difficult to match, but they shared the same rich, chocolate-colored eyes, the same delicate hands. Red hair the color of geraniums billowed around Ursula’s face, the color flattened by age on her mother’s head. Ursula was taller than her mother by a few centimeters and possessed a youthful shape. She had her father’s chin, rounded with determination.


She had wanted to explain everything to her father as he was often more sympathetic than her mother. She wanted to tell him about German women marrying American soldiers and departing for better lives. But he had been arrested by the Russians more than a year ago for speaking out against the communist regime. Her father’s opinions had gotten him in trouble before. She admired his forthrightness—a characteristic that had made him an excellent journalist before he was fired for refusing to join the Partei. And now, in the midst of all their postwar uncertainty, he was imprisoned and no one seemed to know when he would be released.


“Men are different when they are at war,” her mother had said of Roger, though she had never met him. “He could be another man in America, someone you won’t recognize.”


“The war is over. We have to make new lives now,” Ursula replied, but her mother’s suggestion about Roger made her uneasy.


“You can make your life here with your family.” Her mother spread her arms, as if the whole family were at the table. Ursula pictured her father across from her in the empty, rickety seat and held down a sob.


Her heart clenched at the thought of her mother alone in the house, understanding the loneliness she had endured since her father had been taken. Aunt Kaethe planned to return soon from Berlin, and her mother had friends in the village. And she planned to visit as often as she could, what with the prosperity she would find in America. But still, she hated to think of her mother’s solitude.


“I’ve been waiting my whole life for the war to be over. Now that it is, I don’t want to wait anymore.” Her throat had twitched with a frustrated sob. She had already lived many lives at twenty-two years old. Why couldn’t her mother understand that she needed a new start?


“Waited your whole life? For what? You are a young woman! Your whole life is ahead of you.” She shook her head. “The impatience of youth.”


“But what will my future be if I stay? Berlin is destroyed. The Allies are running Germany, and to what end? The Russians will want to make us all communists, and yet here we sit drinking acorn coffee.” Ursula took her cup to the open window and thrust the weak swill into the lifeless garden, the pathetic drink another reminder of Germany’s bleak future.


“I don’t know what the future holds, but I do know that you will be alone if you go to America,” her mother had said and crossed her arms. “You need to think about this decision, Ursula. You may never return to Germany.”


“I’ll be with Roger!” Ursula had said to the open window, feeling her mother’s stony eyes on her back.


“He is not family.”


“There’s nothing here.” She motioned outside for her mother to understand.


“We’re here.” Her mother slammed her hand on the table.


Ursula turned from the window and watched as her crestfallen mother rose from the wooden chair. Without a word, she had kissed her daughter on the forehead and went upstairs. She thought about running after her, but instead glanced around the sparse and tidy home. She listened for a moment for noise from upstairs, but the house was silent. She looked around again. What could she take, if anything, that would remind her of this place? She thought of the small box hidden in the kitchen where her mother had kept keepsakes safe during the war. Ursula knelt in front of the cupboard, pushed aside the fabric curtain. At first, she saw nothing, then she groped around the edges of the shelf. The box was there, tucked high in the back. She pulled it free and opened it up. Inside was her mother’s necklace with the delicate silver carnation pendant. Ursula took it out of the box, and placed it around her neck. She would return it on her first visit home.


“Auf Wiedersehen,” she said, as she closed the door of the coral home behind her.


Now, in her Minneapolis kitchen, Ursula wished she could go back in time. Back to her Elternhaus, where she could hug her mother and feel the rise and fall of her chest against her own.


“I heard paper rustling. You can’t sleep again?” Roger rubbed his eyes, then patted Victory on the head, “I see you have a late-night companion.”


“You gave me a fright,” she said as she came out of her trance. The overhead light made the room glow yellow. Roger opened the refrigerator, poured two glasses of milk, and sat down next to her. She took a sip of the thick white liquid. Roger gulped his glass in one take.


