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Chapter 1


  
  
    Mary-Catherine
  

  I was milking the cows when the prisoners arrived. It was just after sunrise on a bright September morning, and I was still sleepy. Mama used to brew coffee every morning, and its rich aroma was my signal to roll out of bed, dress, and steal a few minutes with her before we set to our chores. But coffee had been rationed three months earlier, and the scent of morning was gone. Mama did manage to snag some Postum in town, but it wasn’t the same, and I’d begun sleeping through dawn. Now Mama had to yell up the stairs, “Mary-Catherine, get your heinie out of bed.”

  Our postdawn talks had changed too, although the lack of coffee had nothing to do with that. I’d turned eighteen six months earlier, and Mama started treating me more like an adult. It was about time. Sometimes she’d tell me all the gossip she picked up in town, and we’d giggle or sympathize depending on whether we liked the people involved. Mostly, though, she’d share her fears about the war, the crops, and Dad coming home safely.

  The war had stolen the last traces of my childhood. I was a woman now, but for three years, since I was fifteen, I’d spent most of my time away from school laboring on the farm. Before the war, Mama milked the cows and I fed the chickens. But when Dad was drafted, we all moved up a notch. Mama drove the tractor, and I milked the cows. My nine-year-old brother, Harley, fed the chickens, my old job. Seven-year-old Leanne fed the cats.

  That morning I trudged off to the barn to milk Gretel and Rosie. I’d started on Gretel when I heard a loud honk and the screech of brakes in need of a lube job. Rosie could wait. I hurried out of the barn.

  
    Reinhard
  

  We jounced along a country road somewhere north of Chicago: ten of us shackled together with leg irons. The others didn’t appear to mind, but I was humiliated. Of course, that was precisely what the Americans wanted.

  I still found it difficult to believe we had been captured. One day we were the Twenty-First Panzer Division fighting with Field Marshal Rommel in Tunisia; the next we were chained like dogs. The blasted Italians and French! Damn them to hell. The Italians strutted around like fat chickens. And the French had proven to be—well—French. Sniffing out the situation, then weaseling their way into the most advantageous position. They proved their duplicity when their damnable Vichy troops switched sides to fight with the Free French forces. The Führer rightly retaliated and expanded our occupation to the whole of France, not just the North.

  The truck slowed. We made a sharp turn and bumped down a dirt path studded with stones. On one side was an apple orchard; on the other, I learned later, a field of soybeans. It was early fall and we were to help with the harvest for a week or two.

  At the end of the path, in front of a small white clapboard farmhouse with sagging eaves, stood a family. No husband or father. He was no doubt in the military, perhaps already dead. The farmwife stood with arms crossed, a haggard and worried frown on her face. Behind her was a young woman peeking over her shoulder with a curious gaze, like we were the circus coming to town. Clinging to their mother’s apron strings, two wide-eyed children stared as if we were evil trolls from one of the Grimms’ fairy tales.

  
    Wilhelm
  

  The sun crested the horizon, glinting over green and tawny fields as we approached the farm. The guards had chained us together for the journey but promised to remove the restraints when we reached our destination. Most of the men were used to the practice. Still, one or two grimaced with angry lips.

  I didn’t know the men with me. I hadn’t fought with them and had no particular allegiance to them. I missed my comrades. There were seven of us at the beginning of Operation Capri, but at the end of the Battle of Medenine we were only three, and they split us up when they sent us to America.

  The voyage across the ocean was a disaster. Although the meals prepared for us were ample and tasted better than the meager portions we were allotted in the Wehrmacht, I was prone to seasickness and lost so much weight that the ship doctor was concerned.

  After we landed, we were processed and delegated to trains that carried us to various destinations across America. I was sent to Camp Skokie Valley, not far from Chicago, with nearly two hundred other POWs. Most of us were assigned to nearby orchards and farms. A few lucky ones would work at the Naval Air Station. I had hoped to be assigned there; I’d always wanted to be a pilot, and liked being around planes, but I had the unfortunate circumstance of wearing glasses and wasn’t accepted.

