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      To the mountains that I love to the home of my heart the land of my forefathers West Virginia And to my family

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I’m on my way the bright and shiny way
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      This is the story of High Upon the Mountain, my novel.

      It runs parallel to The Abandoned, Hannah Patterson's seven-book series, in the same world and across the same eleven years. Hannah tells the story from her side, as the General. I tell it from mine.

      Hannah asked me to write my own book on a porch on a February night in Year Two, when I was fifteen years old and she was seventeen, and she said: our children deserve our history. I told her I would think on it. I thought on it for a long time. Eventually I sat down at my desk in the loft room above the Hendricks farmhouse and I opened a notebook, and I wrote the first sentence: the courtyard smelled like rain on stone. The rest of the book followed, on and off, across ten and a half years.

      What is here is my life as I have been able to set it down. The opening of it in Bremerhaven, the walk down 219 to Tennessee, the morning the world Changed at Hendricks Farm, the day I rescued Rachel White on a mountain, the day I met my wife at the Sinks, the day I came down off Clingmans Dome with Vicky Sharkey on my back and proposed to Elisabeth in a snowicane at Newfound Gap, and the day Pastor Whitfield married us in the south field at home.

      If you have read Hannah's books, you have read this story from her side already. If you have not, read both. They were always meant to sit on a shelf together.

      — Friedrich Stone
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      The Cardinal came into Hinton a little after two in the afternoon, at the end of the longest journey of Friedrich Stone’s life — a plane and a train and another train, an ocean and the better part of a country, all of it traveled alone.

      He got off in coal country with a suitcase that held everything he had left in the world and an airline name tag clipped to his collar in Norfolk that he had been too proud to take off and too tired to fight about. The platform smelled of diesel and cold rock. A line of black coal cars stood down the far track, longer than any train he had ever seen, and the mountains came straight up out of the town on every side, green-black and close, the way mountains had not done anywhere he had ever lived.

      He did not know what his grandfather looked like.

      He need not have worried. There was only one man on the platform it could have been — a great broad old man in a feed-store cap and clean work clothes, built like the doorframe he stood in, white stubble and pale eyes and big hands hanging at his sides like tools set down for a minute. The man looked at the boy getting off the train, and the boy looked at the man, and the man crossed the platform and did not try to hug him, because he could see in a single look that the boy could not have borne it, and instead set one enormous hand on the boy’s shoulder, gently, the way you set a hand on a young horse you do not want to spook, and said, in the old Bavarian German Friedrich’s mother had spoken:

      "Friedrich. Ich bin dein Opa. Komm. Wir fahren nach Hause."

      Friedrich. I am your Opa. Come. We are going home.

      That was the first kindness the new country gave him, and he did not cry, because he had decided somewhere over the ocean that he was done crying, and he mostly kept to it.

      They drove north in an old Dodge that smelled of hay and pipe smoke. Opa did not fill the silence, and that was the second kindness, though the boy did not yet have the words to know he was grateful for it. The radio murmured something about a comet. After a while Opa cleared his throat and said, half in German and half in the slow careful English he kept for practical things, that he had to stop on the way — there was a stock sale at Lewisburg and a Guernsey heifer he wanted to put his eyes on — and that it would not take long, and the boy could wait in the truck or come in, as he liked.

      Friedrich came in. He did not want to sit alone in the truck with his suitcase and his name tag and the whole flat gray weight of the afternoon.

      The auction yard was mud and noise and the warm animal smell of penned stock, and nobody looked twice at a quiet foreign boy trailing old Hans Wagner through the pens. Friedrich drifted while his grandfather leaned on a rail and argued heifers with a man in a seed cap. He drifted to the back of the sale barn, where the light went brown and the noise fell away, and that was where he found the puppy.

      It sat in a wire crate by itself. A redbone bloodhound, pure by the look of him, papers or no papers — long ears, a mahogany coat, the great loose folds of skin around the muzzle that a bloodhound is born wearing the way some men are born wearing a wedding ring. He was the biggest of a litter that had already sold off around him, and the last one left, and when Friedrich crouched down at the wire the puppy did not bark and did not shy. He put his nose to the mesh and worked the air a moment, taking in the whole long story of the boy — the plane, the ocean, the grief, the distance from home — the way a bloodhound takes everything in, completely and without judgment, and then he sat down and looked up with the long sorrowful eyes of his breed and the absolute certainty of his nine weeks of life, and he chose. Friedrich felt it happen. He had no word for it in either of his languages. The dog simply decided, the way the dog would decide everything for the rest of his life, all at once and for good.

      The man minding the back of the barn had a straw in his teeth. "Biggest of the lot," he said. "Only boy. Got a nose on him already. Ten dollars and he’s yours."

      Friedrich had ten dollars.