“Americans like milk. I learned that from the moving pictures,” Ursula said as she recalled the Nazi reeducation films she saw in Berlin during the American occupation. Then she thought about the cow that had wandered into their town. They slaughtered it for meat. Keeping it for milk would have been frivolous, and besides, someone else would have killed it and taken it for themselves.


“How do you think the American boys got so strong?” Roger said, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. Ursula passed her glass to him, and he gulped it down, too.


“You won the war with milk? Not guns and tanks?” She pulled the blanket over her shoulders, the pinks, and greens and yellows a mixed-up rainbow. The night before she had finished knitting it when she couldn’t sleep, and was glad for the comfort it provided.


“Well, the guns and tanks helped, too,” Roger said. “But enough war talk tonight. I’m going back to bed. I have a lot of work tomorrow.” Roger yawned and set the empty glasses next to the sink. The cotton pajamas he wore looked new, white, and crisp. With her index finger, Ursula traced the hole in the seam of her nightgown, ashamed.


“Roger, I can’t believe I’m here.” The fog that had followed her since the plane had landed in New York had started to clear. She was more present in this room. In this new life. In America.


Roger paused in the doorway and said, “Yes, gnädiges Fräulein, dear young lady, it’s like a dream. Except this dream came true.”


She adored Roger for learning a few German phrases, but tonight the term of endearment made her cry.


“What is it?”


“When I told my mother my papers arrived she was furious. She wanted me to stay home, in Germany. What is worse is . . . I did not go back to say goodbye.” She pressed a corner of the blanket to her face. She squeezed her eyes closed, trying to see her mother, but couldn’t conjure her image. The outline of her hair would appear, her face colored in—the eyes coming into focus, then flit away like a butterfly caught in a breeze.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” Roger returned to the kitchen and leaned against the counter. His face blossomed with concern. Victory followed and sat on top of his feet.


“You went through a lot of trouble to bring me here, and you did not need more trouble.” Ursula pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders.


“But I could have helped,” Roger said. “I could have talked to your mom, told her you would have a good life here with me.” He wiggled his feet free from Victory’s underside. “You silly mutt.”


“My mother does not speak English and your German is terrible.”


Roger pretended to be offended, the skin on his nose scrunched together. “You could have translated for me. Your English is getting better every day.”


“It would have been useless. My mother does not understand.” She took a deep breath. She knew it was more than an issue of translation. Her mother could not understand why she wanted to leave home and family behind. But once Ursula had met Roger and glimpsed another life, she saw no other option. She could escape her war-torn childhood. She could leave the post-war bleakness of Berlin.


Roger shook his head as he stared at the empty glasses on the counter. He lifted one and traced its rim as if he was about to say something, but Ursula cut through the silence before he could respond.


“Promise when life is better in Germany, and we have money, we go to visit.” She wanted to prove her mother wrong, to show her she could go back if she wanted to. She stood up, shooed Victory away and pressed her check against his chest. She needed to be near him, to feel his warmth.


“I promise,” Roger said. We’ll go together, as a family.”


Ursula stepped back and squeezed his hands as if sealing the promise. The tears had dried to her face and felt crackly on her skin. First thing in the morning she would write to her mother to tell her the good news.


Spring sun made the simple white curtain almost transparent. Ursula was still in bed, unable to shake her dream about meeting Roger’s mother. In the dream, Roger’s mother told her to go back to Germany to be with the rest of the Nazis. Now, awake, her stomach churned with worry. How would she convince Roger’s mother of her commitment to democracy?


“I won’t be home for lunch,” Roger said from the doorway. “And please don’t forget to take Victory outside to do his business while I’m gone.” He took a few steps forward and handed a cup of coffee to Ursula, who sat up and grasped it in her hands.


“I am sorry I forgot yesterday. I never, um, a dog in the house,” she said, struggling to make Roger understand dogs were not permitted in her childhood home.


“I think poor Victory has already forgiven you,” Roger said and motioned to the side of the bed where the dog pawed playfully at the coverlet.


“I have something to ask you.”


“Of course, what is it?”


“I have thought about this, and . . .”


“What is it, Ursula?”


“You will not believe me when I ask.”