  The truck made a sharp turn, and we headed down a dirt road. I gazed at the waves of grain. That phrase was in one of the American anthems, I recalled. The stalks of wheat and sorghum I’d seen on the train from Newport News to Chicago swayed back and forth in the breeze. The songwriter must have been a poet.

  Then I caught sight of the family at whose farm we would be working. A woman, two little children at her side. And a second woman, younger, not much older than a girl. As we drew closer, I could see she was quite attractive: long chestnut hair, blue eyes with thick lashes, and a trim figure. The children seemed to be afraid; then again, who could blame them? The mother seemed apprehensive. I wondered what the young woman was thinking. I studied her more closely. She quite took my breath away. She was not simply attractive; she was beautiful.

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  
    Mary-Catherine
  

  I watched the men in the truck. Mama was beside me, fidgeting with her apron. The truck driver and another soldier climbed out of the cab. Both in uniform, the driver was short and pudgy, the passenger tall and skinny. They reminded me of Mutt and Jeff in the Sunday comics. I nervously pulled up my bobby sox, which I wore with my farm boots.

  The tall skinny man smiled as he approached. Mama stepped forward. She had to crane her neck up to talk to him. They spoke quietly, and I couldn’t make out the conversation, but she nodded several times. At one point, the soldier’s eyebrows arched, and he seemed pleased. He led Mama to the truck. The chubby soldier unshackled the prisoners. Several massaged their ankles, but no one made a move to get down.

  “Prisoners, there is good news,” the tall man said.

  Then Mama did something I’d never heard her do. She spoke to them in German!

  “Guten tag. Herzlich Willkommen auf unserer Farm und Zuhause.” She paused. “I hope we can work together in harmony.”

  My mouth dropped open. I’d heard Mama use a word or two of German, but I didn’t know she knew the language so well. Where had she learned?

  The prisoners seemed to be pleased to have been welcomed in their mother tongue. They jostled each other, exchanged glances, and grinned. Except for one. He remained stone-faced, arms crossed, eyes narrowed. What he was thinking?

  “Ich kenne nur ein wenig Deutsch,” Mama went on. “But between us, we will understand each other, yes?”

  The men replied in a chorus of “Yah’s” and even an “Okay” or two.

  “What’d you just say, Mama?” I asked when she came back over.

  She whispered, “I told them that I only know a little German.”

  “Okay. You heard the lady.” The stocky driver made a sweeping gesture with his arm. “Everybody out. Mrs. O’Rourke will tell you where to go and what to do.”

  I edged toward her. “Where did you learn to speak German so well, Mama? How did you—”

  She shushed me. “I’ll tell you later, sweetheart.”

  Ten prisoners emerged from the bed of the truck. The tall skinny guard picked up a rifle and held it close by his side. The men eyed me. I eyed them right back. None looked much older than me. They wore short-sleeved denim shirts open at the top, white undershirts poking out. Their solid white baggy pants were stitched or inked with the letters “P-O-W.” They were orderly and polite. Even Harley let go of Mama’s apron strings to peer at the men through his thick glasses.

  When Harley was a baby, he had been struck with scarlet fever and it had affected his vision. He was the only student in his class to wear glasses, and the other kids made fun of him. He’d become pretty sensitive about it.

  I pointed to one of the prisoners, who was also wearing specs. “Look, Harley, that prisoner wears glasses, too!”

  Harley almost smiled. And then my gaze moved to the man standing directly behind him. Mr. Stone Face. There was something about him. I couldn’t look away. Was it his straw-colored blond hair? His eyes? His skin, already tanned from the summer sun? Was he angry about being shipped to a boring farm like ours? I could relate. I sometimes felt like a prisoner myself.

  Even though he was stone-faced, he seemed to know who he was and where he was going. Maybe it was the way he carried himself. He reminded me of my high school boyfriend, Steve. He’d get something in his mind, some cockamamie plan, and nothing could stop him. He was determined to enlist in the air force. Not the army. Not the navy. He wanted to fly bombers. He got his wish, too. Until his plane was shot down over the Pacific.