      He had exactly ten dollars — an American ten-dollar bill gone soft as cloth from folding — that his father had pushed into the breast pocket of his coat at the airport gate, at the last minute, after the suitcase and before they called the flight, without a word, and without looking at him. Friedrich had carried it across an ocean. He had not spent it on the plane or in Norfolk or on the Cardinal, not on so much as a Coca-Cola, because spending it would have meant the morning at the airport was finally over, and he had not been ready, on any of those days, for it to be over.

      He stood up. He found his grandfather at the heifer pens.

      "Opa," he said, in the careful half-and-half he was already beginning to build, the German leading and the English coming up behind it like Opa’s wagon behind Opa’s tractor. "Opa. There is a dog. Ein Hund. Ten dollars. Ich habe das Geld." He took the soft bill from his pocket and held it out on his flat palm, the way you show a thing you are afraid will be taken from you. "I have the money. May I? Bitte?"

      Opa looked at the ten-dollar bill. He looked, a long moment, at the boy’s coat and the breast pocket it had come out of, and something moved behind the pale eyes that Friedrich would not understand for years — which was an old man doing the arithmetic of what that particular ten dollars was, and where it had come from, and what it would mean for the boy to spend the last thing his father ever gave him on something that would love him back.

      Then Opa looked off up the road toward home, where Oma was, and where there were rules about dogs in the house.

      Then he looked back at the boy, and Friedrich saw, for the first time in his American life, the slow surrender of a man who knows he is about to be in trouble with his wife and has decided that he does not care.

      "Ja," Opa said. And then, in English, so the man with the straw would know the deal was done: "Go ahead. Oma will tan me." The old face cracked, very slightly, into something that was nearly a smile. "But go ahead."

      Friedrich named him on the drive home.

      He named him Duke — after a television show he had watched in Germany on Saturday afternoons, dubbed badly into German, the one with the two cousins and the orange car and the dog that rode along with them everywhere they went — and the puppy rode home the first time the way he would ride ten thousand times after, curled in the footwell of the old Dodge with his chin on the boy’s boot, and he slept the whole way up the river road, and woke only when Friedrich said the name out loud, to try how it felt: "Duke."

      The puppy lifted his head. He looked up at the boy in the brown evening light coming through the truck window. And he accepted, on the spot and without reservation, that this was his person now — and that whatever had happened to this person before the train, and whatever would happen to him after (and a great deal was going to happen after, more than any dog could have guessed), it did not touch the single fact the puppy had settled in the back of the sale barn and would never once reconsider: that the boy was his, and he was the boy’s, and that was simply how the world was arranged.

      He was the first thing that was Friedrich’s in the new country.

      He was — though the boy could not have said it at ten years old, in a truck, in a strange land, with a sleeping dog across his boot — the beginning of every good thing the new country was going to give him.
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      High upon the mountains, boys, what do you see?

      Bear tracks, bear tracks, lookin’ back at me.

      He’s broad across the middle, he’s wide across his rump,

      He runs ninety miles an hour, taking thirty feet a jump.

      He’s never been caught, and he’s never been treed,

      And some folks say he looks a lot like me.

      He runs across the mountains, he crosses every stream,

      He’s there and then he’s gone again, like something from a dream —

      Sneaky as a rattler, quiet as a fox,

      Faster than a buck and twice as hard to box.

      He’s never been caught, and he vanishes like smoke,

      And some folks say he looks a lot like me.

      High upon the ridgeline, hear the bloodhounds cry,

      Moonshine in the laurel and an owl cuttin’ high.

      Campfire burnin’ low now, coals all glowin’ red,

      Old men shake their heads at all the stories that he spread.

      He’s never stayed long, and he don’t leave a trace,

      And some folks swear they’ve seen him in my face.

      Down in the holler where the hen house stands,

      Somethin’ been a-helpin’ himself with both his hands —

      Feathers on the fence post, shells out in the weeds,

      A henhouse robbed of every egg a hungry feller needs.

      The rooster won’t crow and the dogs won’t bark,

      And the henhouse door comes open in the dark.

      He’s never been caught, and he takes all the hens,

      And some folks say he looks a lot like me.

      That old mountain song was so old in my family, I couldn’t tell you where it started. I’d sung it for as long as I could remember. And where my grandparents lived — calling it “the boonies” would’ve been a compliment. Their place in Monroe County, West Virginia, was beyond the definition of backwoods. Five hard‑cleared acres carved out of deep forest, settled by my people on a land grant signed by Thomas Jefferson himself for fighting in the Revolutionary War, back when this part of West Virginia was still Virginia.

      George Washington had explored these same forests. He’d found coal hereabouts, and if a soul was patient enough to pan the creeks, he might get a fleck or two of gold — not worth the trouble. There were better ways to spend a day.