“It can’t be anything terrible, after everything we have already been through.”


“Does your mother want to meet me? I have a sense that something is wrong.” She wanted his family’s approval. She needed it. Without knowing she was welcome, she feared being returned to Germany, a failed war bride.


“Don’t worry about my mother,” Roger said as he ran his hand through his unruly brown curls. This was a nervous twitch Ursula had first noticed in Germany. The closer they came to finalizing the necessary paperwork, the more often his fingers tossed his curls. At one point, she worried he would be bald before everything was properly settled.


“When we were in Germany, you said how close you are with your family. I thought your mother might come to welcome . . . to say hello,” she said, proud of how clearly she put her thoughts forward in English.


“Don’t you worry about my mother. She can be a nervous woman. She worries about me just like your mother worries about you.” Roger looked at his watch. “I really need to go now, but on Sunday we’ll go to Mass at St. Thomas, and then to her house for lunch. I’ll let her know today.”


“Please tell her not to worry.”


“I will, but I’m afraid it won’t do much good. Besides, I wanted you to rest, not be concerned with making an impression on her. You were exhausted when I found you at the airport.”


“I actually found you at the airport,” Ursula said, remembering his dozing chin with a smile.


“Either way, I just meant that I want you to be rested.” Roger said and sat down on the end of the bed. Ursula scooted across the covers to be next to him. His features were softer without the frame of his military uniform.


“Well, I’m rested.” She pulled her eyes open with her thumbs and index fingers.


Roger laughed, then said, “That’s my funny girl.” But his shoulders slumped forward as if he bore an invisible weight. “My mom is a difficult woman.”


“So is mine.” She thought about her mother’s hand slamming the table the day she shared the news about America.


“You’ll see for yourself on Sunday,” Roger said, giving her a quick kiss on the forehead. “But now, I really must go.” Roger stood up and hurried out of the room. She heard the door close and the engine buzz as the truck backed down the driveway.


“Yooooo.” Victory’s snout shot to the ceiling.


“You are hungry?” Ursula leaned toward the shorthaired dog, his tail wagging. “First, I will take you outside. No mess in my house.”


She pulled a house dress over her head, gathered her hair in a knot at her neck and padded to the bathroom to splash water over her face. Victory’s pawing turned to an insistent bark. She found the dog’s leash on the back of a chair, attached it to his collar, and went to the front door. But before she could turn the knob, a knock made her jump. She hesitated, but cracked it open.


“Hello dear, I am your neighbor, Mrs. Ohlin. I thought I would bring you something to eat.” A small and solid woman with short blond hair thrust a foil-covered dish away from her chest. “I am sure your arrival has been quite eventful. Can’t imagine you’d be cooking much.”


Victory’s tail wagged. He seemed to recognize this neighbor.


“Hello,” Ursula said, “yes, I . . . the dog.” She motioned for Mrs. Ohlin to step back and Victory rushed to the yard to release his bladder, pulling her forward off the front step.


“He’s small but strong, that dog,” Mrs. Ohlin said, trailing behind Ursula. “I don’t know what Roger was thinking when he brought that mutt home. It caused quite the stir in the neighborhood.” Mrs. Ohlin’s face was full of disapproval.


“Hmmm?” Ursula only understood a portion of what the woman had said.


“Dear, that dog, well, do I really need to explain?”


She shook her head even though she could not make sense of the conversation.


“Sorry, I almost forgot. This is my son Henry,” Mrs. Ohlin said as a small boy appeared from behind his mother’s legs. “He wanted to say hello too.”


“Hello Missus.” Henry’s voice was quiet, muffled by the fabric of Mrs. Ohlin’s dress.


“Good boy,” Mrs. Ohlin patted Henry’s head.


“Hello Henry,” Ursula said, then turned back to Mrs. Ohlin. “You wanted to tell me something about Victory?”


“Oh, it was nothing dear.”


“Thank you for saying hello.”


“It’s what neighbors do.”


“During the war,” Ursula said, then stopped herself. No one wanted to talk about the war. They especially wouldn’t want to talk about it with her, a German.


