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The dissertation consists of a critical preface and a novel. The preface analyzes what it 

terms “polyvocal” novels, or novels employing multiple points of view, as well as “layered 

storytelling,” or layers of textuality within novels, such as stories within stories. Specifically, the 

first part of the preface discusses polyvocality in twenty-first century American novels, while the 

second part explores layered storytelling in novels responding to World War II or the terrorist 

attacks of 9/11. The preface analyzes the advantages and difficulties connected to these 

techniques, as well as their aptitude for reflecting the fractured, disconnected, and subjective 

nature of the narratives we construct to interpret traumatic experiences. It also acknowledges the 

necessity—despite its inherent limitations—of using language to engage with this fragmentation 

and cope with its challenges. The preface uses numerous novels as examples and case studies, 

and it also explores these concepts and techniques in relation to the process of writing the novel 

After the Planes. 

After the Planes depicts multiple generations of a family who utilize storytelling as a 

means to work through grief, hurt, misunderstanding, and loss—whether from interpersonal 

conflicts or from war. Against her father’s wishes, a young woman moves in with her nearly-

unknown grandfather, struggling to understand the rifts in her family and how they have shaped 

her own identity. She reads a book sent to her by her father, which turns out to be his story of 

growing up in the years following World War II. The book was intercepted and emended by her 

grandfather, who inserts his own commentary throughout, complicating her father’s hopes of 

reconciliation. The novel moves between two main narratives, one set primarily in 1951 and the 

other in the days and weeks immediately prior to September 11, 2001. 
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Introduction 

 

In the novel written for my creative dissertation, After the Planes, multiple generations of 

a family utilize storytelling as a means to work through grief, hurt, misunderstanding, and loss—

whether from interpersonal conflicts or from war. Written language, in varied forms, provides a 

means to both honor the past through remembrance and to move on through connection, 

comprehension, or healing. The novel, in part due to its subject matter and the events bookending 

the narrative (World War II and 9/11), also employs what I call a polyvocal narrative; that is, 

multiple voices take part in the novel, forming an overall picture from their overlapping 

perspectives rather than a single point of view. For simplicity’s sake, I refer to these two 

techniques as polyvocality (employing multiple points of view to tell a story) and layered 

storytelling (layers of textuality—stories within stories, etc.). Polyvocality and layered 

storytelling complement each other because they both reflect the fractured, disconnected, and 

highly subjective nature of the narratives we construct to interpret traumatic experience, as well 

as the necessity—despite its inherent limitations—of using language to engage with this 

fragmentation and cope with its challenges.1 

Polyvocality and layered storytelling present a unique opportunity to grapple with events 

that are resistant to comprehension through more traditional narratives. Because of this, these 

approaches are frequently found in works grappling with trauma on a grand scale, such as Don 

DeLillo’s Falling Man, written in response to the attacks of September 11, 2001. Indeed, both of 

these approaches are frequently found in twenty-first century American novels; part of this 

                                                           
1 Although trauma studies provide a useful lens with which to view literature engaging with similar subjects—
particularly 9/11 and World War II—the complexities of this field lie outside the scope of this paper. I use the word 
‘trauma’ in the layman’s sense of personal loss, grief, shock, etc., both in response to common relational trauma 
(separation from a spouse, death of a child) and historically-contingent trauma such as combat duty in WWII or 
survival of fire-bombing in Tokyo.  
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tendency, I argue, stems from the events of 9/11 and the resulting cultural response, which in 

many ways paralleled that following the attacks on Pearl Harbor, with the resulting wars in Iraq 

and Afghanistan as corollaries to involvement in World War II. Literature dealing with both time 

periods turned to polyvocality and layered storytelling. 

 In this essay, I approach the topic from two directions. First, I consider polyvocality in 

twenty-first century American novels. My objective is not to provide a comprehensive survey of 

this approach in literature, but rather to use four novels as case studies to explore the advantages 

and challenges of this technique from a craft perspective. Although some of these novels do 

engage with either World War II or 9/11, my focus at this point is on discussing the technique 

rather than choice of setting. I also discuss how these advantages and challenges affected my 

own writing process for After the Planes.  

In the second section, I consider layered storytelling in novels that illuminate the periods 

surrounding World War II or 9/11 (or both, in Foer’s case, as with my own). In these novels, this 

technique is inextricably bound up with the novelists’ choice of subject matter. These novels use 

this technique as a means for working through internal conflict or loss, with storytelling as a 

necessary component of both comprehension and healing, even as they push up against the limits 

of language and the impossibility of capturing that which they describe. I also continue to 

explore how adopting a similar approach influenced my own writing of After the Planes. 

In sum, I endeavor to analyze two specific approaches to telling a story, using other 

writers and myself as examples. I also relate how these approaches provide a particularly 

meaningful way to approach traumatic events through literature, even as literature itself must 

ultimately acknowledge the impossibility of complete success in the attempt.  
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Polyvocality 

 

Overview 

 Although I explore novels dealing directly with war and terrorism in the second part of 

this essay, I begin with a cultural overview of the similarities between 9/11 and Pearl 

Harbor/World War II, as these points influence both the utilization of polyvocality in my novel 

and our understanding of all of these novels in a post-9/11 world—even those not addressing the 

attacks directly. 

 One of the many cultural shifts instigated by the attacks of September 11, 2001 was a 

nationwide reevaluation of the position of the United States in a global context. While political 

rhetoric following the attacks quickly adopted references to World War II, in particular Pearl 

Harbor, yet glossed over significant discrepancies between the attacks—also ignoring the 

implications of their similarities—the mainstream response had a similar component as well: 

how could it happen here? The events of 9/11, as with Pearl Harbor, forced an awareness of the 

nation as one strand in a web covering the planet, or the shrinking nature of our ‘global village’; 

the attacks on Hawaii seemed to unequivocally state that even an island in the Pacific could be 

both indelibly linked to the U.S. and unexpectedly vulnerable to other nations. The clarion calls 

following both Pearl Harbor and 9/11, to remember and never forget, stemmed in part from the 

desire to prevent such attacks from occurring again and in part from an awareness that they 

potentially could. Both attacks weakened the government’s and citizenry’s ability to present or 

perceive the U.S. as isolated, independent, or safely removed from the affairs of the world. 

As we move now through the second decade of the twenty-first century, it is clear that in 

different ways the presidential administrations of George W. Bush and Barack Obama have both 
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pushed for an increased measure of U.S. participation on the global stage. One result of all of this 

is a growing understanding of the intertwined nature of lives and stories around the world—in 

essence, ours is but one voice of many. In the 1950s, the post-war economic boom, jingoistic 

culture, and fears of Communism discouraged dissident voices or varied perspectives, although 

literature of the time—Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, for example, or Heller’s Catch-22 with its 

myriad viewpoints, which he began writing in 1953—was still questioning this singularity and 

engaging with the multiplicity of voices suggested by the new, modern world.  

In the twenty-first century, this trend in mass consciousness continues to shift away from 

the cultural values of homogeneity and conformity to what are becoming the dominant social 

values of the new millennium: heterogeneity, interconnectedness, and pluralism. As with most 

cultural shifts, this trend is again reflected in literature, and an examination of American novels 

published in recent years demonstrates its prevalence as demonstrated through what I am calling 

polyvocal narratives, or novels told through the point of view of multiple narrators (in the case of 

first person) or protagonists (in the case of a very close third). 

In writing After the Planes, I strove to explore the stories told in response to both national 

and familial loss, stories that seek to explain, understand, connect, or heal over the distances, 

wounds, and failures of the past. The time periods chosen for the story—1941-1951 and August-

September 2001—were selected as bookends between Pearl Harbor and 9/11, and although the 

attacks of 9/11 have not yet occurred by the end of the novel, their looming presence was 

intended to be felt throughout the narrative, particularly as parallels surfaced (not just with Pearl 

Harbor, but also with occupied Japan). Because of this intention, the novel necessitated a 

polyvocal narrative to even begin to approach the subject matter with honesty. As much or more 

than any other time in our history, these two periods defy any whole understanding from a 
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unified perspective. If anything, I hope to illustrate the impossibility of reaching a mono-focal 

comprehension of these (or any) complex events; a common thread in stories with multiple 

points of view is that even a great many perspectives cannot provide a clear, unified whole, and 

in novels of layered texts and storytelling (as I explore in the second part of this essay), the 

characters almost inevitably find that language fails and no amount of words can convey the true 

horror of war, grief, prejudice, or death. What is important is the effort to communicate, to 

remember, or to see through another’s eyes. As Toni Morrison stated in her 1993 Nobel Prize 

acceptance speech, “language can never live up to life once and for all. Nor should it. Language 

can never ‘pin down’ slavery, genocide, war. Nor should it yearn for the arrogance to be able to 

do so. Its force, its felicity, is in its reach toward the ineffable” (1333).  

From a craft standpoint, polyvocality presents unique challenges both to the writer and 

the reader that are worthy of consideration. Although by no means a recent invention, this 

technique nevertheless strongly reflects the social forces of the present-day United States in a 

manner that thoughtful writers can both utilize and comment upon. A comprehensive history of 

the writing technique of multiple points of view—or even a thorough critical review of how it 

functions within the other texts I mention—is outside the scope of this essay. Two of the most 

influential practitioners of this approach, William Faulkner and Louise Erdrich (herself 

influenced by Faulkner), have alone necessitated volumes in attempts to explore the nuances and 

effects of the multiple narrators in their stories. Faulkner’s novels in particular, such as The 

Sound and the Fury, As I Lay Dying, Light in August, and Absalom, Absalom!, not only utilized 

polyvocal narratives but also in many ways shaped the form of modern fiction and its attention to 

subjectivity and perspective. However, rather than perform an exhaustive analysis of the 

literature, instead I utilize a handful of novels as examples to illustrate helpful points from a craft 
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perspective and to lay the foundation for my later connections to World War II, 9/11, and layered 

storytelling. 

To help me explore this polyvocal approach and some of the strengths and challenges of 

this type of narrative technique, I use examples from Jonathan Franzen’s The Corrections, Junot 

Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Colum McCann’s Let the Great World Spin, and 

Salvador Plascencia’s The People of Paper. I also relate how this approach affected my writing 

of After the Planes. McCann’s novel, though it is primarily set in 1974, is the only of these four 

novels aside from my own to wrestle with 9/11, albeit in a mostly indirect fashion. 

 

Challenges 

 One of the challenges for this technique is that readers seem to possess an inherent need 

to identify with the narrator or protagonist; or if not identify, then sympathize; or if not 

sympathize, then at least find the character interesting enough to follow. As Francine Prose 

writes, a novelist must “persuade us that we want to be in that person’s company for several 

hundred pages” (99). Because readers grow attached to a particular character and become 

accustomed to seeing through that character’s eyes, so to speak, changing perspective frequently 

can be jarring or unpleasant if not handled correctly.  Discussing As I Lay Dying, André 

Bleikasten writes: “One of the effects of this multiple point of view upon the reader is that he is 

prevented from identifying himself with any one narrator,” and he goes on to state that the 

“broken construction of the novel keeps the reader at a distance and puts him in the position of a 

spectator rather than of a participant, thus preventing the emotional involvement generally 

associated with the interior monologue” (3-4). In a collection of short stories, the reader expects 

this change and is prepared when one story ends and another begins with a different perspective. 
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The short story writer experiences the challenge of often starting over with a fresh character and 

perspective for each story, but he or she has the advantage of assuming a reader who will be 

prepared for the shift. In polyvocal novels, however, the repeated shifting of perspective is in 

danger of being unexpected or even unwelcome. 