      My daddy was a commander in the Navy. My mom had been killed in a car crash, and after the funeral, he packed my things and put me on an airplane back to the States. Then, his sister, my aunt Mary, put me on a train to my mom's parents at Penn Station, the Cardinal — the Amtrak line bound for Chicago — when I was ten years old. My Opa, my mother’s father, had come from Germany, and I spoke German then. I could read, I could speak it. I thought in German. He picked me up at Hinton, deep in coal country, N&W coal cars stretching as far as you could see along the C&O lines.

      He drove a ’53 Dodge pickup, three‑speed on the column, the shifter right in the middle. The seat was held together with duct tape. The whole cab smelled like oil, gasoline, and animal feed. We rattled down curvy, swervy roads on Route 219, climbing one mountain, dropping into a valley full of farms, then climbing again.

      I’d been to Oma and Opa’s once when I was five. Then I’d lived in Germany, I sounded out English, but I was a German boy with German friends, even though my passport said I was an American. We watched German TV shows, sang German rock songs. And now here I was, going deep into the dark Wald, the woods. I kept looking for an Indian.

      Old Opa laughed.

      “There are no Indians, Friedrich. Try to use more English. I know it is hard at first. It was for me too.”

      “Opa, tell me about the U‑boats.”

      “I will later, I promise. First we go to Lewisburg to get your Oma’s store list.”

      At the A&P, Opa told me to get two — Zwei — six‑packs of Mountain Dew. I’d never heard of Mountain Dew. I asked a store clerk in German, Helfen mir, bitte, with a strong “we have ways of making you talk” accent. Opa heard me.

      “Henry! That’s Heidi’s boy. This is Friedrich. He’s been brought to live with us now. His English — well, we are working on it. Excuse me, Herr, where do you keep the Mountain Dew?”

      The clerk showed me. I was nervous. To this day, when I’m nervous, my English flies right out of my mind. I still think in German. And life for me was about to get funny. After Lewisburg, Opa said we had one more stop: the farm auction. They had laying hens, roosters, swine, and Kühe — cows — milk cows. That’s what Opa wanted. A young heifer he could bring into freshen so she’d give milk.

      He bought one, a pretty Guernsey. He showed me what to check — the udder, the stance, the eyes, the way she breathed. Then he bought five red hens.

      “I get you into 4‑H,” he said. “You will like that.”

      Then I saw it.

      For ten dollars.

      A bloodhound puppy. No papers, but pure redbone. My heart jumped like it had been kicked.

      “Opa… ich habe das Geld,” I said. “May I? Bitte?”

      He looked at me, then nodded. “Yeah, go ahead. Oma will tan me, but… danke, Opa.”

      The dog, a collar, and a leather lead were in my hands faster than greased lightning on roller skates. The man who sold him laughed.

      “What you naming him?” Opa asked.

      I’d seen The Dukes of Hazzard.

      “Duke,” I said. “Komm schon, Duke.”

      Opa laughed. The seller laughed too.

      “He might be,” the man said. “He’s the biggest and only boy pup. He’ll be a big dog. And he’s smart. He already knows who owns him. I trained him to heel. Going to speak German, you watch.”

      Duke looked up at me with those long, droopy redbone eyes, and I swear he understood every word. We loaded the animals. The Guernsey cow went into the trailer, the hens into crates, and Duke — my Duke — rode up front with me, curled at my feet. He went to sleep almost at once, trusting me like he’d known me his whole life.

      Opa drove straight to the vet’s office. Duke needed his shots. The vet, Dr. Hanson, looked him over and laughed.

      “Well now,” he said, scratching Duke behind the ears. “That’s Otto’s pup. Otto’s the one that got Miller’s Daisy Duke pregnant. Tony Hamilton — the man you bought him from — was mad Otto wouldn’t let him get papers. But you, son, you got yourself a great‑blooded redbone bloodhound.”

      He looked at Opa and winked.

      “Sheriff’ll be after you.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because that dog’s got a nose.”

      And he was right.

      I joined the trackers in 4‑H, and Duke and I passed every test they threw at us. I learned Duke, and Duke learned me. I gave my commands in German — Sitz, Bleib, Komm — and Duke understood every one. He was the first creature in America who understood me better than I understood myself. I was marching down to the Everything Store — sodas, newspapers, whatever Opa sent me for. And yes, that was the first thing I ever bought on my own and stuffed into my backpack. I felt proud, like I was finally doing something right in this new world.

      I’d just started home when the sheriff’s car pulled up beside me.

      “You Heidi’s boy?” he asked, leaning out the window. “I’m so sorry, son.”

      “Danke, sir,” I said before I could stop myself.

      “Oh yeah,” he said, smiling. “They said you’re learning English. You’re doing great.”

      He leaned forward and whistled.

      “Wow. Look at Duke. I heard you named him that.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, and Duke sat up straight like he understood he was being admired.