“During the war?” Mrs. Ohlin repeated, then peered at Ursula. “I didn’t think you’d want to talk about such things. I was just saying to another neighbor that I wouldn’t expect you to bring it up, but now that you have . . .” She gestured toward the side of her house next door, where Ursula could see a swath of dirt surrounded by railroad ties. Small bits of green were beginning to sprout. “I gardened during the war,” she continued. “Watched the seedlings grow into plants and weeded out pesky creeping Charlie and those dandelions, they certainly caused a headache. I grew plenty of vegetables for my casseroles so I didn’t need to use up what others might need. We called them victory gardens, like your dog.” She stared again at Ursula, even closer this time. “It was my small fight against the Nazis, you see. But not you dear, not you. I know you’re not one of them. They wouldn’t have let you in if you were, right?”


“Ja,” she said and nodded, dismayed. Does she think I was part of the Partei? Ursula tried to respond. Her head struggled for the proper English, then her tongue worked to form those words into sounds. But nothing came out.


“Once the vegetables come up later this summer, I’ll keep some aside for you. Just wait until you taste the sweet corn! You’ll be an American in no time,” she said.


“Ja,” she said again. The idea of eating corn from a garden perplexed Ursula. Corn was for animals.


“In any event, I made you this chicken and vegetable casserole. I hope you like it,” Mrs. Ohlin said, finally placing the dish in Ursula’s arms. “Just put it in the oven for thirty minutes.”


As if Victory understood the word dinner, he scampered back into the house. She tried to refocus on Mrs. Ohlin, tried again to put English words together into sentences. Her neighbor eyed her with concern.


“You seem tired, dear. We’ll let you be,” Mrs. Ohlin said with a smile Ursula recognized as Minnesota Nice. Henry fidgeted next to his mother then darted off the stoop. But before running to his own house, he lifted his right arm toward Ursula and his voice was no longer hidden behind his mother’s skirt. “Heil Hitler!”


Mrs. Ohlin yelled as her son scampered off. “Get back here, son. That is uncalled for. How dare you say that!”


Ursula’s breath caught in her throat. How have American children been taught this hateful gesture? She gave Mrs. Ohlin a quick nod, then closed the door and sat on the sofa clutching the dish, trying to catch her breath.


She remembered the first time she was forced to perform the Hitler salute, Hitlergruss. It was a few months before her ninth birthday, and she was about to start a new school year. She’d spent the summer reading the Grimms’ Fairy Tales and writing her own versions of them. Maybe she could share them with her new teacher. On that day, her father arrived home with a bloody nose. Had he fallen, Ursula asked? No, he explained, he had failed to salute a group of Storm Troopers marching through their town and had to pay for his disobedience.


“From now on, we salute,” her father had said as he pressed a handkerchief against his face. She didn’t understand fully, but she didn’t want to get a bloody nose like her father. The next week at school, everyone was saluting everyone else. That was the year everything permanently shifted beneath them; the year Germany slid closer to war.


Ursula walked to the kitchen, set the casserole in the icebox, and tried to erase the memory of her father’s bloody nose and the lifted arms of her fourth-grade classmates. Then she found the can of dog food and gave Victory his breakfast.


A knock on the door later that evening revealed Mrs. Ohlin and her apologetic son.


* *


Sleepless nights, and the odd visit from Mrs. Ohlin, stirred up more distressing childhood memories. If she sat still for too long her mind returned to Germany. So, with uninterrupted hours in front of her she further explored the contents of her new hand-me-down home. A modest living room occupied the front of the house, with windows overlooking the tree-lined street. A wood-paneled dining room separated the living room from the kitchen, with enough room for a table for four, maybe even six. Roger mentioned a dining set he was hoping to bring home, pieces someone had never picked up from the shop. He just needed to fix a wobbly chair. At the back of the house was the kitchen with white metal cabinets, scratched Formica counters, and a white ceramic sink below the window framing a view to the backyard. Ursula turned the faucet on and off, on and off, and thought of her mother’s kitchen, how it had a view of their garden filled with flowers and a handful of vegetable plants. Here on Colfax Street, the view was of a scruffy patch of grass and the garage with its peeling paint.