 In order to lessen the resistance to a new character’s perspective, many writers use 

methods similar to those of the best short story writers—sketching a character quickly, 

believably, and distinctively. In Junot Díaz’s 2007 Pulitzer Prize-winning novel The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, characters come to life rapidly and decisively. The narrative voice 

is consistently strong, despite being slippery; it is at times an omniscient third-person point of 

view, at times first-person, and on one occasion even becomes second-person. Near the end of 

the novel, it is revealed that the narrator throughout (with one exception, as noted below) is the 

character named Yunior, who is friends with the title character. In a first-person prologue, the as-

yet unidentified narrator displays tremendous strength of voice, in part by utilizing a blend of 

Dominican and American cultural references, history and popular culture, and English and 

Spanish. He presents the idea of “Fukú americanus,” the Curse of the New World, or more 

generally “fukú”—a curse or doom levied against someone or something, in this case Oscar’s 

family and perhaps the whole United States (1). He also reveals his plan to use this story as a 

“zafa,” or counter-curse (7). The prologue presents background information on Santo Domingo 

and historical anecdotes on the Dominican Republic, much of it presented in footnotes, along 

with popular culture references to films, literature, and comic books. The prologue sets the tone 

for the rest of the book—a blending of nations, of the informal and the deadly serious, of literary 

and popular culture, and of the objective historian and the subjective storyteller.  
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 The novel primarily follows the family members of Oscar, a young man who is 

apparently a less-than-typical Dominican-American, as he has trouble with the ladies. He is shy 

and socially awkward, with “[h]is adolescent nerdliness vaporizing any iota of a chance he had 

for young love” (23), preferring “his D&D miniatures or reading the latest Stephen King” (18), 

although he has a yearning for something more in life. His sister, Lola, is a rebellious teenager, a 

“Siouxsie and the Banshees-loving punk chick” (54) longing for the least affection or approval 

from their mother, and when she does not receive it, she plots to run away from home. Their 

mother, Beli, suffered brutal physical and emotional scarring as a child in the Dominican 

Republic, and has come down with cancer. Beli’s father, Abelard, was a devoted family man 

who, through his cowardice and inability to act, allowed the corrupt regime in the Dominican 

Republic to kill him and destroy his family. Finally, there is Yunior, revealed to be the narrator, 

one of Lola’s boyfriends who offers to be Oscar’s college roommate and keep an eye on him: 

“Me, a guy who could bench 340 pounds, who used to call Demarest Homo Hall like it was 

nothing. Who never met a little white artist freak he didn’t want to smack around” (170). Each of 

these characters is described over a short space or given some identifying characteristic to make 

him or her distinct. To a degree, Díaz depends on stock clichés for his characters—the 

overweight, socially awkward sci-fi nerd who reads comics; the rebellious punk daughter who 

hates her mother—but Díaz invests them with such humanity and makes them so instantly 

likable and interesting that they become full-fledged and convincing characters. Although 

introduced and defined rapidly, they are fully developed over the course of the novel. 

 In writing my first draft of After the Planes, my focus was initially on the generation of 

the family living in the 1950s, and the chronologically later story—set in 2001—was 

unconsciously treated as a ‘set up’ for the ensuing ‘flashback’ of sorts to the ‘50s. In an earlier 



 

10 
 

draft, I unintentionally glossed over tensions and conflict between family members in the 2001 

segment, and the result was a lengthy section that did not hold the reader’s attention. 

Specifically, there was not sufficient tension between the grandfather and granddaughter; the 

hotel segments did not hold enough significance; and the first part of the novel as a whole felt 

too much like it was going through the paces in order to introduce the father’s in-text memoir. 

The characters, and the tension between them, had not been sufficiently presented. In this case, 

the polyvocal approach skewed my perspective of the story as its author, and the reader—if he or 

she was patient enough to reach the 1950s segments—would be resistant to the later shift back to 

2001, because this narrator (June, along with her situation and relationships) did not warrant the 

same interest. 

 In an effort to avert this, I made revisions to the first part of the novel, increasing my 

focus on the characterization of June, her father, and her grandfather. I incorporated increased 

tension and conflict between family members and others that had, in some cases, been implied 

but not developed in the former draft; in other cases, I introduced elements to make this narrator 

and her relationships more interesting that were not at all present in the earlier draft. For 

example, June imagines a potential relationship with the African-American valet at the hotel 

where she works and becomes aware of other inter-racial couples; she communicates with her 

grandfather through passive-aggressive sticky notes that they leave for each other; she reveals to 

her father that she plans to move in with her grandfather, knowing how he will react and in part 

because of it; she confronts her father and grandfather directly, blaming them for her 

abandonment during childhood; and she attempts to teach her grandfather how to send e-mail or 

use a chat room—their contrasting views of technology and communication clearly on display. 

In each case, her relationships with her father and grandfather are more volatile and complex. In 
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these revisions, the intention was that in the current draft the reader will not resist the shift from 

one point of view to another, because both are equally compelling.  

One of the strengths of novels consists of the space available to them—that is, the time 

with which to develop a character in a different way from how that character might develop in a 

short story. Chekhov’s characters are masterfully drawn, but his skill lies in sketching a fully 

believable human being in a few swift strokes, rather than the development of a character over 

several hundred pages as in works by Victor Hugo, Tolstoy, or Dickens, where a character’s 

entire life from cradle to grave may be related. Even brief novels have considerably more room 

with which to develop character than the majority of their short story counterparts. Another 

challenge for polyvocal narratives, which switch perspectives numerous times, involves the risk 

of forfeiting this advantage of space—of, in effect, dividing up the novel into several shorter 

works and thereby potentially weakening character development.  

 In Jonathan Franzen’s 2001 novel The Corrections, which won the National Book 

Award, Franzen overcomes this potential obstacle by presenting finely-drawn characters that are 

richly developed despite taking turns as the subject of an extremely close third-person point of 

view. Franzen does this by allowing his characters to be continually defined and developed by 

each other, even when they are not ‘on stage.’ The novel centers around a single family and takes 

turns focusing on different family members for each major section, except for the final section, 

when they all come together. Because the characters are frequently discussing, thinking about, or 

acting in response to other family members, they reveal their opinions and feelings for each other 

and give background information to the reader. In this way, the reader has a deeper 

understanding of each character—and the family as a unit—than any one section could relate. 
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 The Lambert family has settled in the Midwest, and the parents possess traditional, 

Protestant, Midwestern values that they fear their children have left behind when they fled to the 

East coast. Alfred is the aging patriarch, a somewhat tyrannical former railroad manager who is 

reaching the end of his years and losing his faculties as he succumbs to Parkinson’s disease, 

reduced to “shaking his head at the complexity of it all” (7). His wife, Enid, laments her 

children’s abandonment and suffers in trying to maintain a pretense of normalcy with her 

husband; it is her deepest wish that she can reunite the family for “one last Christmas” (142). 

Gary, the oldest son, is a depressed and semi-alcoholic banker who has begun to feel 

manipulated and unappreciated by his wife and children. The other son, Chip, is an aspiring 

screenwriter and failed academic, fired after dalliances with a student, who runs from his 

problems in America (where “the entire culture is flawed” as he sees it [31]) to Lithuania, where 

he engages in defrauding American investors. Denise, the daughter, is a successful chef who 

nonetheless loses her job after carrying out affairs with both her boss and his wife.  

Despite each having their own separate lives, the various family members’ stories often 

overlap, and they each pass judgment on the others in their words and through their actions. In 

this way, each character is developed throughout the book, rather than only in his or her main 

section, as when Gary and his wife discuss his parents’ shortcomings and argue whether to join 

them for Christmas. It is not until the end, at Christmas, that all family members are together, 

and they must confront each other and take the necessary steps, or corrections, to try to improve 

their lives. 

In this final section, the perspective shifts rapidly from one family member to the next, 

starting with Alfred, then Enid, then down through the children. The reader experiences these 

multiple perspectives rapidly, one almost blending into another, and the reader is left with a 
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picture of the family as a whole and a commentary on what it means to live in twenty-first 

century America. By focusing on such a tightly-knit group of characters whose lives are heavily 

intertwined, then structuring his novel such that their various stories all converge at a single time 

and place, Franzen overcomes the challenge of switching narrators, and his characters are fully 

realized as a result. 

In writing After the Planes, one of the themes that interested me was the notion of 

interconnectivity; it is doubtlessly true for all humanity, but even more so within the bonds and 

boundaries of family connections. June, the daughter and granddaughter, is struggling to 

understand her place in the family and how it is defined through her abandonment by her father, 

and in turn how this may have resulted from her father’s abandonment by her grandfather. She 

teaches a genealogy club and realizes how little she knows, not only about her own extended 

family, but about how people in general connect, form attachments, or understand each other: 

“She felt suddenly foolish […] too naïve and stupid to even teach a genealogy club, to find 

connections or realize how or why people met, fell in love, stayed, left, deceived, sacrificed, 

reconnected—it was all beyond her” (274). Her father and grandfather, in contrast, perceive the 

past as intimately present; the grandfather describes history as “a Möbius strip […] an ouroborus 

swallowing its own tail ad infinitum” (n2, 80). They see their stories as many parts of the same 

tale rather than separate stories (as June might perceive them), and through the course of the 

novel June comes to realize how intertwined all of their stories are. I knew that I wanted to 

include multiple perspectives—June’s, her father Jack’s, and her grandfather Charles’s, among 

others—but I also knew it was possible that their stories would appear isolated or only 

tangentially related. Further, I wanted the reader to better understand each of the main characters 
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and their family dynamic across the generations in both parts of the novel, with both time periods 

illuminating each other. 

In an effort to achieve this, their stories, although separated by time and space, continue 

to overlap and comment upon each other. Charles in 2001 is able to intrude into the story of the 

past (Jack’s story in 1951) by imposing his own notes upon the manuscript his granddaughter is 

reading, notes “curling up onto the side margins, some written at the bottom, some attached with 

stapled notes on random pieces of paper” (195), thus physically forcing his own voice into the 

book and providing a direct link between the 1951 narrative and that set in 2001. His notes 

question, correct, argue with, or extend Jack’s narrative, reinforcing the highly subjective nature 

of both history and personal narrative even as it links what could be seen as the two parts of the 

novel. Discussing multiple points of view, Hugh Ruppersburg writes, “Because characters are 

fallible human beings, their observations and experiences do not always reflect reality. Truth is 

called constantly into question. One person’s view of events may differ considerably from 

another’s and one, or both, or most often neither may prove correct” (9). I wanted for readers to 

question the validity, bias, and authority of each of the texts and narratives encountered within 

the book. 

 The stories creep in on each other in other ways, as well, as when Charles appears at 

June’s genealogy club with photographs and journal entries from his time in occupied Japan. The 

glimpses he provides into this time in his life—and its implications for his son and the rest of the 

family—both extends and comments upon Jack’s story, filling in gaps that his own narrative was 

unable to fill (or could only guess at). At the end of the novel, letters and an interview appear 

that were either in the original time capsule from 1951 or prepared for the new one, the two 
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intermixing (as they would for June reviewing them with her club) just as the two time periods 

are more interconnected and present in each other than their fifty-year separation would indicate. 

The intention of these overlaps and internal commentary of one character on another’s 

story is to develop all of the main characters throughout the novel, an understanding of their 

relationships and connections gradually revealed and explored, such that each of these characters 

is being further defined even when the character is not narrating or even a part of this time and 

place. Although it needs further refinement, this is meant to overcome, to a degree, the 

previously stated challenge to writing a polyvocal novel—the danger of underdeveloped 

characters. 

Another challenge for writers of polyvocal narratives is the problem of voice. It can be 

difficult to do even one voice convincingly, suggesting verisimilitude to the reader, and the more 

that are added, the more this challenge multiplies. To return momentarily to The Brief Wondrous 

Life of Oscar Wao, Díaz approaches this challenge by equipping one character to be the 

seemingly near-omniscient narrator. The narrative voice stays consistent and convincing, 

because it is all filtered through Yunior, yet the characters each have their own turn in the 

spotlight to shine, develop, and become sharply drawn. Of course, this raises questions of 

reliability and authority, calling the rest of the novel into question when the overall narrator is 

revealed, as with Ian McEwan’s Atonement. For The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, readers 

must ask questions regarding Yunior’s bias, level of knowledge, and likelihood to omit or alter 

information. The only sections that Yunior has apparently not written are those by Lola, who 

also writes from a first-person (and briefly second) perspective. Her voice, though similar in 

some respects to Yunior’s, exhibits many differences—it is informal, but not so casual, using far 

fewer sentence fragments; there is a decrease in slang but an increase in Spanish; there are no 
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subheadings there to give structure and organization, as there are for the rest of the novel. By 

giving Lola her own voice, it acknowledges Yunior’s inability to understand or speak for her, 

even while it causes readers to wonder how her story appeared in the midst of Yunior’s narrative. 