      That was how I got invited to join the Trackers — the volunteer group that searched for lost camper kids in the national park. Duke and I trained with them, and Duke passed every test like he’d been born for it. Maybe he had.

      We found five lost kids that first year. Duke did the real work — nose to the ground, tail straight, pulling me through laurel thickets and rhododendron tunnels. I just held the lead and trusted him.

      Duke had a nose, all right. The sheriff had been right about that.

      And to this day, I still own bloodhounds. There are six graves with stones in the back garden now — six good dogs who worked beside me, slept at my feet, and never once let me down. I hope my doggies are waiting for me when I reach those golden shores.
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      The courtyard smelled like rain on stone, and that was the first thing about the world.

      He remembered it that way later — not the apartment, not the street, but the courtyard. A square of cobblestone wedged between four buildings the color of butter and ash, with a single chestnut tree in the middle that dropped its spiked green fruit onto the boys every September. Frau Hoffmann on the third floor would lean out her window and shout at them in the long, rolling sentences only old German women can produce, and the boys would scatter, laughing, the ball forgotten until she pulled her head back inside.

      Then they would come back.

      They always came back.

      He was seven, then eight, then nine, then ten in that courtyard. Friedrich on his mother's lips, Fritz on his father's, Fritzi to Markus and Stefan and Tobias when they wanted something from him. He was Markus's friend and Stefan's enemy and Tobias's something-in-between. He was the one who could trap the ball on his chest and let it fall dead at his feet, a trick his father had taught him on a beach somewhere he could no longer picture. He was der Kleine to the older boys, even after he stopped being little, and der Schnelle to the ones his own age, and he answered to all of them without thinking, the way a dog answers to its name.

      The language sat inside him the way water sits inside a glass. He didn't notice it. He didn't choose it. He thought in it. He dreamed in it. When he scraped his knee, the word that came out of his mouth was Scheiße, and when his mother heard him she would swat at his shoulder and tell him, in that same language, that little boys who talked like sailors grew up to be sailors, and did he want that?

      He did, sometimes. His father was a sailor.

      But mostly he wanted what he had, which was the courtyard, and the chestnut tree, and the smell of rain on stone, and a mother who was waiting upstairs with the window open so she could hear him laughing.
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      Her name was Heidi, and she laughed the way some people sing — without meaning to, without knowing how loud she was being, filling whatever room she was in until there was no space left for anything sad.

      She cooked on Sundays. That was the rule. Monday through Saturday belonged to the world — to her job at the Apotheke on Königstraße, to the laundry, to the small endless arithmetic of an officer's wife's budget — but Sunday belonged to her kitchen. Kartoffelsuppe in the winter, thick enough that the spoon stood up in it. Brötchen that she baked herself because she said the bakery on the corner had forgotten what bread was supposed to taste like. And in the autumn, when the apples came in from the orchards south of the city, Apfelkuchen — a flat, golden disc of a cake with the apple slices laid out in concentric rings like the scales of a fish.

      She would let him press the slices into the dough. That was his job. He took it seriously.

      "Gleichmäßig," she would say, leaning over his shoulder. Evenly. "If you put them all on one side, the cake will tip over and run away."

      "Cakes don't run."

      "This one will. This one is German. German cakes have opinions."

      He laughed because he was supposed to, and also because it was funny, and also because when she said things like that her accent went soft and round, the way it did when she was happy.

      Her English was beautiful. That was the strange thing. She had learned it from his father and from American television and from a paperback dictionary she kept in her purse for years, and she spoke it with a careful, deliberate music — every consonant where it was supposed to be, every vowel polished. When she spoke English to his father, she sounded like a woman in a movie. When she spoke German to him, she sounded like his mother.

      She told him stories about America the way other mothers told stories about dragons.

      "There is a place," she would say, "called West Virginia. Your Oma and Opa live there. And in West Virginia the mountains are so old that the rivers have had time to carve their names into them. And the trees are so thick that in summer you cannot see the sky from the road. And the people there talk slow, like they have all the time in the world, because where they live, they do."

      "Why do they talk slow?"

      She would tap his nose. "Because the mountains taught them. Mountains do not hurry. Why should the people?"

      He didn't understand that then. He filed it away, the way children file the things they don't understand, in the long shelf at the back of the mind where everything waits.

      She loved his father. He knew this the way he knew the courtyard — without being told, without being shown, just as a fact of the air. She loved him when he was home and she loved him when he was at sea and she loved him in the long careful letters she wrote at the kitchen table on Tuesday nights, her hand moving slowly because she was thinking in two languages at once and wanted to give him the best of both.

      She loved her son, too. Fiercely. The word is the right one. She loved him the way a small country loves its own borders — without apology, without flexibility, with the absolute certainty that what was hers was hers.

      She told him, once, when he was nine and crying about something he later couldn't remember: "Du bist meiner, Friedrich. Hörst du? Ganz meiner."