  The German soldier looked at me. For just a second, our eyes met. Did he smile at me? The corner of his mouth turned up a bit; I think it was a smile. Then he lifted his arm and gave me a tiny wave. I felt giddy.

  
    Reinhard
  

  I shuddered when the woman spoke to us in German. Hers was the most atrocious accent I’d ever heard. A child could have done better. These Americans. They think they can do anything. They claim the moral high ground and believe they are beyond criticism. But their pride destroys civilizations, like this woman destroys our mother tongue.

  “Work together in harmony”? Was that a joke? We were to be paid for our trouble. Five dollars a day. A pittance, at best. I nudged Franz and rolled my eyes. Of all the soldiers I’d met since arriving at camp, Franz was the only person I might call a friend. Like me, he’d been on the officer track in the SS before we were conscripted. Now, though, Franz did not acknowledge my gesture. He seemed interested in the family. Surely he wouldn’t be taken in by these peasants?

  The family was pathetic. Their clothes were as shabby as their home. They would be ostracized in Deutschland for allowing their home to deteriorate to such a point. A young boy wearing spectacles sidled over to the young woman, attractive for an Irish mongrel. She smiled, put an arm around him, and pointed to Stemm, who wore glasses as well. I couldn’t remember Stemm’s Christian name. Wilhelm, perhaps?

  The boy grinned at Stemm. Stemm smiled back, for a moment, but I realized he was smiling at the young woman, not the boy. To be honest, she wasn’t bad looking. German blood must run through her.

  It was then, at precisely that moment, that an idea occurred to me. When it was my turn to climb down from the truck, I got the woman’s attention and waved. She waved back, then looked ashamed to have done so. I was happy to see that Stemm witnessed the entire exchange.

  
    Wilhelm
  

  It doesn’t matter how large or small a group is; there is bound to be someone who is disgruntled. Germany was being outspent, outgunned, and outmaneuvered by the Allies. But Reinhard Deschler refused to believe it. Arrogant and judgmental, he stomped around the camp, complaining bitterly about the war, the barracks, the food, even his fellow prisoners.

  Most of the German POWs in America were Wehrmacht, the German armed forces. But there were also SS and Nazis, and a handful of Abwehr, German military intelligence. For the most part, the Wehrmacht soldiers understood that we had fought nobly, but we had been overpowered. Although we were disappointed and even resentful at first, once we settled down we recognized that for us, the war was over. We wished only for a speedy end to the hostilities.

  Among the ranks of Nazis and SS, however, there were some who clung to the illusion that the Reich and Hitler would prevail. Their smug Nazi superiority surfaced far too often. Deschler was one of the zealots. Either he and the others like him were in complete denial, or—and I had considered this—the war had driven them mad.

  To be fair, the Americans had treated us well. We were permitted to buy clothing, books, and writing utensils. Even beer. In the evenings, we watched movies or played cards. Occasionally the guards brought us ice cream or pastries. In fact, some of the men whispered that they did not wish to return to Germany, although the Geneva Conventions required it. We showered daily and roamed freely within the camp—although with the barbed wire, we did not go far. Still, it was sometimes possible to imagine we weren’t prisoners at all but simple laborers. The guards claimed they treated us the way they hoped their own POWs would be treated by the Nazis.

  Small chance of that.

  And yet, Deschler and, to a lesser extent, his lapdog, Franz Wendt, seemed offended by the treatment. I tried to give Deschler a wide berth, but it was my bad luck to be assigned to the same work detail.

  Now, as we approached the farm, I watched as Reinhard sprang down from the truck, lithe and graceful, like a tiger on the prowl. When he did, he waved and threw a dazzling smile to the girl I thought so attractive. She returned the wave; indeed, she could hardly tear her eyes away. At the conclusion of his little act, he looked back at me with a sneer. He wanted to make sure I’d seen it.