On the opposite side of the house, a hallway led to two similar-sized bedrooms and the delightfully cheerful pink-tiled bathroom. Flowered wallpaper clung to the walls in the back bedroom, with corners peeled away that would need to be tamed with glue. Roger had chosen this room for them—“more privacy at the back of the house,” he explained. The bedroom at the front had been converted into a nursey by Roger’s sister-in-law Sally, its sunflower yellow walls were now the only hint it had once belonged to a baby.


A narrow and steep staircase led to the attic, where Ursula found tinsel, a few broken Christmas tree ornaments, and Happy New Year 1946 hats spilling from a box. She set one on her head and swayed her hips as if she had been at the party, but the dust induced a coughing fit and she gave up her imaginary fun. In the basement she found canning jars and lids, and she pressed her fingers against the convex Ball name in the glass. Nearby, the smell of earth sat in the air next to a few garden tools and a shovel—the promise of a garden.


Ursula froze when she found a stroller and bassinette tucked away in a corner. Her eyes traced the objects, both in good condition. Had her sister-in-law Sally left them behind on purpose? If she had, Ursula thought she should be grateful for them. Prices had gone up since the war ended. They would need to keep saving to afford everything for a baby, to fill up that yellow room with furniture. She covered the bassinette and stroller with an old sheet. For now, their emptiness brought to mind all the things she longed to be doing, but could not. Not yet.


On Sunday morning, the countdown to the day she would meet her mother-in-law was over. Ursula pulled four dresses and two skirt-suits out of the closet and laid them on the bed to decide which one would make her seem like a potential American. It was pointless. Everything she owned—which had filled only one suitcase and now barely made a dent in the closet and dresser—looked old. Looked European. Looked German. Could any of it be suitable for a meeting with Roger’s mother?


Once she chose the light blue skirt and jacket with a white blouse that gathered around her neck in a bow, though, Ursula examined herself in the mirror on the front of the closet door and was pleased by what she saw. There she was, a woman who had made the best decision she could and given the circumstances, taken a chance on a kind and generous man. Unfortunately, despite her confidence, underarm sweat was already dampening the fabric of her blouse. She took off the jacket and folded it over her arm. She could not afford to soil it knowing she would need to cover her shoulders once inside the church.


“You look beautiful,” Roger said as he peered in the bedroom. He was dressed in his Sunday suit: a modest brown coat and slacks paired with a white shirt and tie.


“I think the blue is nice, better than my black dress,” she said, placing her handbag under her arm to see how it looked. The metal clasp dug into her skin.


“The blue is perfect,” Roger said. He walked to Ursula and tried to put his hands on her hips, but she stepped back.


“What if she thinks . . .” She readjusted her handbag under her arm, then remembered the sweat and lowered the bag, “. . . I was part of the Partei?”


“Where did you get that idea?” Roger laughed.


“From Mrs. Ohlin when she told me about the dog . . .” Ursula rubbed the fabric of her coat with her fingers to calm her nerves. She shouldn’t have mentioned the neighbor. They could deal with her another day. Today she needed to concentrate on making the best impression she could on Roger’s mother. But Roger was still looking at her with a quizzical expression and Ursula thought again about Mrs. Ohlin’s visit.


“The dog?”


“She said, umm, how do you say this? Something about neighbors did not like the dog?”


“He does bark when he’s outside, I suppose that’s a nuisance—” Roger stopped and his forehead creased with understanding. “My god, if they can’t understand by now that a dachshund isn’t a symbol of the Nazis then we’ll never build peace!”


“Oh,” Ursula said. She was embarrassed, but now Mrs. Ohlin’s comment made sense.


Roger slapped his hand against his thigh. “How absurd, how absolutely absurd.”


“Perhaps we call him Vic.” Ursula shrugged.


“Why?” Roger moved his hands through his curls.


“If the dog reminds our neighbors of the war, and his name is Victory, will they think you wanted Germany to win?”