      You are mine. Do you hear? Completely mine.

      He heard.

      He would always hear.
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      His father was a tall, quiet man who ducked his head when he came through German doorways and laughed too loud in German restaurants and stood in the courtyard sometimes with his hands in his pockets, watching the boys play, like a man watching a film in a language he was still learning.

      He was Navy. He was a Commander — three stripes on the sleeve, gold and clean — and on the cusp, his mother said proudly, of his fourth. Bald Kapitän, she would tell the neighbors. Soon a Captain. She said it the way some women say soon a grandmother, with a small private smile, as if the rank were a thing the family was carrying together and was nearly across the river with.

      The boy understood the stripes the way he understood the names of the planets — as labels for something distant and bright. He knew that other men saluted his father. He knew that when his father walked into a room on the base, the talking changed shape, briefly, the way a pond changes shape when a stone goes into it. He knew that his father had men under him — seine Männer, his mother called them — and that those men had wives and children of their own, and that some part of his father's job, the part he never talked about at the kitchen table, was being responsible for all of them.

      What the boy understood better were the absences. His father went away. His father came back. His father went away again. The pattern of it was as steady as the seasons, and like the seasons, it was something you didn't argue with. A Commander, his mother explained once, was a man the Navy needed in a great many places, and the Navy was not a patient organization when it needed a man somewhere.

      When he was home, he tried.

      That was the thing the boy understood later, when he was old enough to understand anything: his father tried.

      He took the boy to the base on Saturdays sometimes, when there was paperwork to be done. The boy would sit in a swivel chair in an office that smelled like coffee and floor wax, spinning slowly, while his father worked at a desk that had his name on a small plate at the front of it and a phone with too many buttons and a window that looked out over a row of gray hulls. Other officers would come by — Lieutenants, Lieutenant Commanders, once a Captain whose hat his father stood up very straight to receive — and they would all glance at the boy in the chair and rough up his hair and call him champ and little man and sport, words that had no German equivalents he could find, words that sat on him like borrowed coats.

      His father taught him English words on the drive home. Always on the drive home, never on the way there. The boy figured out later that this was so his father could pretend, for the length of the drive back, that he was raising an American son — and so that Friedrich, who was Friedrich at home and Fritz only at the base, could try the American name on for size while no one was listening.

      "Window."

      "Fenster."

      "No. In English. Window."

      "Window."

      "Good. Tree."

      "Tree."

      "Good. Father."

      The boy would look at him sideways. "Vati."

      His father would laugh, and the laugh was sad in a way the boy was too young to name, and he would say: "Yeah. Yeah, okay. Vati."

      He brought home American candy in his sea bag — Hershey's bars, and a strange waxy thing called a Tootsie Roll, and a peanut butter cup that the boy bit into once and then spat into the sink, because the texture was wrong and the sweetness was wrong and the whole idea of it was wrong. His father laughed at that too. Differently. Like a man who had just been told a joke he should have seen coming.

      "Tough crowd," he said, in English, and then, in his careful, plodding German: "Du wirst es lernen." You will learn.

      The boy wasn't sure he wanted to.

      His mother, watching from the kitchen doorway, said nothing. But she smiled at his father in a way the boy remembered for the rest of his life. It was the smile of a woman who knew her husband was trying to build a bridge between two countries with his bare hands, and who loved him for the trying, and who could not tell him — would not tell him — that the bridge was not going to be finished in time.

      She knew, maybe. Mothers know things.

      Or maybe she didn't. Maybe nobody knew.
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      It was February, and it had snowed in the night.

      He remembered that. The snow was the part he remembered first, before he remembered anything else, because when he woke up the courtyard was white and the chestnut tree was wearing it like a coat, and the world had that hushed, listening quality that only a German morning under fresh snow can have. He had stood at the window in his pajamas and breathed onto the glass and drawn a small star in the fog with his fingertip, and his mother had come up behind him and put her hands on his shoulders and said, in German, "Schöner Tag." A beautiful day.

      That was the last thing.

      Not a kiss. Not a sentence with meaning in it. Just a beautiful day, said to the back of his head, while he drew a star on the window.

      She left for the Apotheke at half past seven. The roads had not been salted yet. He didn't know that at the time — he learned it later, in pieces, from things his father said on the phone and things his Oma said in a letter that came the next week — but it would matter, in the way these things matter, the small dull arithmetic of a death: a curve, a slick of black ice, a delivery truck coming the other way. Nobody was at fault. That was the worst of it. There wasn't even anyone to be angry at. Just the road and the cold and the morning and a curve she had driven a thousand times before.

      He played in the snow that afternoon. Stefan was there. Markus was there. They made a Schneemann with a carrot from Frau Hoffmann's window box, which she did not see them take, and the snowman was crooked because Tobias had built the bottom and Tobias was small. The boy laughed. He laughed all afternoon. He would remember that, later, and it would feel like a small unforgivable thing — that he had been laughing while it happened, or maybe after it had already happened, the times not lining up the way they should have.