Díaz meets the challenges of interest and authenticity presented by switching voices, but in the 

process raises questions about the reliability of his narrators.  

 In writing After the Planes, I anticipated—and encountered—a number of challenges 

related to voice and point of view. In the sections centered on June, I used a close third-person 

perspective, primarily the classic Jamesian over-the-shoulder viewpoint and occasionally sliding 

into her thoughts. Within the third-person sections following June, letters and journal pages also 

appear from the point of view of Charles and his wife, Grace. For the in-text memoir, written by 

her father Jack, I used a first-person point of view that was complicated by presenting memories 

of childhood clearly related by an adult. The memoir also contains footnotes added by June’s 

grandfather, Charles, from his own first-person perspective—similarly looking back across fifty 

years to himself as a much younger adult. The last ‘story’ parts of the novel then contain several 

fairly short sections that all utilize a close third once again, each following one of the three main 

characters—June, Jack, or Charles. Finally, the novel concludes with items from the time 

capsules (both the one from 1951 and the new one being planned in 2001), presented to the 

reader as June would perhaps have seen them in the days following the end of the main narrative. 

These items include an interview (presented as a transcript) and three letters, each written in the 

first person—and again complicated by time, as they are all either looking forward, looking 

back, or both. 

 The third-person sections following June were the least complicated in terms of voice, 

particularly because the novel begins with a chapter of this type, establishing character and 
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situation before any other, more unusual narrative styles are employed. This traditional, close 

third is unsurprising and allowed me to focus on laying a foundation for the rest of the novel, 

particularly in later drafts where I intentionally considered tension, conflict, and connection in 

early sections with June after their lack was helpfully pointed out to me. The narrative voice is 

sympathetic toward June, revealing her to be an insecure young adult seeking a greater 

understanding of her family story—and her place within it—as well as the approval and respect 

of the men in her life. 

 The in-text memoir, written by her father and footnoted by her grandfather, was more 

complicated. Her father, Jack, is a professional writer (of travel guidebooks), and his creative 

urge comes out in sometimes overblown images or dramatizations of events; June’s grandfather, 

Charles, is often quick to point out the inaccuracies of his narration. I wanted the voice to reflect 

honestly how Jack remembers his childhood (as distinct from how his childhood ‘actually’ 

happened), so it often employs nostalgic, intentionally juvenile descriptions or dialogue that Jack 

is using to show June ‘the way things were.’ At the same time, darker undercurrents of ‘reality’ 

are revealed the further he goes into his recollections, and at times he even directly addresses 

June as she is reading the memoir—breaking the fourth wall, so to speak, and acknowledging 

that this is an adult narrator with a specific agenda, not truly a first-person child’s point of view 

with the perspective of the moment, as it might at first glance appear. 

 Charles’s voice, as described in dialogue by Jack in his sections and also in the third-

person sections following June, is given its fullest treatment in his footnotes to Jack’s story, 

where he becomes his most verbose (even more so than in his letters or his own memoir pages 

that appear elsewhere). As a historian, and as the subject of much of his son’s memoir (“The 

book is largely about me,” he says [194]), he feels an imperative to emend the text, correcting its 
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inaccuracies or at least revealing to June the impossibility of finding the truth about the situation. 

The character of Charles that appears in Jack’s descriptions is a bit different from the character 

as he appears elsewhere; I wanted it to be clear that he was being filtered through Jack’s eyes 

(and fifty years of memories), even as Charles filters his own portrayals of himself or his actions 

in numerous ways. An example would be an early footnote about his relationship with Sayoko, 

when he writes, “We were friends, June, it was very innocent” (n8, 100). The challenge was to 

create a voice for Charles that was consistent enough with other portrayals of the character, yet 

different enough to reinforce this point about the limitations of both memory and language. 

 Another challenge presented by polyvocal narratives is that of connection—specifically, 

the thematic, narrative-driven, contextual, or symbolic connections uniting the disparate parts of 

a particular story. In a novel, even one divided into multiple sections, readers expect some kind 

of connections between the parts, however tangential, that combine to present a larger picture. If 

these connections are too obvious, they may feel forced; if too subtle, the reader may miss them; 

if too unlikely, they will break verisimilitude; if too mundane, they will appear banal. The 

connections must exist in the novel, but they must be introduced and developed carefully. 

 In Colum McCann’s 2009 novel Let the Great World Spin, the characters are connected 

in ways that are not obvious to the reader or to themselves. The novel revolves around the real-

life walk taken by Philippe Petit on a wire stretched between the Twin Towers in 1974. The 

novel takes place primarily in New York City and switches perspectives with each section, and 

the characters include a pair of brothers traveling from Ireland; prostitutes eking out a living in 

the slums; a support group of women who have lost sons in the Vietnam War; one of the sons, a 

technician killed while designing a computer program to tally the total number of the dead; the 

judge assigned to weigh the sentence against Petit for his high-wire performance; and Petit 
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himself, training and then carrying out the incredible feat. Some of the characters witness the 

walk, others do not, yet all of them are connected to each other and in some way affected by 

Petit’s stunt. McCann focuses on the characters, their emotions, and their individual stories, 

rather than on puzzling out the connections, so that when the links are revealed, they appear 

natural and not contrived. They give a sense that all stories are connected, in an organic and 

unavoidable way, and therefore perhaps all lives, bound together by the “intrusion of time and 

history” (325). Using Petit’s walk as a parallel for the later attacks of 9/11, McCann suggests that 

all New Yorkers—or all Americans, perhaps even all people in the world—were connected by a 

single event involving those towers, all of them looking up, staring in shock and disbelief. In the 

final section of the novel, set in 2006, a new character (the daughter of a previous character who 

died) looks at a photo of Petit walking the wire and thinks that it is “the collision point of stories” 

(325); it is a single event uniting everyone, their own stories rippling out, while the world spins 

on and on. 

 McCann could have buried the connections, only to reveal them at the end like a 

magician pulling a rabbit from a hat, but the emphasis would have been on his cleverness. He 

also could have laid them out obviously, but then the effect of natural interdependence would 

have been reduced. Instead, he did neither, so the novel possesses an element of mystery but not 

secrecy, symbiosis but not contrivance, interconnectivity but not manipulation. Each character 

has his or her own story, but together they present a greater whole. 

 Even before I began writing my novel, I knew I wanted the reader to make connections, 

not only between the various characters in the novel, but also between Pearl Harbor and 9/11, 

specifically between the cultures of fear, prejudice, and suspicion that followed both attacks and 

the wars (World War II and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan) that the United States became 
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involved in as a result. The novel is intended to provoke critical thought and questioning of 

cultural trends and popular rhetoric that remains clearly on display in our contemporary moment, 

all the more with the presidential primaries underway. However, I felt quite confident that the 

greatest danger was to be heavy handed in drawing these parallels, insulting the reader’s 

intelligence or assuming a reductive approach that oversimplified a series of complex and 

nuanced issues. 

 In an effort to avoid this, I attempted to allow the connections to emerge naturally 

through the characters and their situations, working them organically into the story. For example, 

in an early draft in which June’s part of the story takes place after 9/11 rather than before, her 

grandfather lectures explicitly on the parallels between Pearl Harbor and 9/11. It felt heavy 

handed, and in my revision, I changed his lecture to be about the War of 1812 and the British 

army’s burning of the capitol, trusting readers to make the connection between the symbolic 

destruction of national icons in 1812 (the White House, the capitol buildings) and again in 2001 

(the Twin Towers), even as the gentleman introducing Charles points out his work connecting 

Pearl Harbor and the War of 1812. 

 Other parallels that are present but not so clear-cut emerge through the memories and 

stories of the characters, as with the recollections of Fumiko (the aunt of one of June’s genealogy 

students) about the countless missing person signs posted on the streets of Japan after the war’s 

end. Without making any other reference in this moment to 9/11, I wanted readers to at some 

level connect this to the signs of the missing posted in New York following September 11, 2001, 

signs that became the faces of the tragedy when they were collected into the book Portraits: 

9/11/01. To me, the similarity between the two instances of missing person signs, and the 

cultural moments they reflect of two societies reeling in despair, shock, and grief, is immediately 
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suggested and does not need to be elaborated upon in the text. It is my hope that this unstated 

parallel, as well as others within the novel, deepens the reader’s experience of the text without 

overstating its connections. 

 Similarly, I strove to gradually reveal family stories and connections to the reader without 

causing him or her to feel that information had been intentionally withheld (at least by the 

author). The many narrators of the story have their own reasons for obscuring or withholding 

information, and at times they distort the facts or outright lie in their narratives. To the reader is 

left the task of sifting through the layers and piecing the parts together. For example, Jack is 

driven by conflicting desires: to exonerate his own father to June before she discovers his past 

actions some other way; and to punish his father, whom he still blames for leaving the family, by 

at last exposing the truth about him after holding his secret for so many years. This ambivalence 

causes Jack-as-narrator to filter what he allows June to read, dropping hints in places but on the 

whole easing her into the revelations that will come. Charles, meanwhile, attempts to assert his 

own parental (and authorial) control over the work by correcting or supplementing the narrative 

with his own stories, which gradually reveal more as June nears the end of the book. For other 

parallels—such as between Charles’s abandonment of his family and Jack’s, Charles’s infidelity 

and the unseen Ellen’s, June’s interracial interest in Paul and Frank’s (or Charles’s) in Sayoko, 

or Sayoko’s traumatic cultural conversion versus Mai’s comfortably mixed heritage—the 

intention was also to reveal them in due course in the story, without attempting to force 

connections by the reader. In short, the intention was to take a cue from McCann and allow 

connections to emerge organically, without causing a reader to feel in the dark but also without 

exposing all of the fictional family’s secrets before it was time. 
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Advantages 

Although the challenges of polyvocal narration are certainly present, this technique also 

has its advantages. One of the most significant benefits is that it allows a writer to explore the 

same subject from many different angles, all while enjoying the intimacy of a first-person point 

of view or a very close third. Readers become aware of the limits of perception and the many 

perspectives that must contribute to a broader understanding of the world. As Catherine Patten 

writes of As I Lay Dying, “When only one narrator exists, such a story becomes a study of his 

mind; when many such narrators exist, the whole question of perception assumes paramount 

importance” (4). 

Further, polyvocal narratives can draw on the fragmented nature of our lives, allowing 

their storytelling to explore our splintered, multifaceted world, while still affirming an 

overarching narrative and suggesting we are all involved in this web of connections. This web 

can be a source of danger and pain, but it can also be the source of comfort, one which draws the 

reader into the meaning-making or healing process. Discussing multiple narratives in Toni 

Morrison’s Beloved, Philip Goldstein writes: “The fragmented multiple narratives impel the 

reader to reconstruct the story and to participate in the healing” (n16, 144). Even as the fractured 

narratives imply a kind of separation, this joining together—a working through of pain, 

disconnection, and loss that the reader participates in—suggests a degree of solidarity and 

unification. 

 Salvador Plascencia, in his 2005 novel The People of Paper, utilizes over a dozen 

different character points of view. The novel often shifts narrators multiple times on a single 

page, each with his or her own narrow column of text, and the narrators frequently seem to 

compete for attention. The novel follows Federico de la Fe and his daughter, Little Merced, who 
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immigrate from Mexico to the United States after Federico’s wife leaves him. However, the 

novel quickly becomes about many other things. Plascencia writes with a metafictional self-

consciousness of himself as a writer, blurring the line between author and audience, fact and 

fiction (as with one prophetic character, Baby Nostradamus, who knows how the book will end 

and gives its final sentence, “There would be no sequel to the sadness,” 79 pages before it 

appears [167]). This approach allows Plascencia—or at least, the fictional version of Plascencia 

that appears in the novel, alternately referred to as Salvador Plascencia, Sal, or Saturn—to 

present his own view as author and to also present the views of his ex-wife and multiple 

characters in the book he is writing, many of whom become aware of him and the larger story 

they are a part of—what one character calls “the arc of a story you don’t own” (85). In a chapter 

written ostensibly by his ex-wife, she tells him, “You need to remember that I exist beyond the 

pages of this book. One day, I don’t know when, I will have children, and I don’t want them 

finding a book in which their mother is faithless and cruel […] please leave me out of this story. 