“That is convoluted. Convoluted! If my neighbors are that dumb . . .” Roger’s face flushed, but Ursula did not know if from embarrassment or anger.


“We don’t need to waste any more breath on Mrs. Ohlin,” Roger said. “Let’s go, I want to get to church before mass starts. They don’t like it when you’re late.” He thudded out of the room. She heard him open the front door and step outside. She paused to wipe the damp from under her arms with a handkerchief, said “bis später, see you later” to Vic, and hurried out to join her husband.


When they arrived at St. Thomas Catholic Church, Ursula gripped her blue coat firmly in her hands. She had wanted the tree-filled walk through their pleasant neighborhood to ease her mind, but she was still nervous and upset. How could a little dog cause so much trouble in the neighborhood?


She pulled on her jacket as they passed through a vestibule of the rectangular stone building as Roger guided her in the side door leading to the front pews.


“Mother insists on sitting at the front because she likes to see the altar without the backs of heads getting in her way,” Roger whispered.


Before she slid into the pew next to Mrs. Gorski, she paused to will her new mother-in-law to look up, to express some form of welcome. Mrs. Gorski was kneeling, a black-beaded rosary dangling from her hands and a cloud of grey hair obscuring her bowed head. A silver cross adorned with a tiny figurine of Jesus swayed at the bottom of the beaded loop and banged against the pew. Ursula felt the eyes of other worshippers examining her as, shoulders hunched, she followed Roger into the pew to claim their spots. Once seated, she leaned forward to see past Roger to Mrs. Gorski. Her rose-colored lips were still moving in prayer, the beads slipping slowly through her fingers.


Mass began just as Mrs. Gorski made the sign of the cross and the beads disappeared into a small purse. The congregation stood. Ursula reached for Roger’s hand and squeezed. He squeezed back.


The priest processed up the long aisle to the sound of the organ. From the altar, he called everyone to prayer. The Latin words reminded her of home, and she was relieved to find she could follow along without feeling out of place. Her lips moved in unison with the other parishioners but her mind focused on Mrs. Gorski. Annoyed with herself, she wondered how she managed to be tough in Berlin but found the same toughness difficult to summon now. Why was she so nervous about meeting Roger’s mother? Why hadn’t she insisted on an earlier get-together? She questioned her ability to navigate the new circumstances, people, and relationships.


At the end of mass, a bubble of voices echoed against the stone walls. She watched Roger as he kissed his mother’s cheek and said, “Mom, I want you to meet—”


But before Roger could finish, Mrs. Gorski pivoted, striking up a genial conversation with the couple seated behind them, ignoring Roger. Had Mrs. Gorski even noticed her?


Roger touched his mother’s shoulder and whispered something to her, then said to Ursula: “Let’s go to my mother’s. My aunt will be there. I think you’ll like her.”


“Is everything all right?”


“Let’s go.” Roger pushed past Ursula, stumbling over the kneeler she had left down. To keep up with him, she flipped the kneeler upward, and hurried outside where the sun forced her to squint. Where had he gone? Her eyes adjusted. In front of her, Roger paced around a newer Ford, pretending to admire it. Ursula knew he only liked trucks. She hastened to his side.


“Shouldn’t we wait for your mother?”


“No, she’s catching up with some friends. She’ll meet us at home.”


She reached for Roger’s hand but he pulled it away, then brought it back again, tethering his fingers around hers. More people streamed from the side door. Ursula was still confused and wanted to go back into the church and meet Mrs. Gorski properly. But she also did not want to cause a scene so she followed Roger as he began to stride down the sidewalk.


What had happened in the church? Did Roger’s mother just want to chat with friends or was she purposefully avoiding meeting the war bride her son had brought home? She resolved to clear up any potential concerns Mrs. Gorski could have. If it was about her being from Germany, she could explain that. If it was about marrying Roger, she could explain that, too. She wished for her own mother’s strength in the conversation to come.


Roger’s mother’s home sat a block off the wide and green Victory Memorial Drive. To Ursula, it looked like the other homes in the neighborhood: white, stucco, one-story with an attic. A narrow concrete pathway led them to the back door. It was unlocked. Roger poked his head inside and called for his aunt Rose, but there was no answer.