  I rubbed the back of my neck, already damp with sweat. The guards had told me that summers on the prairie could be blistering hot. They were right.

  




  
  





Chapter 3


  
  
    Mary-Catherine
  

  “Where did you learn to speak German so well?” I asked Mama that evening as we prepared supper.

  She peeled the last of five potatoes and slid them into the pot. Before she could answer, Leanne burst into the kitchen. “When do we eat? I’m starving!”

  A sturdy seven-year-old, she had Mama’s curly dark hair and brown eyes.

  The hearty smell of roast chicken filled the house. “Supper is still an hour away,” Mama said. “But you can have some crackers.”

  Leanne dashed to the pantry before Mama changed her mind. Mama turned back to me and helped me shell the peas. “What’s my maiden name?”

  “Schmidt,” I said, “but Gramma and Grampa were born here.”

  “That’s true, but their parents weren’t.”

  “Your grandparents? I thought they were from Hungary.”

  “Darling, Hungary used to be part of Germany. They called it the Austro-Hungarian Empire. My oma and opa spoke German.”

  “You learned German from them?”

  “They never learned English, so that was the only way we could talk to them.”

  “Who taught you?” Leanne piped up. I had forgotten she was in the room.

  “Don’t talk with your mouth full, Leanne,” Mama chided. As Leanne chewed the cracker, a dusting of flakes coated her lips.

  “Your grandfather used to sit me down every night. He’d get a children’s book off the shelf next to the fireplace. We would go through it and translate. He’d make me pronounce all the words.”

  “What was the book?” I asked.

  “I’ll never forget it: Struwwelpeter.”

  “What does it mean in English?”

  “It doesn’t really translate. But the main character was called Peter. It was about all the bad things that happen to children when they misbehave.” She looked over at Leanne, whose eyes grew as wide as half-dollars.

  “What happened to them, Mama?” she said.

  “I recall that there was a monster, and he had very long nails. As sharp as scissors.”

  “You better watch out, Leanne,” I said.

  “Oh, Mary-Catherine, there’s no such things as monsters.”

  “Are you sure?” I teased.

  Leanne looked at me, then at Mama. For a second I thought she was going to burst into tears.

  I laughed. “I’m kidding, Leanne. There’s no monster here.”

  Leanne ran to Mama and buried her head on her shoulder. Mama gazed at me and shook her head. I went back to the early peas I was shelling. I didn’t know much about my mother’s past. I knew how she met my father, of course, at a Christmas party in Chicago. How they fell in love and Dad joked about the risks of marriage between an Irishman and a Hungarian. How the joke was on him because they had close to a perfect marriage. But I didn’t know as much as I wanted, I now realized.

  I opened the oven door and basted the chicken. The poor old thing had been alive this morning.

  “Mary-Catherine, there is one thing we need to discuss.” Mama cleared her throat and stirred the potatoes. “You can’t hobnob with the prisoners.”

  I felt my cheeks flame. Had she seen me wave to the German prisoner?

  “Yes, I saw.” She read my mind. “We are doing our patriotic duty while your father is away by letting these men work on our farm. And, of course, we are paying them for their help.”

  “They’re getting paid?”

  “Five dollars a day.”

  “That’s a lot of money. We can afford it?”

  Mama nodded. “It’s only for two weeks. I’ve spoken to Mr. Skidmore at the bank. He’s allowing me to borrow what we need. But that’s not the point. There are rules. And we must follow them. One rule is not to talk about them when you go into town.”

  “Why not?”

  “The army doesn’t want people to get upset that they’re here.” She paused. “Although with so many of them around here, I’m not sure I understand their reasoning.” She shook her head, then looked directly at me. “But rules are rules. Especially in wartime. The second rule is not to mingle with them.”

  I made a brushing aside gesture. “Mama, it was nothing.”

  “I don’t trust them. And neither should you.”

  “You’re just saying that because they’re German.”

  “I saw the way he looked at you.” She paused. “The sooner you take that job at the factory, the better
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