Start this book over, without me” (138). Two pages later, the book seems to start over—a new 

title page, a new dedication—but it then picks up where it left off, as if none of the authors is 

fully in control of its narrative. Some of the characters, led by Federico de la Fe, wage war 

against Plascencia’s despotic ruling of their lives and invasion of their privacy, and one character 

even seeks him out and finds him, sparing his life only because he determines that Plascencia is 

simply a sad, lonely writer pining for his lost love (who gets her own narrative voice in the 

novel, though Plascencia painstakingly blacks out any reference to her new boyfriend).  

Accomplishing all of this postmodern absurdity in a genuine, compelling way through a 

single perspective would be difficult, if not impossible. It could also easily descend to a 

metafictional rant if confined to a single character. As it is written, though, Plascencia’s 
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remarkable accomplishment is that beneath his stylistic fireworks, the work is poignant and even 

profound; it achieves this through its validation of all perspectives by giving each of them a 

voice. 

 Even the reader is drawn into the story as a participant and at times is even addressed or 

discussed. As one example, Little Merced has been taught how to conceal her thoughts from 

Saturn (Plascencia), the overbearing planet/author continually looking down and seeing their 

minds and actions. Only a child, she is still developing her ability, but she wants to protect the 

dignity of herself and her father by hiding their thoughts and actions from prying readers who 

have no business invading their privacy and observing their every textual move and thought: 

“she hid compound sentences that utilized semicolons and commas, and soon could manage even 

full paragraphs” (164). When she is successful, a black circle appears over the text in the novel, 

literally blocking the reader from observing her and her father. As another example, a woman 

named Merced de Papel has been crafted out of paper, a Frankensteinian creation of origami with 

folded paper limbs, bones, and organs. Along with her many lovers, who suffer deep paper cuts 

on their fingers, lips, and tongues, the book implies that the reader also has his or her hands on 

this woman, physically interacting with her through the book, “some cradl[ing] the open covers 

while others set the book on a table, licking their fingers before turning each page, saliva soaking 

into the margins” (166). Despite the clear magical realism element of this novel, one of 

Plascencia’s challenges was to keep it from incomprehensibility or becoming mere gimmick. 

Through the myriad of voices that appears in the novel, each giving his or her own perspective 

and adding another layer to the unfolding creation, Plascencia manages to present a coherent, 

believable, and fully engaging novel. 
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 In After the Planes, the story of the Morgan family has been fractured just as the family 

itself has; the family history is broken into pieces with certain individuals holding select parts of 

it and no one person knowing the entire story. Each family member is limited in knowledge and 

hampered by personal bias. If the story was restricted to a single point of view, these limitations 

would prevent a coherent perspective of the family unit or its fragmented story. June comes to 

know her father and grandfather in the present but is unaware of their past; of their immediate 

family, Charles alone knows what occurred in his time as a soldier and in occupied Japan; and 

for his part, Jack lived through most of the events related but lacks understanding of his father’s 

motivations or his daughter’s needs to be loved and respected as her own person. A single point 

of view would either substantially narrow the focus of the novel or require me to work these 

elements into the story without allowing the reader to see through their eyes—and the need to 

consider other perspectives, if any understanding is to be reached, is one of the driving forces I 

wanted present in the novel.  

 The opportunity it offers to consider divergent perspectives is one of the primary benefits 

of literature, in my opinion, and polyvocal texts are ideally poised to encourage this kind of 

awareness and critical thought. Examining the use of texts with multiple points of view as a 

springboard for literacy pedagogy and critical thinking in students, Clarke and Whitney write, 

“The beauty of using multiple perspective texts is that students are overtly conscious of multiple 

voices and how things change when seeing an issue through a different vantage point” (532). In 

readers of any age level, polyvocality encourages an acknowledgment of the limited perspective 

inherent in the human condition. 

A further advantage of this narrative technique is its aptitude for accurately reflecting not 

just the reality of a particular cast of characters, but of the world as we currently experience it to 
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be. Part of the ongoing legacy of postmodernism in its various incarnations is that most writers 

and readers are aware of the un-definable nature of reality, the abstract quality of our lives, and 

the slippery substance of “truth”; a sense of coherence can only be gained—if ever—by listening 

to multiple voices, acknowledging our limited, fractured vantage point, and looking at the overall 

picture that develops. As writers and readers in 2012, we are living in a digital (rather than 

analog) age, one in which information and entertainment is transmitted in multiple streams 

simultaneously for us to process in bursts and in conjunction with many other bits of data. Rather 

than one path to any answer, text, or objective, there are likely to be numerous paths, and rather 

than a single authoritative voice transmitting knowledge from above, there are likely to be a 

chorus, all chiming in with conflicting views in which the answer we seek lies somewhere 

between them all.  

 Contemporary American novelists function both as reflections of our cultural moment, 

encompassing the influences and effects of a postmodern world (and perhaps post-postmodern, 

depending on whom you ask), as well as critics of that moment, critiquing and affecting the 

societies they depict in their novels. The polyvocal narrative technique is one effective method of 

doing so, of presenting characters living in a world where their stories are connected to others, 

where their voices are only one of many. 
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Layered Storytelling 

 

Overview 

As I observed at the start of this essay, the discourse that became popular in the mass 

media and in political speech after the attacks on September 11, 2001 marked a return in many 

ways to the rhetoric of the 1940s and 1950s. Writers and commentators noted the similarities 

between the attack on the Twin Towers and the attack that brought the U.S. into World War II, 

calling 9/11 a second Pearl Harbor. The site of the New York attacks was almost immediately 

dubbed “Ground Zero,”  a direct reference to the use of the atomic bomb that ended World War 

II. In some ways, these parallels are justified; they were the only two attacks on U.S. soil in the 

last hundred years (though Hawaii was still a territory), they were both surprise attacks, and both 

caused wide-scale cultural changes across the country, including the mobilization of military 

forces and the nation’s engagement in a major war. Furthermore, the Bush administration 

revived rhetoric from the 1940s that positioned the United States as a noble force for goodness 

out to rid the world of evil, the innocent victim of a cowardly and unprovoked sneak attack, and 

an awakened giant that would, with God’s help, emerge triumphant over the evil-doers. This 

revived rhetoric claimed for the nation “a kind of ultimate victimhood” (Ray 52), which 

influenced U.S. culture for decades after Pearl Harbor and shows every sign of doing the same in 

our post-9/11 world.  

For these reasons, it can be useful to view literature engaging with 9/11 through a critical 

lens thoughtfully considering the contexts of Pearl Harbor and World War II, including the 

literature they spawned. The similarities in both the devastation of the events and the reactions 

they initiated—reactions of fear, anger, prejudice, disconnection, a sense of disorder and 
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vulnerability, and the impression that the world had shifted in a surreal, unstable way—have 

been explored through literature dealing with both historical events.  

The period of 1945 to the present, a commonly divided segment of American literature, is 

in many ways bookended by war at this moment in time. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have 

spawned their own literature, but they are heavily under the shadow of the falling towers, and the 

attacks of 9/11 remain the most significant event of twenty-first century America. By considering 

the methods that writers used to process World War II, we can arrive at a better understanding of 

the works written in response to 9/11. Specifically, I want to examine a method used by many 

writers of literature about World War II—a focus on written language and storytelling, not 

simply for the writer but as a persistent theme for their characters and as a process of healing—

which has also been adopted by writers of 9/11 literature. It entails layers of textuality and a 

certain grappling with the limitations of language, and it presents a means for attempting to 

comprehend the incomprehensible. 

As with the first part of this essay, I do not endeavor to present a comprehensive survey 

of World War II- or 9/11-related literature; neither do I claim to exhaust the many critical aspects 

or implications of layered textuality and storytelling within novels. As before, I intend to use a 

handful of representative novels to serve as examples illustrating several useful points to 

consider in conjunction with my writing of After the Planes and my own wrestling with this 

history and the limits of language. As illustrations, I consider two novels dealing with World 

War II—Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five and Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony—one 

novel dealing with 9/11—Don DeLillo’s Falling Man—and one novel dealing with both—

Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close.  
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A Quest for Comprehension 

 In 1969, Kurt Vonnegut published Slaughterhouse-Five. As 9/11 literature of the past 

decade has for its context the ongoing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, Slaughterhouse-Five was 

also written in a time of national turmoil. The Civil Rights movement and the Vietnam War were 

both in full swing. This was the year of the shooting of protestors at Kent State; there were large-

scale demonstrations and protests against the Vietnam War across the country. Veterans were 

returning home with severe emotional and physical trauma, and the entire nation was trying to 

make sense of something that seemed increasingly senseless. In response to this cultural 

moment, Vonnegut set much of his novel in World War II, although it moves in time and the last 

chapter mentions the deaths of Robert Kennedy, “whose summer home is eight miles from the 

home I live in all year round” (210), and Martin Luther King, Jr. And “every day,” the narrator 

continues, “my Government gives me a count of corpses created by military science in Vietnam” 

(210). To process all of these events, along with the pervading sense of the surreal quality of life, 

the unpredictability of history, and the senselessness of war, Vonnegut (and his characters) 

turned to storytelling. 

 The first and last chapters are semi-autobiographical, as the narrator discusses a book he 

has been wanting to write for years: “this book about Dresden” (4). Vonnegut, like his narrator, 

was a soldier and American prisoner of war who survived the firebombing of Dresden through 

being locked in a German slaughterhouse. For the narrator (as for Vonnegut, we might suspect), 

writing this book is a means of striving for comprehension, of coming to grips—or at least 

acknowledging the impossibility of coming to grips—with an event that defies description. It is 

an attempt to organize a fractured reality, yet the design of the book, filled with time travel and 

rapid jumps through time and space, automatically subverts these efforts and points to the 
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impossibility of establishing any meaningful order. These jumps blur fiction and reality, as does 

the narrator’s insistence that he was there along with Billy Pilgrim, the protagonist which the 

novel primarily is focused upon. The unnamed narrator, throughout the book, tells the stories of 

Billy Pilgrim and then intrudes at key moments, mentioning a minor character and then insisting 

“That was I. That was me. That was the author of this book” (125). The narrator identifies 

strongly with Billy at times; when Billy has a “crazy thought,” the truth of which “startled him,” 

the narrator suggests that it “would make a good epitaph for Billy Pilgrim—and for me, too” 

(121). The epitaph, which appears on the following page and encourages an ironic reading, is 

“EVERYTHING WAS BEAUTIFUL, AND NOTHING HURT” (122). Despite impossible 

circumstances surrounding Billy Pilgrim’s story, such as time travel or being abducted by aliens, 

the narrator pledges the truth of his participation in Billy’s story. The actual events of the war, 

the reader might be led to believe, were no less outrageous, no less unbelievable, and yet they 

happened. Putting these unreal events down in this “Dresden book” is an attempt to impose a 

kind of order and comprehension on what is endlessly disordered and incomprehensible. 

 Part of the quest for comprehension in the wake of any traumatic event is a 

reconsideration of identity—finding one’s place in the ongoing story. Billy Pilgrim and other 

characters in the novel are using stories to remake themselves. Dealing with personal crises due 

to the war, Billy and a fellow hospital patient, Rosewater, are “trying to re-invent themselves and 

their universe,” and “[s]cience fiction was a big help” (101) in this regard (perhaps Vonnegut’s 

partial explanation for the sci-fi elements in his work). Science fiction reveals the surreal 

absurdities of life, puts them in a context that allows for thoughtful examination, and allows for a 

working through of their circumstances in order to reach some level of comprehension. 

Rosewater tells a psychiatrist: “I think you guys are going to have to come up with a lot of 
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wonderful new lies, or people just aren’t going to want to go on living” (101). Alberto Cacicedo 

observes: 

What Rosewater calls ‘lies’ are the stories that people tell to make sense of the world 

around them […] a mythic system under which things fall into place and come to have 

meaning. That is what a mythology is—‘lies’ that organize the data of the senses so that 

we can believe that we have a place in the universe privileged by understanding. (366) 

Slaughterhouse-Five is in accordance with modern and postmodern beliefs that old forms 

of knowledge and narration no longer suffice in the face of the scale of devastation brought about 

by World War I and II (and Vietnam, as Vonnegut was writing this novel). One character, once 

again processing events through story, tells Billy Pilgrim that everything there is to know in life 

can be found in The Brothers Karamazov by Dostoevsky, and then states “But that isn’t enough 

anymore” (101). New stories must be told, stories that acknowledge the fragmented nature of life 

and truth, its nonsensical reality. Vonnegut’s narrator tells tales of time-travel and the 

Tralfamadorians who imprison Billy in a zoo; he writes his “Dresden book” and simultaneously 

distances himself from its events through his focus on Billy Pilgrim, yet insists on his presence 

throughout; and he even states in his first chapter that the book is a failure, “and had to be” (22). 