“She must still be at church,” Roger said, fingers now curled in his belt loops.


“Church?” She was confused, wondering why she wouldn’t have seen Rose at St. Thomas.


“Oh, Aunt Rose attends the Lutheran church—my uncle is Lutheran.”


“Oh, I see.”


“Have a seat in the living room. Would you like anything?”


“Water?”


“Sure,” Roger said. He seemed at ease in the house like it was his own.


She walked into the living room and stopped. One wall was covered in photos of a close and happy family. “It’s so wonderful to see you all together.”


“Mother is proud of us; she’s been adding photos of us to this wall for many years.” Roger handed Ursula a glass, then left her at the wall of photos, saying he wanted to find the Sunday paper.


She took a sip of the water. Her mouth was dry from nerves. If she could not change her own mother’s mind, then how could she convince Mrs. Gorski of anything at all, much less that she wasn’t a Nazi and was becoming a good wife to Roger?


Ursula heard a ruffle of paper, the back door slamming, then two voices.


“When you said you were bringing her to meet me, I thought you meant you would be stopping by the house,” Mrs. Gorski said. Her voice shot through the thin walls.


“When I see you on Sundays, I always come to Mass first. Please keep your voice down, Ursula is in the other room,” Roger said. Their voices hushed, and she could no longer distinguish words. She paced the living room, leaving a dark path in the midnight-blue wool carpet. The water sloshed in the glass. The resentment she had imagined emanating from Mrs. Gorski at the church was real. It was now rattling from behind the kitchen door. Ursula had the sudden sensation of planes overhead. Then they were in her body, rumbling just beneath her skin. The air raid siren was in her ears now, then it all fell to silence.


“Ursula,” Roger said. His voice broke through and Ursula returned to her senses. To Mrs. Gorski’s living room. Water pooled at her feet on the floor. She had dropped the glass.


“I am sorry, sorry, sorry,” Ursula said. She stooped down but had nothing to tidy the mess. Roger threw a handkerchief over the spot and pressed his foot into the floor. How foolish she had been.


“You must be Ursula,” Mrs. Gorski said. The irritation on Mrs. Gorski’s face was unmistakable, but something else lingered in her eyes.


She forced an eager smile and clasped her sweaty hands in front of her. “It is so nice to meet you.” She stumbled over the English words.


I’m not taking Roger away, Ursula wanted to say, but there was too much weight in the room for a heartfelt conversation. As suddenly as she appeared, Mrs. Gorski disappeared to the kitchen.


“I hope I have not upset her,” Ursula said, lowering her voice. “I am sorry for spilling the water.”


Roger was still toeing the mark with his shoe. He finally lifted his head. “Mother is going to make lunch. I said you might be able to help.” His voice was sheepish and his eyes didn’t meet hers.


For a moment, her vision clouded and she again imagined threatening planes overhead. She felt stupid for imagining America as a perfect place, for believing Mrs. Gorski would welcome her as if she were family. She felt even more stupid for believing she’d married a man who wouldn’t hide behind his mother. But she couldn’t tell Roger, not here, in his mother’s living room.


“I can. I can help.” Ursula’s voice creaked from her throat and she threw her shoulders back and wiped her damp hands on her skirt. She knew how to keep her opinions to herself. Her life had depended on it during the war. The Gestapo were always listening, ready to throw any disobedient German onto a watch list or into prison.


Ursula pressed her hand against the swinging kitchen door. I will not freeze. I will not freeze. Then she watched as her two feet led her inside, the flowery linoleum softening the space. She followed the line Mrs. Gorski’s finger drew in the air to the sack of potatoes on the floor next to the sink.


“Wash, peel, and cut,” Mrs. Gorski said, then she returned to the living room, leaving Ursula alone in the kitchen. She exhaled. Another woman—another mother—telling her what to do. A mother she wanted to impress, just like she had wanted to impress her own mother. She had failed with her own mother, but perhaps she could do better this time. She reached for one of the dirt-covered vegetables. She didn’t dare ask for an apron and hoped she wouldn’t stain her Sunday clothes.