      He went upstairs at five because that was when he was supposed to go upstairs.

      His father was home.

      That was the first wrong thing. His father wasn't supposed to be home until Friday. It was Wednesday. His father was sitting at the kitchen table in his service uniform — he had come straight from the base, he had not even stopped at the apartment to change — with his cover in his hands, not on the hook by the door, where the cover always went, but in his hands, on the table, in front of him. He was looking at it as if it had asked him a question he didn't know how to answer.

      There were two men in the living room. The boy could see them through the doorway. They were wearing the green uniforms of the Polizei, and they were standing the way policemen stand when they have already said what they came to say and are waiting for the room to absorb it. There was a third man with them, in a long dark coat, an American — the boy could tell from the cut of him, from the way he stood — who was, the boy understood later, a chaplain from the base. His father had not driven himself home. They had driven him home.

      His father looked up.

      The boy would remember the look on his father's face for as long as he had a face of his own. It was not grief, yet. Grief came later. What it was, in that first moment, was the look of a man who had just been handed something he could not hold and was waiting, quietly, for it to fall. It was the look of a Commander, the boy thought later, when he was old enough to think such things — the look of a man whose entire training was in not letting his face do what his face wanted to do, and who was, in that moment, finding out exactly how far that training would and would not go.

      "Friedrich," his father said. In English his father almost never said the name — it came out Fred-rick Stone, blunt, the German music sanded off, the surname tacked on the way a roll call tacks it on. "Friedrich Stone. Come here."

      The boy didn't move. The name was wrong. Not the name itself — his name was his name — but the Fred-rick Stone of it, the American shape of it, the full version with the surname his father almost never used. His mother had never called him that. He had been Friedrich in this kitchen for ten years — sometimes mein Junge, sometimes mein Schatz, sometimes just du — and a kitchen does not change the way it names a boy on a Wednesday afternoon unless something else has changed first.

      "Vati?"

      "Come here. Come here, son. Please."

      He went. He went because his father said please, and his father never said please in English, please was a word his father used in German because in German it was bitte and bitte was easy. Please in English was hard. Please in English meant his father was reaching for something he couldn't find in his own language.

      His father pulled him close and held him by the shoulders and said the sentence.

      He said it in English first. The boy heard the words but they didn't connect to anything. They were just sounds — accident, and this morning, and I'm so sorry, and she didn't, and another word the boy didn't catch because his ears had started to ring.

      Then his father said it again in German.

      That was when the boy understood.

      "Mama ist tot."

      His mother is dead.

      The kitchen did not change. That was the other unforgivable thing. The light through the window did not change. The clock on the wall did not stop. The snow on the sill was still there, melting now, the small star he had drawn that morning long gone but the place where it had been still faintly different from the rest of the glass. Nothing in the room knew. Nothing in the room had been told. Only he and his father had been told, and they sat there in the middle of a kitchen that didn't know, and the boy felt, for the first time in his life, the particular loneliness of being one of the few people in a room who knows the worst thing.

      His father was crying.

      He had never seen his father cry. He had not known it was a thing his father could do. The crying was quiet — almost nothing, almost just breathing — and his father kept his hands on the boy's shoulders the whole time, as if the boy were the only thing keeping him in the chair. The chaplain in the long coat did not come into the kitchen. The chaplain knew better. The chaplain stood at the living-room window with his back to them, looking out at the snow, giving the Commander the only privacy left in the world.

      The boy did not cry.

      That was strange too. He filed it away. He would cry later — for weeks, for months, for years in odd places — but he did not cry then. He stood in the circle of his father's arms and looked over his father's shoulder at the two policemen in the living room, and he thought, very clearly, in German: They are going to leave soon. And then it will just be us.

      He was right about that.

      It was the last clear thing he thought for a long time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The funeral was small.

      That was one of the things that broke something in his father — the boy didn't see it break, exactly, but he heard the cracks afterward, in the long telephone calls his father made in the kitchen at night, the voice low and tight and sometimes climbing into something that wasn't quite anger but was looking for a place to put itself. His Oma and Opa could not come. The boy did not understand the reasons at the time and would only piece them together later: his Opa had been in the hospital since Christmas with something in his chest the doctors kept changing their minds about, and his Oma would not leave him, and the flights from West Virginia in February were a tangle of weather and money and a passport that had expired in November and not yet been renewed because nobody had expected to need it in a hurry.

      So she was buried in Germany, his mother, in the country she had loved and the country she had left her parents to live in, and her parents were not there to bury her. Her sister came from Hamburg. Two cousins came. Three women from the Apotheke came in their good coats and stood in a tight little knot at the back of the chapel and wept into the same handkerchief, passing it between them as if grief were a thing you could share by sharing cloth.