The book may not succeed from the narrator’s perspective, but if people are “going to want to go 

on living,” they must at least attempt to impose order and understanding on such impossibly 

incomprehensible events, as Vonnegut does through Slaughterhouse-Five. 

Moving from World War II to 9/11, a second example can be found in Don DeLillo’s 

2007 novel Falling Man, one of many novels written in the wake of 9/11 in attempts to reach 

some level of comprehension for the event. Just as DeLillo seeks to process the real-life attacks 

on the World Trade Center through storytelling, so do his characters as they react to these events. 
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At the start of the novel, readers are introduced to Keith, who works in the towers and survives 

the attacks. He stumbles from the towers in a daze, into a world that defies understanding:  

The roar was still in the air, the buckling rumble of the fall. This was the world now. […] 

The world was this as well, figures in windows a thousand feet up, dropping into free 

space, and the stink of fuel fire, and the steady rip of sirens in the air. The noise lay 

everywhere they ran, stratified sound collecting around them, and he walked away from it 

and into it at the same time. (3-4) 

Over the course of the novel, he struggles to maintain a coherent life in the aftermath, and he 

begins a downward spiral that first reunites him with his wife and then separates them again as 

he loses himself to gambling. 

Keith has carried a briefcase out of the towers that is not his own, and he seeks to find its 

owner and return it, thus meeting another survivor, Florence. He has a strong need to find out 

whom it belongs to, why it was left, how their paths came to cross—Florence tells him: “You ask 

yourself what the story is that goes with the briefcase. I’m the story” (109). They begin an affair, 

meeting many times, and eventually tell each other their stories of survival, needing someone to 

share them with, and feeling that only another survivor can understand. In this way, sharing it 

with the reader, DeLillo suggests that in a sense we are all survivors, all needing to let go and 

move on, all struggling collaboratively to make sense of the story and release it—his novel but 

one piece of this process.  

 Lianne, Keith’s wife, holds what she calls “her storyline sessions” (29) for a group of 

men and women in the advanced stages of Alzheimer’s. Their faculties are fading, and they are 

losing their grip on memory and comprehension, yet they stave it off through writing: “They 

worked into themselves, finding narratives that rolled and tumbled, and how natural it seemed to 
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do this, tell stories about themselves” (30). Following 9/11, they specifically want to write stories 

about the attacks, “about the planes” (31). Lianne describes how even as their recognition of 

their own children is leaving them, they find meaning by writing about what happened on 

September 11. Keith and Lianne’s son and his friends also make sense through storytelling, 

making up endless stories about a man named “Bill Lawton.” The parents realize the children 

have misheard someone discussing Bin Laden. The children refuse to believe that the towers 

have come down, watching the sky with binoculars for planes, and telling stories of what Bill 

Lawton is planning next. Lianne, an editor, desperately hopes for a potential book project she has  

heard about dealing with terrorism—she, too, seems to sense that the way to come to grips with 

the events and their impact on her life is by constructing narratives. 

 In addition to layered storytelling—his characters making sense of events through texts 

and stories—DeLillo also makes use of a polyvocal narrative, offering multiple perspectives, 

including that of one of the hijackers, Hammad. Hammad also sees events and his role in them in 

terms of story and plot. He “felt the magnetic effect of plot. Plot drew them together more tightly 

than ever. Plot closed the world to the slenderest line of sight, where everything converges to a 

point” (174). He views his life as part of an inevitable story, the plot of destiny, a story already 

told and with all lines converging at the towers. Hammad’s point of view shifts directly into 

Keith’s at the very moment of impact with the towers, when Hammad’s life ends and Keith’s is 

forever changed; for their storylines, as DeLillo’s perspective shift reinforces, this moment of 

impact is the point of plot convergence, as it is for countless lives across the country and around 

the world impacted by 9/11. And it is in the consideration of multiple perspectives that an escape 

from reductive, oversimplified explanations can be provided. As Kristiaan Versluys observes, 

“In embracing the viewpoint of the Other (including the terrorist, the ultimate Other), novelists 
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employ an ethics that gainsays binary thinking and that, in potentia, proffers a way out of the 

deadly spiral of violence and counterviolence that the planes, coming out of the blue, initiated” 

(17). Whether or not any ultimate understanding can be reached, the story of September 11, 

2001, in all its fragmentation, its surreal nature, and its devastating consequences, remains a 

story told by many voices—a story to be narrated, interpreted, critiqued, retold, and shared. 

 In After the Planes, I knew that I also wanted to use layered storytelling as a means for 

characters to process and attempt to comprehend the traumatic events in their lives. In the novel, 

Charles Morgan went to fight in the European theater during World War II, was then stationed in 

Japan during its occupation, and came  home to suburban family life back in the states. For 

Charles, it is not only the brutality and senselessness of war that he must struggle to understand, 

but also the unfairness and difficulty of living on in its aftermath. He struggles to come to grips 

with the sacrifices of his own happiness and desires that are entailed, in his case, in doing his 

duty to home and family; in some ways, his duties as a soldier—despite the savage violence he 

witnesses—are easier to comprehend than his duties as father and husband. By all accounts, 

Charles is successful as a soldier, earning a medal, generating many stories of heroic valor 

among his friends, and receiving an assignment in occupied Japan before he retires back to 

civilian life. Yet as a father, he misreads his daughter’s illness, misses opportunities to connect 

with his son, gives in to anger and violence as a means of discipline, and fails to protect his son 

from the knowledge of his own infidelity. As a husband, the waters are even muddier; he is in 

love with a woman he met in Japan, but he is already married back in the states. He is brought 

home on false pretenses and then continues an affair with the same woman from Japan, though 

she is married to a close friend. For Charles, as well as other members of the family who appear 
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in the novel, stories become a way to interpret events and his own role within them—even if his 

stories do not always succeed in establishing connections or comprehensibility. 

 Charles finds it difficult to speak of his time in the war, such that most of the stories that 

his son hears are second-hand. They are told by people who knew his father during the war, as 

when during dinner his father’s friends “referred to one story about four times during the 

evening, something about my father supposedly tricking a Nazi officer—they used the German 

word, Hauptfach—into surrendering his entire Panzer unit to my father” (99). Charles “didn’t 

correct them, but he didn’t contribute to the conversation, either” (99). Much later in life, Charles 

writes a memoir that deals explicitly with his time in the war and Japan, but he is unable to share 

it with anyone, endlessly revising it but keeping it to himself—as if he knows the text is 

inadequate for the purpose it needs to serve. “My life is of little significance in the grand 

scheme,” he tells June, adding that the memoir is “[s]imply a hobby. It will most likely never get 

published” (131). It is not until his son Jack sets down his own stories that Charles feels his hand 

is forced, and the limited effect of his stories—to set things right, to pin down the truth of what 

happened, or at least to prove there are multiple versions—is better than remaining silent while 

others tell his history. The intrusion of others’ stories into his own leads him to bring pages of his  

memoir to a genealogy club that June is teaching. At the club, the pages themselves briefly 

become paper airplanes, with text becoming an object of play mimicking an object of war, in the 

same way as the Japanese children “folding newspapers into GI hats” in occupied Japan (341). 

The frail physicality of the pages—they are crumpled, snatched from the air, one page torn 

directly down the middle—mimics the fragility of the stories themselves. Throughout the novel, 

‘holes’ can be poked in each competing narrative, any one of them limited in its 

comprehensiveness or even authority. 
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 As a historian, Charles ‘emends’ the text his son has constructed detailing one period of 

their family’s life in the early 1950s. In essence, he adds footnotes to his son’s book. Within this 

ostensibly academic, objective approach, intended to simply correct any falsehoods in the text as 

he perceives them (“Corrections” as he tells June [194]), Charles begins to slide into 

reminiscences, explanations, and stories of his own. The act of writing—of engaging with these 

memories through written storytelling—allows him to work through memories he has not shared 

with another soul before now. In fact, his normal reticence is so altered through the act of textual 

interaction that he loses sight of what are ‘appropriate’ messages for his granddaughter to be 

receiving. In these moments, the act of seeking comprehension through story is stronger than his 

awareness of the purpose and audience motivating his writing—as with the footnote that 

explores the intimate, late-night confrontations between Charles and his wife, June’s 

grandmother, when she suspects him of cheating. Charles even acknowledges in the note, “I 

should not be telling you this,” yet goes on to write, “Yet I cannot bring myself to delete it, as if 

once composed, the words themselves have a right to existence” (n14, 166). 

Again, when he brings the memoir pages to the after-school club that June teaches, he 

does not consider whether this is the right way to get the information to her, and June realizes 

that his communication is inappropriate for this context and asks, “you thought this would be the 

right way to tell me?” (272). Charles’s defense is his insistence to June, “You needed to hear it. 

You’ll need to know it” (272). Whether it is through a letter written to his son (but unread for 

fifty years), a memoir he writes but shows to no one until it is almost too late (and the wrong 

circumstance), or footnotes to a story he was never meant to read, Charles seeks to comprehend 

through storytelling the choices he has made, the situations forced upon him, and the 

consequences of both—even if his attempts are repeatedly inappropriate or inadequate. 
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 His son Jack, to an even greater extent, looks to storytelling as a means to reach a greater 

level of comprehension, both for past events and their contemporary counterparts. He claims that 

the book is for June, writing in the book’s preface, “I finally figured out that it was for you, that 

maybe it would help you know who you are, and who you are not, and to give you an 

understanding to stand upon when certain things come to light in a few weeks” (80). One can 

sense, though, his own efforts to work through these family tragedies for his own greater 

understanding—an understanding that has been locked into his childhood perspective, bound by 

his comprehension as a boy; an understanding paralleled by the point of view assumed for 

sharing these stories with his daughter. Through the very act of reading these stories (and for 

him, writing them), he hopes to prepare June (and in the process, we can assume, himself) for 

when the time capsule is opened and his father’s crime comes to daylight. Jack knows that the 

full truth, the real answers to what and why and how, are not fully given in the story he is setting 

down; yet he seems to sense that the act of telling the stories—of the two of them engaging with 

them through the book (and, unbeknownst to him at first, her grandfather as well)—will lead to 

deeper insight than his original memories could provide. In these ways, Charles and Jack both 

use storytelling as a tool for connection, comprehension, and a clearer perspective on their past 

and present. 

 

Healing and Identity 

When Vonnegut wrote Slaughterhouse-Five in the cultural context of the Vietnam War, a 

time of great uncertainty and fractured identity for the American people, he approached this 

fragmentation by telling stories of World War II. In 1977, when the Vietnam War had ended, 

Leslie Marmon Silko followed a similar impulse and returned to the time period of World War II 
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in her novel Ceremony. The novel follows a young Laguna Pueblo man, Tayo, who returns from 

the war with the equivalent of shell shock. He is struggling under the guilt of his brother’s death 

and trying to determine how to reestablish familial connections, find his place in the post-war 

world, and find a way to heal in spite of all he has witnessed and done. Tayo does this through 

stories; the novel displays what Sharon Holm calls the “heightened awareness of the spiritual and 

redemptive power of the natural and the imaginative […] the indelible link between land and 

story” (243). 