After a dozen potatoes were washed, the cold water on her hands an unexpected balm, Roger’s Aunt Rose came through the back door.


“My God, what are you doing washing dirty potatoes in that lovely outfit?”


Aunt Rose was smaller than Mrs. Gorski, slight in a way that made her seem delicate. She wore a pink skirt-suit set off by short boyish graying brown hair and a strand of white pearls around her neck. Rose found an apron and helped Ursula into it, then pulled a second apron over her own head and whispered, “You are ever so kind to help my sister, but don’t mind her. She’s a grump. I’m Roger’s Aunt Rose, if you hadn’t figured that out.”


“It is wonderful to meet you and thank you for your kindness,” Ursula said, as the corners of her lips turned up. Aunt Rose spoke clearly in a way she could follow. She was intrigued by this woman who was already so different from Mrs. Gorski.


“Roger told me all about you in his letters,” Rose said as she started peeling the washed potatoes. “I’m so happy he found someone so young and as vibrant as you seem after what happened.”


“Hmm?” Ursula stopped and looked at Rose.


“He didn’t tell you?”


“Tell me?”


Rose paused, the peeler in her hand hovering above the sink. “Oh gosh, well, Roger was seeing this girl for years, and after he was drafted, she left him for another man.”


“Were they engaged?” She picked up a potato and scrubbed it hard, afraid to hear the answer. She did not like learning so much intimate information about Roger from family members.


“No, Roger wanted to wait until the war was over. He was scared, like we all were, of the men not coming home,” Rose said, her voice heavy. “But then that woman broke it off before he was deployed.”


Ursula thought back to her early conversations with Roger. “When we met he said he was unlucky with women, but I thought he was telling a joke. The Americans liked to tell us jokes.” She now wondered how many of those jokes were truths. Roger had said he had courted other women, but none were serious enough for him to marry. Why did he not share this with me? A pain surged between her eyebrows above her nose. She dried her hands on her apron and rubbed her forehead with her thumbs.


“Well, this won’t make you feel better, but I think you should know,” Rose said, putting down her peeler and turning to face Ursula. “Roger’s mother loved that woman. Felicity, her name was. Mary talked about their wedding, about all the children they would have, about what a wonderful daughter-in-law she would be.”


“Oh gosh.” Ursula’s stomach flipped and she dug her fingernails into the potato in her hands.


“It’s water under the bridge now,” Rose said with a matter-of-fact nod. “Felicity is married off to someone else, and now you’re here. Roger is happy from what I can see, and that’s what matters.” She shook her head. “Honestly, I don’t know why my sister can’t let Roger go. Pete left the house to marry Sally and that wasn’t a problem. But ever since she lost Val—Mr. Gorski—Mary has held onto Roger. It’s making us all miserable!”


“Where I come from, we call men like that muttersöhnchen.”


“I’m afraid I don’t know what that means, dear.”


Ursula paused, unsure how to translate the word, then tried: “It means a mother who cares much about her son.”


“I see,” Rose said, the peels falling from the potato in her hands into the sink. “Roger cares about his mother too, I wouldn’t blame it all on Mary.”


“I notice he does not want to talk much about her.” Ursula wiped a stray hair away from her face with the back of her hand.


“I’m sure you love him despite his shortcomings,” Rose said. “God knows we’re not perfect, and if being overly concerned with his mother is Roger’s worst trait, then I think you’ll be all right, dear.” The older woman placed a gentle hand on Ursula’s shoulder.


She relaxed under her touch. She wanted to trust Rose.


“These are too many potatoes for lunch.” Ursula gazed into the sink, and Rose’s eyes followed. It was heaped full with their peeled work.


When they finally sat down to lunch, the potatoes were nowhere to be seen. All of the hard work for nothing.


Roger leaned in and said, “Mom hates peeling potatoes.”


Ursula felt duped, like she was left out of an open secret. She promised herself she wouldn’t become her mother-in-law’s minion. Next time she would stand her ground.
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