      Some of his father's men were there. The boy noticed them and didn't notice them at the same time — six or seven officers in their dress blues, standing very still at the back, their covers held in the same hand at the same angle, the way men do when they have been taught how to stand in a chapel. His father's executive officer was there, and his father's senior chief, and a Captain from somewhere up the chain whose name the boy never caught but who shook the boy's hand afterward, gravely, the way a man shakes the hand of another man, not a child.

      It was still snowing. Lightly, now. Not the heavy soft snow of the morning she died, but a thin, mean snow that didn't stick.

      His father held the boy's hand the whole time. The boy remembered the hand more than anything else about the funeral — the size of it, the warmth of it, the way it tightened and loosened at intervals as if his father were squeezing a stress ball without knowing he was doing it. His father's other hand held his cover at his side, all the way through the service, and the boy understood without being told that the cover was not going on a hook today, not going on the table, not going anywhere it could be set down. His father needed something to hold that was not him, because what he was holding that was him was already almost more than he could carry.

      After the funeral there were weeks.

      He remembered the weeks the way you remember a fever. Not as days. Not as a sequence. As a long, hot blur in which certain images surfaced — his father on the phone, talking in low English to people whose names the boy didn't know; his father at the kitchen table at two in the morning with a stack of papers and a cup of coffee that had gone cold three hours earlier; his father standing in the doorway of the bedroom that had been his parents' and not going in.

      His father tried.

      This is the thing the boy understood later, when he was a man, and could look back at the weeks the way a man looks back at a battlefield he was too small to see at the time. His father tried. He went up the chain. He went all the way up. He called his Captain. He called his Commodore. He called the chaplain at the base, and then the senior chaplain at the regional command, and then a woman at the consulate, and then a JAG officer who specialized in family hardship, and they all told him, kindly and patiently and finally, the same thing.

      He was a Commander. He was three months from making Captain, six at the outside. The Navy had spent twenty years sharpening him for the job he was about to be given, and the job he was about to be given was a ship. A real one. His own. He could not refuse it. He could refuse it, technically, the way a man can technically refuse anything — he could resign his commission, walk away, end the career his wife had been so proud of three weeks before her death she had been telling the neighbors bald Kapitän, bald Kapitän — but if he did that, what then? A Commander with no command was a civilian, and a civilian had to find a job, and a job took months, and a job came with a roof and a paycheck and not very much else, and a grieving boy who thought in German needed more than that.

      He sat with the math for a long time.

      He tried other arithmetics first. He tried his mother in Tennessee, who was sixty-eight and on oxygen. He tried a cousin in Pennsylvania who he hadn't spoken to in six years and who, when reached, was kind but careful, in the way people are careful when they know the answer is no before they have figured out how to say it.

      What he had — the only thing he had, in the end — was his sister.

      Her name was Karen, and she lived in Norfolk, Virginia, and she was married to a man who worked at the shipyard, and she had two girls of her own, and she answered the phone the first time his father called and the second time and the third time, and on the fourth call she said: Send him to me. Send him now. We'll figure the rest out from here.

      She was not going to keep him. Both of them understood that on the phone. She had two girls and a small house and a husband whose schedule was almost as bad as his father's, and she could not take a third child for more than a few days. But she could take him long enough. She could meet the plane. She could feed him for a night or two. She could drive him up to Washington and put him on the train that would take him into the mountains, where his Oma and Opa were waiting, where his Opa was finally home from the hospital and his Oma had a room ready and a bed made and a quilt on the bed that she had been working on, his father told him later, since the morning she had heard the news.

      His father sat at the kitchen table on a Sunday at the end of February and looked at the boy across a plate of something neither of them had touched, and he said, in German, because he wanted to be sure the boy understood:

      "Ich kann dich nicht behalten."

      I cannot keep you.

      The boy looked at him.

      His father's face was the face of a man being torn down the middle by his own honesty. He went on, in German, slowly, the way he had once said window and tree on the drives home from the base:

      "I love you. Do you understand that I love you? The Navy is giving me a ship, mein Junge. In a few weeks. A ship. They have been preparing me for it for half my life, and your mother — your mother was so proud. She told everyone. She would not have wanted me to give it back. And even if I did — even if I walked away from all of it — there is no one here for you when I am at sea, and I will always, always be at sea. That is what they trained me for. That is what I am."

      "I know, Vati."

      "Your Aunt Karen — my sister — she will meet you in Virginia. She will drive you to the train. And the train will take you to your Oma and Opa. They have a house. They have a room for you. They speak our language. They will keep you safe until I can come for you."

      "When will you come?"

      His father did not answer for a long time.

      Then he said, in English, very quietly: "As soon as I can, son. As soon as I can."

      The boy understood, even at ten, that this was not the same as an answer.

