CHAPTER 1


April 1979, Baltimore, Maryland

“Mom’s home,” Heidi said as she looked out of the kitchen window and watched while her mother pulled the car into the driveway. She turned to her father who was putting biscuits into the oven and asked, “What’s for supper, Dad?”
“Hogs ass and hominy,” he replied with a grin.
Heidi rolled her eyes as she said, “Come on, Dad. Really, what are we having for supper?”
“Chicken and rice and everything nice,” her father replied. “Why don’t you set the table for me?”
Heidi smiled at her father’s reference to the meal he made. “Okay,” she said as she walked over to the table and began folding paper napkins into a triangle shape. “Hi, Mom,” she said when her mother walked in the back door. “How was work?”
Luisa dropped her purse on the floor next to the china closet and groaned. “Just another hard day at the factory. I’m glad it’s Friday. I don’t think I could take another day.” 
“Well, you’re home now,” Henry said. “Sit down. The food is almost ready.”
Luisa gave her husband a tired smile. “It smells good,” she replied as she sat down at one end of the table while Heidi finished setting the table. Heidi handed her mother a glass of iced tea. “Thanks. I’m so glad I don’t have to cook when I get home from work. I guess that’s one bonus of having a husband who works the night shift.” 
“And because it’s Friday, I don’t have to worry about work until Sunday night, Henry said. He looked at his youngest daughter and said, “Okay, we’re ready to eat. Heidi, go get your brothers and sister.
“Okay,” replied Heidi. She walked to the edge of the kitchen and yelled, “Come on down to eat, guys. Supper’s ready.”
“Heidi,” Henry groaned. “I could have done that myself.”
Heidi shrugged as she took her seat to the left of her mother at the oval table. 
“Yes, Heidi,” Luisa said. “You are thirteen years old. Please act like it.”
Heidi rolled her eyes. “Mom, I’m an American thirteen-year-old, not a German thirteen-year-old. Americans do act differently than Germans. Besides, I’m a Wagner. We’re all loud, aren’t we Dad?”
Her father laughed as her mother said, “Ah, kella.”
“Who upset Mom this time?” Jeff, Heidi’s twenty-year-old brother, asked as he took a seat on the opposite side of the table from Heidi.
“Not me,” Tommy, Heidi’s eleven-year-old brother, said as he took his seat directly across from her.
“I’m not upset; I’m just hungry,” Luisa answered.
“Then let’s eat,” Henry said as he sat down in his seat at the other end of the table.
Lastly, Heidi’s seventeen-year-old sister, Rhonda, finally made it to the kitchen and took her seat next to Heidi. The platter of chicken and rice was passed around as was the salad and the basket of biscuits as everyone began talking at once. 
“Rhonda, are you not feeling well?” Luisa asked her daughter.
“No, I’m okay. Why?”
“You didn’t put much food on your plate,” her mother said.
“I thought you liked my chicken and rice,” Henry commented.
“I do,” Rhonda said. “But I have five pounds to lose before my prom in May.”
Heidi rolled her eyes and thought, Five pounds? Big woo. I have at least 20 pounds to lose. Heidi looked around at her family. It was true, she took after her father and older brother who were big boned like most of the Wagner’s, while her sister and younger brother took after their mother who was slender. 
“What do all of you have planned for your upcoming Easter vacation?” Henry asked. 
“Well,” Jeff began, “since I’m no longer in school, I’ll be hard at work. But I guess ‘the kids’ will be living it up for the week they’re off.” 
Rhonda made a huffing sound at her older brother. “I’ll be working, too. I’m taking a shift almost every day at Gino’s.”
“Good. You can bring home some leftovers,” Tommy said of the neighborhood burger joint that his sister works at. “Me and the guys are just gonna hang out. Play some ball. Stuff like that.”
“What about you, Heidi? What do you have planned?” asked Henry.
“Oh, I have a big assignment to do for my social studies class. We have to make a family tree as far back as we can go. I’m going to call Granny after supper so I can get started on it.”
Henry and Luisa exchanged a look. Henry turned to his daughter and said, “Why don’t you wait on calling your grandmother?”
“Why?” Heidi asked as she took a bite of chicken.
Henry and Luisa exchanged another look. “Maybe you should get some information from your father first,” Luisa suggested.
Heidi shrugged. “Okay,” she said. “I can always call Granny tomorrow.”
After the meal was finished, Luisa did the dishes and Heidi dried them and put them away. She noticed that her father was still sitting at the table instead of going into the living room to watch television as he usually did. 
Finally, when Heidi hung up the towel she used to dry the dishes, Henry said, “Come sit down, Heidi.”
She looked from her father to her mother and back to her father. “Am I in trouble for something?”
“No, not all,” Luisa answered as she sat down in her chair.
“We just want to talk to you,” stated Henry.
“Okay,” she said slowly as she sat down in her seat at the table. “What’s going on?”
“It’s about your assignment to do a family tree,” Henry began.
Heidi shrugged her shoulders. “What about it? I’m sure Granny will have a lot of information about the Wagner family and Mom can give me all of the information about her side of the family.”
“Well, yes and no,” Luisa said. “I can give you information about my family, but I’m not sure how much information Ruth can give you.”
“Why can’t Granny give me information? Doesn’t she know about her own family?”
Luisa looked at her husband. “Well,” Henry said, “Ruth married into the Wagner family.”
“I know that, Dad,” she said with an exasperated expression on her face. “Granny married Pop Pop then she had you and your siblings.”
“No, she didn’t,” Luisa stated.
“Oh my God,” Heidi exclaimed. “Granny wasn’t married to Pop Pop?”
“No, they were married,” Henry quickly said. He took a deep breath then began once again. “Ruth is not my biological mother. Do you know what that means?”
Heidi blinked a couple of times to let her father’s bombshell sink in. “Yes,” she answered as she nodded her head. “It means that she didn’t give birth to you.”
“That’s right,” Luisa said.
Heidi looked at her mother then turned her attention back to her father. “Is that why you’ve always called Granny by her first name?”
“Yes,” Henry said. “I wanted to talk to you about this first so that you knew the truth before you asked Ruth anything for your family tree assignment.”
“Okay. Do Jeff, Rhonda, and Tommy know about this?”
“Just Jeff and Rhonda,” answered Luisa. “We will tell Tommy when he’s a little older.”
“We didn’t want to tell you yet, but then you were given this assignment, so I knew it was time to tell you the truth,” Henry stated.
Heidi nodded her head in understanding.
“Do you have any questions?” Henry asked.
“Yes. Who is your biological mother and what happened to her?”


* * *


Nearly two hours later, Heidi was alone in her bedroom. She paced back and forth going over and over all of the information that her parents had told her. In just the few short hours it took her parents to explain everything to her, her family, the family that she grew up in, was forever changed. 
“I just can’t believe this,” she said to herself as the tears began to flow. “None of this makes any sense. No one is who I thought they were.” Heidi lay across her bed and buried her face in her pillow as she cried even harder. And it all started with her, she thought. How could she do that? Any of that?
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