Silko inserts stories throughout the novel, in between chapters of Tayo’s narrative, often 

structured as what might be considered prose poetry—stories of the Native people’s past, of their 

legends, and of how it relates directly to Tayo and his experience. There are stories of a great evil 

let loose upon the world (“witchery”), and of the efforts to contain it—which is done through 

story. The opening section asserts: “I will tell you something about stories […] They aren’t just 

entertainment. Don’t be fooled. They are all we have, you see, all we have to fight off illness and 

death. You don’t have anything if you don’t have the stories” (2). This conflict between life and 

death, carried out through storytelling, ties directly to Tayo’s internal battle against not simply 

the forces he fought while a soldier, but more particularly his guilt, sorrow, and anger in the 

aftermath. He is healed through the storytelling of Laguna healers, who in large part heal through 

words, drawing on a long tradition of speaking healing over someone, performative utterances 

that literally create what they invoke. Tayo’s family, as well, understands life and strengthens (or 

tests) connective relationships through stories. 

 Tayo’s aunt is obsessed with the town gossip, and she worries less about the reality of a 

situation than about the story that will be told about it. She trumps gossip about her own family 

by having better, more powerful (or damning) stories that she can tell about others. “I know a 
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better one than that about her!” she states. “That woman shouldn’t dare be talking about us” (89). 

Speaking of her, Tayo remarks, “The story was all that counted” (89). Storytelling is also a key 

cultural divider for Tayo and his brother, who is introduced through flashbacks. They are 

simultaneously taught the passed-down legends of their tribe and the ‘official’ stories of their 

history textbooks and English courses. They straddle a cultural divide, and their own people’s 

stories often result in prejudice against them, because the stories are seen as evidence of 

ignorance or even savagery. Stories situate individuals in relation to each other and serve to help 

formulate identity—both before and after the trauma of war.  

 To make any progress in healing and moving forward with his life, Tayo must rediscover 

his identity and, as a part of this, reintegrate his sense of moral value with his experiences in war. 

This is, once again, wrapped up in stories. Tayo has been taught ethics through storytelling, as 

when his uncle uses Tayo’s killing of a greenbottle fly to demonstrate the sanctity of all life. 

After Tayo has killed the fly, his uncle Josiah tells the story of a time when the Laguna Pueblo 

people were dying from an extreme famine and draught, and the greenbottle fly went to intercede 

for them with the great Mother, saving their tribe by “asking forgiveness for the people” (101). 

Tayo is specifically instructed to remember the stories as a way to remember his values. “Next 

time,” Josiah tells him, “just remember the story” (102). His very identity is wrapped up in 

stories, so it is no surprise that to be healed, to find a way to return to the land of the living after 

the devastation of war, it must be done through storytelling. When a medicine man, Betonie, 

brings Tayo into his home, Tayo is skeptical. He recognizes pictures on calendars Betonie has on 

his wall, and the medicine man answers, “That gives me some place to start,” then adds, “All 

these things have stories alive in them” (121). As with these calendars, Silko herself presents a 

book that has stories alive in it, and storytelling becomes the means for healing to occur. 
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 Storytelling does not, however, have an automatically positive effect or guarantee 

redemption or healing. The “witchery” itself is performed through a story told, appropriately 

enough, by a witch in the Laguna Pueblo legend presented in Ceremony. The evil of this 

particular story is so terrible, so frightening, that even the other witches say, “Take it back. Call 

that story back” (138). However, the witch who told the story replies, “It’s already turned loose. 

It’s already coming. It can’t be called back” (138). Tayo perceives “a world made of stories” 

(95), both good and bad, working light and darkness through their telling. As Beidler and Nelson 

point out, “[o]ne of the signs of Tayo’s growth is that he becomes capable of telling his story” 

(13); through telling his own story, and recognizing “the way all the stories fit together” (246), 

he is able to reach a degree of growth and healing otherwise unattainable to him. With the effects 

of healing stories, and of compassionate individual and collective action, the witchery returns to 

itself: “It has stiffened with the effects of its own witchery. It is dead for now” (261). 

 Jonathan Safran Foer, in his novel Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, also presents 

layered storytelling as a means to reestablish identity, test and strengthen connective 

relationships, and heal in the wake of devastating loss, grief, or violence. However, he expands 

the metaphor of storytelling to encompass a general theme of the limits of language and our 

human abilities (or inabilities) to truly communicate meaning, perception, or truth to another 

person. These limits are crucial to any attempt to understand World War II, the events of 9/11, or 

any other wide-scale trauma, and in fact Foer includes both World War II and 9/11 in his novel. 

The novel centers around Oskar Schell and his family; Oskar is a highly precocious nine-year-

old whose father has died in the attacks on the Twin Towers. Oskar discovers a key that 

belonged to his father, and he sets out on a quest to discover the lock that it opens, and to find 

some understanding of his father (and his father’s death) along the way. In the process, and in 
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chapters that alternate between Oskar and his grandparents, the reader learns the history of his 

family through the layered stories they tell. This novel, with its melding of World War II and 

9/11, it’s polyvocality, its intensely layered storytelling and levels of textuality, and its clear 

engagement with both the powers and limitations of language, provides the closest parallel for 

my intentions in writing After the Planes as well as a culmination of the various techniques and 

related elements discussed throughout this essay. 

 Foer repeatedly focuses on the uses and limits of storytelling or language to 

communicate. Oskar tells the reader stories of his father as a way to bring him to life; he even 

describes his father telling “the greatest stories” to his son (12)—stories of New York, of 

wonder, and, beneath the surface, of fatherly love. Oskar’s stories of his father are stories of 

longing, mourning, and a deep need to know why his father is gone. Oskar’s grandmother 

similarly tells stories about his grandfather, and even when Oskar has heard them many times, he 

wants to hear them again. She lives across the street from Oskar and writes notes to him, holding 

them up to the window for him to view through his binoculars. However, through Oskar’s 

investigations, he finds he cannot “figure out what it all meant. The more I found, the less I 

understood” (10). 

 Much of the novel is told in epistolary form, with many letters addressed to Oskar and 

many short notes written by Oskar. After “the worst day” (as Oskar calls 9/11), he “started 

writing lots of letters.” He writes: “I don’t know why, but it was one of the only things that made 

m y boots lighter” (11). He writes, for example, to ask Stephen Hawking if he can be his protégé. 

Letters are also discussed within the narrative. For example, as a young girl, Oskar’s 

grandmother receives a letter from a prisoner of war in a work camp. Much of the letter has been 

blacked out by censors. The girl investigates, but rather than investigating the camp or the man, 
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she investigates his words, even analyzing his handwriting: “I tried to learn as much about the 

man as I could from the letter” (76). She begins gathering letters from everyone that she can, in 

order to compare their letters with the prisoner’s. It becomes an obsession. When she asks her 

own grandmother for a letter, her grandmother replies, “Oh, God bless you,” (78) and takes the 

opportunity to write a 67-page letter that is the story of her life. It is as if she has been 

desperately waiting for the opportunity to communicate her life through writing, and the 

catharsis that this brings. 

 Continuing the theme, Oskar’s great-grandfather has an enormous collection of much-

loved books, and he tries to give them away to others who will appreciate them. If he cannot find 

a worthy home for a book, he buries it in the yard. The story, in this case, is equated with a life—

blurring the distinction between the text and the reality it represents—and if it cannot find a 

reader, it is dead. Oskar’s grandfather comes across a mass grave of books in the yard near a 

group of trees, and he imagines “their roots wrapped around books, pulling nourishment from the 

pages, I imagined rings of letters in their trunks” (114). The effort to communicate through 

written language, not unlike Foer’s book itself, is not guaranteed a successful connection with 

another person; the buried books’ only contribution is to fertilize a tree, itself the source of paper 

and potential future attempts at connection. This serves as a reminder of the repetitive nature of 

storytelling after trauma, which circles back to the wound again and again, each iteration falling 

short of closure yet of utter necessity to the conflicting processes of remembrance and living on. 

 Oskar’s grandfather later becomes gradually mute, slowly losing language one word at a 

time, until he has no words left and is utterly silent. He tattoos “YES” and “NO” on his hands, 

and he otherwise communicates through writing. When he runs out of sheets of paper, he must 

communicate  by pointing at something he already wrote earlier in the day, restricted to using the 
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most appropriate possible response. These responses—“I’m sorry, this is the smallest I’ve got,” 

“The regular, please,” “Help,” “Ha ha ha!” (21, 23, 26, 27)—are considerably ineffective and 

distant from the real meaning or intent, yet they provide not only a substantial advantage over the 

lack of all attempts at communication, but also are the only available means at his disposal. For 

the grandfather, they become “The pages of my life” (18). Foer seems to be presenting an 

extreme version of the choice all writers of catastrophes must face—to make the best of the 

language we possess, knowing it is not enough, or to give in to silence. In the face of war, terror, 

or genocide, perhaps words can do little, yet words are all we have. 

Another character that Oskar meets, Mr. Black, maintains an enormous collection of 

index cards, thousands upon thousands, upon which he has written the names of all the people he 

has met, heard of, or read about, along with a one-word biography: “War,” “Sex,” or “Art,” for 

example. Oskar points out the limits of this system, because a person might be a soldier, but also 

a father, or a musician, or an artist. Mr. Black readily agrees, observing that every person is 

many things, and it would be impossible to catalog all of them, that to approximate even a 

remote truth would take books and books and books. “You could never stop writing!” he says 

(157). Continuing the same thought—of the limitations of language, yet the necessity of 

writing—Foer acknowledges that a partial truth (a glimpse of one corner, perhaps, of a room-

spanning mural) is preferable to lacking any perspective at all. At some point, one has to 

acknowledge the limitations of one’s written words, its impossibility of complete success at the 

task laid before it, and present it as one contribution toward the larger collection of stories that 

many before have contributed to and many after will do the same. These contributions become 

particularly poignant—and particularly limited—in response to trauma. Philippe Codde writes: 
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This seems to be Foer's specific point, indeed: attempts to recreate linguistically one’s 

traumatic histories are doomed to end either in the emptiness of the blank page or in total 

blackness. Yet other attempts at communication in the novel, using alternative languages, 

fail just as miserably: Oskar translates his father’s last words, preserved on the answering 

machine, into a Morse code, which he then turns into a bead chain for his mother, but no 

understanding or communication follows. Foer suggests, then, that the aporia at the heart 

of the traumatic experience can, indeed, only be filled with words to ease the pain […] 

but the words can never really capture or represent the traumatic past. (245-46) 

Oskar’s grandparents lived in Dresden during World War II—a literary nod to Vonnegut, 

as critics have observed—and they survived its firebombing, yet with emotional after-effects. 

Just as the husband goes mute, the wife goes blind, although he does not at first realize the extent 

of her sight loss. He gives her a typewriter on which to write her life story, and after much 

convincing, she sits down to write. Weeks later, she presents to him a massive stack of paper, 

over a thousand pages, exulting, “I just made it up to the present moment. Just now. I’m all 

caught up with myself. The last thing I wrote was ‘I’m going to show him what I’ve written,’” 

(120). He finds it completely blank, remembering too late that years ago he removed the ribbon 

from that typewriter, and recognizes in this moment that his wife is blind; in this realization, he 

also understands that when he thought they were communicating—as in his silence he showed 

her his written words or his tattooed “Yes” or “No” as a way to bridge the gap between them—

she could not read them. As Versluys writes, “the relation between trauma and language is a 

problematical one. Trauma involves an event that cannot be spoken. The traumatic event is a 

blank, in the face of which words always and necessarily fall short. And yet trauma must be 

spoken” (79). 
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All of these examples point to the monumental (and often heroic) efforts of language and 

storytelling to capture something as significant as World War II or 9/11, as well as to the 

inherent impossibility of such a task. As Mr. Black observed, we would never stop writing. No 

matter how many survivors’ testimonies are recorded, the voices of those lost can never be 

heard; no matter how many letters are written, one person will never truly know what it is to be 

another, just as Oskar can never truly know what his father experienced in his final moments. 

Still, language is all we have, and stories are our best hope. The stories must be told—the 

alternative, which is to forget the past, deny its horrors, and accept the chasms between us, is 

unthinkable. As Oskar’s grandfather states, “it’s unspeakable, write it” (124). 

In writing After the Planes, I was aware of this irresolvable tension even in early stages 

of the project. I knew that my characters would rely heavily on storytelling in various forms as a 

way to work through their past and present, and I also knew that language would prove 

ultimately inferior to the task set before it. Whatever degree of success they might achieve, it 

would likely come in a different form than they expected—perhaps even in spite of their efforts, 

not because of them. 