      But he also understood — and this was the harder thing, the thing he would carry — that his father was not lying. His father was doing the only thing his father could do. There is a particular kind of choice that isn't a choice at all, that is just the shape of the world pressing down on a man until he says the word the world wants him to say, and the boy, looking at his father across the table, understood that this was that kind of choice. His father had a ship coming. His father had men who were going to look to him for the next two years of their lives. His father could not say no to that, not because he didn't love the boy more than the ship — the boy knew, even then, that he did — but because his father had been raised to believe that saying no to that was a kind of failure no love could repair.

      He reached across the table.

      He put his small hand on top of his father's big one.

      He said, in German, because German was still the language of his heart and would be for a while yet: "Es ist gut, Vati."

      It's all right, Papa.

      His father broke, then. Quietly. The way he had broken in the kitchen on the day with the policemen. And the boy held his father's hand and did not cry, because someone in the room had to not cry, and it was going to have to be him.
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      It was the first week of March.

      The snow was gone from the courtyard. The chestnut tree was still bare, but you could see, if you looked, the small hard buds along the branches where the leaves were starting to think about coming back. The boy didn't look. He had not been in the courtyard for weeks. The boys had stopped knocking. They had knocked for a while, the first week or two, Stefan especially, and the boy had stood behind the apartment door and listened to the knocking and not answered, and after a while the knocking had stopped, and that was a small clean grief inside the larger one.

      His father drove him to the airport himself.

      He was in his service uniform that morning. The boy had not asked him to wear it and his father had not explained, but the boy understood without being told: his father wanted the people at the airport to see what was being put on their plane. He wanted the flight attendants to see the three stripes on his sleeve and know that this small boy, alone, with his mother's leather suitcase and a paperback of fairy tales in his coat pocket, belonged to someone who would notice if anything went wrong. The uniform was a kind of letter, the boy understood. The uniform said: He is mine. Be careful with him.

      It was early — earlier than he had ever been awake in his life, the sky still the color of old iron — and they did not talk on the way. His father had the radio on low, a German station, a man's voice reading the morning news in the calm patient way German radio announcers have, and the boy sat in the passenger seat with the suitcase between his feet because there hadn't been room for it in the back.

      The suitcase was brown leather, with a strap, and it had been his mother's when she was a girl. His father had given it to him the night before with both hands and a long look that said more than his words did. Inside it were three shirts and two pairs of trousers and his good shoes and a sweater his mother had knitted and a photograph in a small wooden frame and a paperback book of German fairy tales that his father had packed on top, where the boy would find it first.

      In his coat pocket, folded twice, was a piece of paper with his Aunt Karen's name on it and her phone number and the airline information and a sentence in his father's careful handwriting that said, in English: This boy is my son. His name is Friedrich Stone. Underneath, in the same careful hand, was his father's own name and rank and the phone number of the base. He didn't read it on the plane. He didn't need to. He knew what it said because he had watched his father write it the night before at the kitchen table, slowly, the way you write things you do not want to make a mistake on — and he had noticed, watching, that his father had paused before the Stone, as if to make sure of it, as if the name were something he was handing the boy along with the suitcase.

      At the airport, his father knelt in front of him by the gate.

      A flight attendant stood a polite few steps away. She was going to take him onto the plane. She was going to be the one who handed him off, on the other side, to his Aunt Karen. She had a kind face and a small gold pin in the shape of wings, and she had looked once at the three stripes on his father's sleeve and the small boy with the leather suitcase and her whole face had softened, just a little, the way faces do when they have understood something they were not told.

      His father knelt in front of him. He was speaking only in German now. He had been speaking only in German for three days, the way a man on a beach picks up shells he won't be able to keep, taking what he can while he can.

      "Look at me," he said.

      The boy looked.

      "You are going to be all right."

      The boy nodded.

      "Aunt Karen will be there. She will be at the gate on the other side. She will know you because of the picture I sent her. You will stay with her for two nights. Then she will drive you to a place called Penn Station, in a city called Washington, and she will put you on a train, and the train is called the Cardinal, and the train will take you through the mountains to your Oma and Opa. Do you understand?"

      "Yes, Vati."

      "Your Oma and Opa could not come. They wanted to. They wanted to so much. But your Opa has been sick, and your Oma could not leave him, and now he is better, and they are waiting for you. Do you hear me? They are waiting."

      "Yes, Vati."

      "You will learn English. You will learn it fast, because you are smart, and because you have to. Don't be afraid of it. It's just another way of saying the same things."

      "Yes, Vati."

      "And I will come. Do you understand me? I will come. As soon as the ship lets me, I will come. It might be a long time. It might be longer than you want. A first command does not give a man back to himself easily. But I will come."

      "Yes, Vati."

      His father looked at him for a long moment. He reached up and put his hand on the side
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