Jack seems to have the highest expectations that his writing can accomplish a real 

difference in their lives. He believes that it can shape his daughter’s perceptions of her 

grandfather in time to change her reaction—or perhaps simply prepare her—when secrets about 

him are revealed through the opening of the time capsule. Because his own relationship with 

June is strained, and the book is about him as much as his father, it’s likely that Jack also hopes 

the book will change her disposition toward him. He is a travel writer, so he already has a 

foundation of trust in the power of language to bring separated times and places close together in 

a way that the reader envisions him or herself in that other place. After reading the book, 
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however, she feels she understands her grandfather even less, and arguably this means of 

introducing her to the family past creates more tension and miscommunication in the family than 

if she had simply been exposed to the letter. 

Charles, in contrast, knows as a historian (and as one who lived through the war much 

more directly than Jack did) that it is naïve to seek after one unifying, real ‘truth’ that they can all 

share—as he puts it, “versions of history are all we have” (n2, 80). He offers his own version of 

the family story, one that he does not apologize for but hopes to justify through his narration of 

experience. He seems to think that merely the act of putting his thoughts down in text, at long 

last letting someone read his stories, will be enough for him to be understood, if not exonerated; 

he seems startled by June’s negative reaction to the book’s revelations, protesting, “Did you read 

my notes?” (298). For Charles, it is futile to attempt a definitive view of history—he readily 

acknowledges that he might be as hindered by his own prejudices and limitations as Jack is by 

his, pointing out: “perhaps my memories are as biased as Jack’s” (n7, 98). The usefulness of 

these stories is in their ability to reinforce the very limitations of perspective and language, 

which encourages a compassionate view toward one’s fellow (and likewise limited) creatures—

the kind of compassion he hoped June would feel toward him after reading his notes. 

Each individual story, by itself, only disturbs or confuses June further; it is only in their 

synthesis, which she begins to attempt toward the end of the novel  (as when she sorts through 

the letters in the garage, attempting to place them in the context of the other texts she has 

encountered), that she begins to form a more complete picture in her mind. She has served as a 

passive recipient of these stories, despite her father’s hope that the book would help her “find out 

what part of the story” she is in; he suggests that knowing this “helps you write your own ending. 

A different one” (80). Every text has been told to her, some of them even intended for other 
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recipients entirely, and her only attempts to create something herself—her mixed-media art 

projects—turn out badly and seem to her, now, to be “[p]ointless and shallow” (169). Her voice, 

expressed through her art, is incapable of articulating what she wants to say; her fears of being 

considered a child, without her own identity or personhood, are confirmed when she is unable to 

creatively express herself. She lacks both authorship and authority, as when at school she is 

unable to create compelling lessons for her students, or as her art club is taken away from her (or 

her leadership position is taken away when her grandfather appropriates one afternoon’s class).  

It is not until she takes on a position of authority over the stories that she glimpses her 

own place within them. At the opening of the time capsule, she actively pursues and secures the 

responsibility of introducing and opening the capsule—in a way, she becomes the arbiter of the 

texts, ultimately determining whether the letter from Charles to his wife Grace, hidden by Jack, 

will be exposed to the world, returned to its author, given back to Jack, or delivered to its 

intended reader. Her decision is less important than her acceptance of the position of authority, at 

the same time becoming the author, in a sense, of this chapter of their family story. 

June struggles with her sense of identity throughout the book, although she senses a 

certain malleability to it, as well as a distinction between the self presented through writing and 

the self she articulates in person, to which her father and grandfather appear unaware. After her 

grandfather discovers a hurtful note June left earlier and makes reference to it, June replies,  

“That’s not fair. You can’t pull that out like I just said it.” 

“You wrote it.” 

“Not the now me. That was me, four hours ago. The written-down me.” She drained the 

rest of her milk because it was filling and her stomach still growled. 

“I wasn’t aware there was a difference,” he said. 
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“There is.” (134) 

Her grandfather might not see a difference between the selves he presents in his footnotes, his 

memoir, his lectures, his letters, his sticky notes to June, and his day-to-day life, but June seems 

to instinctively understand that a certain unavoidable fracturing of identity occurs through the 

very act of representation.   

When she later tries to demonstrate for her grandfather how to use an online chat room, 

he points out that she stated she is married, although she is not. “It doesn’t matter,” June tells 

him. “It’s just an online self. I could be anybody. Nobody cares—it’s just words out there 

floating in space” (179). Charles is visibly disturbed by this exchange, perhaps wondering if the 

many words he has sent out into the world are similarly unfettered by ties to truth, significance, 

or identity. Watching her in the chat room, he admits, “I don’t understand how this works” (179), 

and perhaps this could apply to all of the characters as they struggle to figure out how all of it 

works—how they fit together, how they can learn from the past but relinquish its guilt and pain, 

how the selves we present to each other in word and deed can somehow form together into 

something resembling the persons we conceive ourselves to be. 

Although the ability of language to convey reality or construct identity is called into 

question, this limitation—as with Tayo in Ceremony or Oskar in Extremely Loud and Incredibly 

Close—does not prevent the Morgan family from achieving a small degree of healing and 

restoration through the stories they tell. A better understanding of her grandfather’s abandonment 

of her grandmother allows June at last to release her father from the blame for her mother 

leaving, and to a degree, for his abandonment of June to her grandmother’s keeping. She 

connects at some level with her grandfather once she is able to assert agency over the family 

story, taking an active role pursuing the reconnection she desires between her grandparents. This 
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moment of reunion again centers on a text: the long-buried letter from Charles to Grace. Jack has 

released control over the text and the situation by giving the letter back to his father, and Charles 

must abandon his notion of the text as a limited historical perspective striving for at least 

subjective accuracy. He must abandon the text entirely, considering the needs of his audience 

(Grace) rather than his own needs, and using the letter as a tool for reconnection rather than mere 

emotional catharsis. 

June has now come to her grandfather’s aid, asserted her authority, and ‘written’ this 

reunion to an extent (although she thinks that the “idea of orchestrating a triple reunion felt so 

perfectly fated that she hardly considered herself to be playing a role in it at all” [314], she is still 

directly responsible for creating the scene). Although the text reconstructs for the briefest 

moment what has been lost, it is ultimately unequal to the task of reconciliation, and June leaves 

the room without witnessing the reconnection she desired. At this point, she throws the letter 

away. Readers know that the events of 9/11 are about to occur and June will soon be 

overwhelmed with other ‘texts’—written, visual, and cultural representations of the attacks. Still, 

the active agency she has asserted in her own story will help prepare her for navigating the 

coming destabilization of American identity and retaining her own identity through the process.  

The last section of the novel contains a pieces from the original time capsule and the one 

planned for a future year: an interview between one of June’s students and her great aunt, who 

was in Japan during World War II, as well as a few letters. These texts serve to directly connect 

the past and the present for June, and they reinforce each of the elements discussed in this 

essay—polyvocality; responding to personal trauma; seeking healing, identity, and 

comprehension through storytelling; and the limits of language to capture the significant events 

necessitating it all. In the interview between the girl, Mai, and her aunt, Fumiko, Mai learns a 
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deeper understanding of her family’s past and her historical heritage, while Fumiko 

acknowledges the importance of telling these stories: “You should be asking. We should be 

talking about it” (341). Even so, it is clear that Mai will never really know what it was like to be 

a young girl in Japan during World War II or the occupation, and Mai may even misinterpret the 

small pieces her aunt is telling her now, as when Fumiko mentions the “blow for freedom” the 

Japanese felt they had struck with Pearl Harbor. Mai responds with, “That’s strange,” and 

Fumiko answers, “Is it?” (339).  

In the letters from parents to their children, written for the school project, it is evident that 

all they can do is speculate about what life will be like in fifty years. Their predictions are not 

any more likely to hold true than the letter addressed “To the Future Citizens and the Honorable 

Mayor of Grapevine, whoever he may be” and placed within the time capsule, with its patriarchal 

assumption of male leadership (326). In Grace’s letter, she acknowledges the difficulty of 

finding any words for Charles that will prove timeless: “I have no words for him that I know will 

still hold true in fifty years” (347). Yet, within these letters, there remain attempts at connection, 

at the kind of compassionate awareness of our splintered individual perspectives that encourages 

patience with one another’s shortcomings. The final letter is from the father of a minor character, 

Marie (called Jinx by her friends), who is Jack’s age—twelve in 1951—and lives on his street. 

Her father, James, met up briefly with Charles during the war, and more significantly, was 

stationed in Pearl Harbor when it was bombed. James is aware both of the limits of language and 

of the necessity to convey to others whatever small bits of perspective we can, in an effort to face 

the “questions without answers” and the “big hole you can’t quite fill” (349). He trusts not in the 

power of his own words, but in his daughter’s goodness and values, which he sees as more 

crucial to the formation of her identity—both as his daughter and as an American—than any 
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teaching he can convey through this letter. “There are no words for this,” he writes to her (350). 

Yet in the end, words are all he has.  
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Conclusion 

 Whether attempting to approach the massive, culture-wide traumas of World War II and 

9/11 or the individual, relational traumas of personal loss and death, writers face the paradox of 

needing to communicate in words—in stories—and knowing those words will be insufficient. 

The techniques of polyvocality and layered storytelling provide a particularly useful approach, 

especially in consideration of events like World War II or 9/11 that fractured American 

consciousness and the literature it influenced. 

 Literature about World War II continues to be relevant on its own merits and as a lens for 

viewing literature about other events, such as the attacks of 9/11. In the same way, writers will 

continue to grapple with the attacks of 9/11 through novels, and these literary representations 

help us not only to process the events they reference, but also to better understand cultural 

conflict and trauma in other circumstances and in the context of the attacks’ continuing effects—

such as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Despite the inherent ineffectuality of language, it is 

infinitely preferable to the alternative of silence. Even those things seemingly beyond the realm 

of speech, those things that defy labels or description, must be approached through words. 

“[N]ame it we must,” Versluys writes of 9/11. “Even to say that the event is unnameable is a 

form of naming it. There is no way even something as indescribable as what transpired on that 

sunny Tuesday morning can stay out of the reach of symbol and metaphor” (2, 3). In the future, 

perhaps writers struggling to convey other wars or terrorist attacks will look to 9/11 and its 

literature as a useful reference point in the same way that some twenty-first century novelists 

better understand 9/11 by approaching World War II. The response to this type of event will no 

doubt continue to be “Bring on the writers,” and they will respond in the best way they can: “Let 

me tell you a story.” 
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 In approaching the subject matter of After the Planes, my intention was to honor those 

who lived through these times, approach the complexity of these events and time periods with 

humility, and acknowledge the limitations of my own historically-bound and necessarily singular 

perspective. Writing the novel through a consciously polyvocal method of layered storytelling 

allowed me to come significantly closer, I believe, to realizing this intention. As the world grows 

smaller and more voices are heard, whether through communication technologies or cultural 

exchanges, these approaches to fiction will offer an increasingly significant benefit. 
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Chapter One 

August 2001 — Grapevine, Texas 

 

Having not seen her grandfather in almost thirteen years, June was somewhat 

disappointed to discover that his house, aside from an old-fashioned porch swing, was in no way 

distinct from its neighbors: one story, red brick, with a covered garage and two pecan trees in the 

front yard. No lawn furniture or yard care equipment was visible, no garden gnomes or even a 

garden. It lacked any personality at all. As she strode up the walk in the twilight, though, she 

noticed signs for three different security companies, their rods leaning toward the ground as if 

they had only penetrated the earth by a few inches. Either her grandfather was paranoid enough 

to have purchased three separate alarm systems, or he had stolen them from others’ yards. She 

decided three steps later that a sign thief was more interesting than a paranoid homeowner and 

updated her mental profile of him—Distinguished Historian and Sign Thief—as she rang the 

doorbell.  

She felt ridiculous still wearing her apple-red concierge uniform and experienced a 

strange fury at him for inviting her over immediately after her shift, when she had no way to 

dress like a sophisticated adult. She knew that his last impression of her had been at her tenth 

birthday party, when she shoveled cupcakes and was so high on sugar that she went crazy during 

freeze tag and knocked the snack table over, breaking into tears once the guests had left. That 

was the last image—her standing in her pink dress with chocolate crumbs all over the lace and 

icing smeared on her mouth, crying as she waved at her grandfather from the doorway, her father 

behind her with one hand lightly on her shoulder as if holding her back. 
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As her grandfather’s footsteps approached the door, she felt determined to show how 

much she had grown and learned, no longer discombobulated, as her guidance counselor once 

described her. Perhaps the sign thefts made an ironic point about the false sense of security 

granted by class, or even the distance between sign and symbol? The hyperreal, she thought, 

dragging up a term from a literature course the year before. That’s what this is. Good grief, that’s 

deep, but I get it. I get it. 

Charles pulled open the door and stood there in a faded green terrycloth robe and plush 

red slippers. He looked a bit dazed, and June feared she had misinterpreted the invitation or even 

awakened him. 

“I like your signs,” she said. “They’re very deep.” 

 He leaned against the doorframe, peering past her at the tilted signs to either side of his 

walkway. “Well, not very. The ground is like concrete.” 

June’s mouth widened as she waited for some display of irony or sarcasm, a flash of 

amusement in those blue eyes, perhaps. None came. She had no idea what to say next as she 

waited for him to embrace her, or exclaim over the lovely young woman she had become, or give 

the standard but tactless line of how much she resembled her mother. She put her hands at her 

sides to give him a full view, then wished she had taken her nametag off—like she thought he 

might be senile and not remember her. For a moment she wondered if he was or did. 

“You can come in,” he said. “There’s Earl Grey and Chai. Hot water’s ready, and I have 

pork chops in the fridge if you’re hungry.” He turned and lumbered back into the house, 

unhurried, as if she was a salesperson he had reluctantly invited in. June felt this was worse, 

somehow, than if he had simply shut the door in her face.  
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Her grandfather lost points for the drab bookshelf and beige rug in the entryway, the bare 

coffee table in the living room, the ugly leather couch, and the mantel with a round wooden 

clock on it. He gained points for the brass ship’s bell affixed to one wall, the beach ball–sized 

globe in its carriage near the rack of fireplace tools, and the one-third scale suit of armor in the 

corner holding a pike shaped like a fleur-de-lis at its tip. She wondered if he had stolen any of 

them. That would be interesting. 

“How was your first shift at the hotel?” Charles asked as he moved to the kitchen, which 

had an open bar overlooking the living room. “Earl Grey? Chai?” 

“Earl Grey,” she answered, wanting to follow him, to stand in his face until he 

acknowledged their relationship, perhaps said something that would then give her an opportunity 

to say, Maybe you would have, Grandpa, if you had ever been there. I guess Dad learned it from 

you, huh? Instead she sat on the edge of the couch and peered under the lip of the coffee table to 

see if it held any dusty tomes of historic lore, or ancient artifacts, some excuse for him—he was 

just an eccentric. But she found only a six-month-old issue of TV Guide and a full carton of 

yogurt. Well, then, he was losing his faculties. Perhaps he didn’t know who he was half the time.  

“It was okay, I guess,” she said at length. “A little strange at times. But okay.” 

“How was it strange?”  

June massaged the backs of her calves, tensing and relaxing the taut, corded muscles, 

running her fingers over them and feeling their lean shape in a way she never had before. They 

felt firm to the touch, powerful, but after only one shift they ached so severely she wanted to cut 

her legs off at the knee and be done with it. “There was this one guy, on the eighteenth floor, that 

wanted to pay me two hundred bucks to iron his shirt for him.” 
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 “Doesn’t the hotel have a laundry service?” He carried a steaming mug in and handed it 

to her. It read History: Don’t make me repeat myself. 

“Yeah, Charles, it does.” His name felt strange in her mouth, but she had decided to 

withhold Grandpa. “But he wanted it done in, like, ten minutes. Anyway, people just needed so 

many different things, and they all looked to me like I could just make it happen, whatever it 

was, and about ninety percent of the time I just wanted to say, ‘How the heck should I know?’” 

She took a sip and burned the tip of her tongue, then hissed through her teeth and set the mug 

down quickly on the coffee table. 

“You are the concierge, I suppose.”  

He pronounced it with a funny szh type of sound, although June had been pronouncing 

the g like in George all night long. Now she wanted to ask if he was sure this was right or if it 

was some kind of optional French pronunciation, but didn’t want to reveal that she was not sure 

how to even say her new job title, much less perform it. The way he said it made her even 

angrier, like he was intentionally correcting her. “I suppose so,” she said. 

There was a pause as he sat on the couch at the other end, turning and slowly sinking 

back into it, ending with his hands on his thighs and his back side so thoroughly ensconced by 

the embrace of the leather that June wondered if he would ever escape from it without her help. 

She resolved that she would only watch. 

“Once, in Marseilles,” he said, “a man offered me ten dollars for a cigarette. This was 

1944, when a dollar was worth something. The man’s intestines were all over the wall behind us, 

so he had no use for the money, anyway.” 

June nodded, breathing through her mouth, mentally adding an entry to her mental profile 

of him. “Okay,” she finally said when he did not continue. 
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“Speaking of strange things and people paying large sums of money,” he said. 

June reached for her tea again with a bobbing of her head meant to suggest total 

agreement. “Sure. I mean, sure.” Her voice lowered. “I slipped away from the desk and ironed 

the guy’s shirt for him.” 

“June,” Charles said. “You’re a concierge, not a maid.” 

June held in the first three replies that came to mind, instead warming her hands on the 

sides of her mug until she settled on one. “Well, did you sell that guy a cigarette?” 

“Of course not.” His hands raised from his thighs but did not seem to know where to go 

next. “I wasn’t there to make a buck. I gave him the last three I had and wished him well.” 

June raised the mug to her mouth automatically, but the heat against her upper lip warned 

her in time and she held it motionless just shy of her chin. She pictured a soldier staggering 

backward, a hole blown through him and red matter splashed on the wall behind, and realized 

she was pulling images from movies she had seen. She could not think of the actor’s name she 

was picturing. But her grandfather had been there, all across the front, and now he could talk 

about it like he was discussing a new oatmeal recipe he had discovered. She wondered again if 

something was deeply wrong with him.  

“How is the tea?” he asked. 

“Hot.” 

“Do you want an ice cube?” 

An ice cube was precisely what it needed, but June recalled countless dinners as a girl 

when she complained of the heat of her food (she had sensitive teeth, she said, which turned out 

to be due to her proclivity for cavities), and her father would drop an ice cube in, which she 

watched gradually dissolve into potato soup, spaghettios, or hot chocolate. Childish. 
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She shook her head. “Do you live here alone?” 

“Just me and ol’ Cactus.” 

“Is that your dog?” 

“It’s my cactus.” 

June barked out a quick laugh, thankful she did not have a mouthful of tea, and was 

relieved to see that, this time, her grandfather was smiling and they were sharing the joke. 

“That’s what I should get. I can’t keep any plants alive.” 

Charles stretched one arm out along the back of the sofa, and his robe fell partially open 

across the chest, revealing his thin, pale trunk, a few white hairs curling outward, the skin loose 

and mottled. June felt a sudden familial fondness for him then, quick and inexplicable, and she 

had the urge to put everything out in the open and get it done with while he was still here and 

alive. 

“Just do what I do,” he was saying. “I water it every time I take a shower. That way it 

gets watered every three to six months, just like it needs.” 

June’s genuine chuckle was throaty and childish, like a girl out of breath from freeze tag, 

but her grandfather’s smile widened and she thought perhaps there would be an opportunity 

tonight, after all, just as she had rehearsed. She sipped from her tea and found that it had cooled 

enough. It needed sugar. 

“Does your father know you’re here?” He remained in the same position, but he exuded a 

stiffness now, his jaw cocked, one foot moving up to rest on the opposite knee and bounce 

lightly.  

“He knows I’m here in Grapevine. He doesn’t know I’m here, here.”  

“But he knows I live here.” 
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“Yes.” 

“He didn’t want you to move back here.” 

 “No.” 

Charles’s foot bounced several more times, then it slid down to rest on the floor and he 

slapped both palms on his thighs, as if something were settled and he were about to launch into 

action, but he only sat still after this while June quietly slurped her tea. She spotted the cactus 

now, a twisted, stubby thing on a bookshelf across the room, just over a foot tall, studded with 

milk-white thorns and spiraling obscenely back on itself as if to commit hari-kari on its own 

blades. Mention of her father made her feel violent. In her mind’s eye, June pictured a bricolage 

sculpture of a shiny steel art-deco cactus with a plush heart impaled on one of its spikes, viewed 

while Poison’s “Every Rose Has its Thorn” played in the background, with a small plaque 

quoting the artist, June Carolina Morgan, explaining how “the idea just came to me in my 

grandfather’s house when I saw his pet cactus, Cactus.” 

June wondered if he had really named it Cactus. 

“He will always hate me, I think.” 

June looked at her grandfather, who had closed up his robe and leaned forward just 

enough for the oily clutches of the sofa to release his back.  

“He doesn’t have a right to point fingers,” she said. 

“That’s kind of you.” 

She had not meant it to be kind, had meant it as, He learned it from you, and her voice 

rose in frustration. “Because he just did what you did. Kids do that, what grown-ups do, it’s 

Modeling. I learned that in my teacher certification.” 
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He grunted and leaned forward the rest of the way from the couch, then appeared to use 

leverage on his own knees to boost himself up to standing. “Common sense. Could have saved 

you and the state of Texas some trouble, if you asked me.” 

“Of course. All the times you dropped by.” 

“People used to write letters.” He was standing over her, a tall man in the slow collapse 

of his early eighties, waiting to see what her response would be. She had none. After a moment, 

he gestured toward the clock, his robe falling open again and flapping. “It’s getting late. I’m sure 

you need sleep.” 

“Not even going to hug me.” June put down her mug and stood, uncomfortably close 

unless her statement prompted him to action, and then he would scarcely have to lean. He 

smelled of java beans, like the inside of a coffee shop. 

“I did not wish to rush you.” 

June walked to the door, trying to remember what else she had wanted to say. There had 

been three things that were absolute musts, and she felt she had only hit one of them, but the 

other two were gone now.   

“You must come visit me each evening after work,” he said. 

“It’s so late when I get off, and I’m not eighty years old. I’m sure you need like ten hours 

of sleep.” 

“I sleep hardly at all. When you can manage it, come by.” 

She half-nodded, her chin staying tucked down as she caught herself, and pulled open the 

front door. 

“Be careful driving back,” he said. “And don’t iron any more shirts.” 
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June passed through the door and down the walkway, her swinging hand knocking into a 

leaning security sign that pitched forward into the dirt. She did not pause to right it. 

 

 

Her first instinct had been, in fact, to tell the man no, and she had helpfully instructed him 

to look in the closet, where he would find an iron and ironing board, if he simply could not wait 

for the overnight laundry service. 

“Look, I’m about to meet some people and I need to grab a shower. Just make it happen. 

A hundred bucks.” He sounded young, privileged, used to instant acquiescence. June held the 

phone behind the chest-high concierge stand, topped with a wire basket containing polished 

apples, a plaque reading CONCIERGE, and a sign that said Ask me how I can help your stay be 

Picture Perfect. That was the hotel’s catchphrase—Picture Perfect—used in all its promotional 

materials and as an acrostic in her training manual. The first ‘P’ stood for ‘Professional.’ She had 

only had fifteen minutes to look at it on training day and had forgotten the rest. 

“I’m sorry, sir, I’d like to help you, but I’m supposed to stay at this desk at all times, and 

I don’t—” 

“C’mon, it’s a hundred bucks.” 

She had been about to say that she did not know whom to ask, which was true, because it 

was her first shift and she knew hardly anyone’s name yet, and although it made her feel racist 

for thinking it, she was not sure which (if any) of the housekeeping staff spoke English, or if 

getting paid a c-note from a guest just for ironing a shirt was even allowed. 

“I’m not—” 

“Two hundred bucks. One shirt.” 
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He could practically have done it himself by now, June thought. She could certainly use 

the money, though. She peered left and right; the front desk was occupied with check-ins, no one 

was waiting for her in the lobby, and her manager was not in sight. “I’ll be right up.” 

June had the elevator to herself for the ride up, its mirrored walls affording greater insight 

into her ill-fitting red suit-skirt uniform than she desired, while the placard above the control 

panel extolled the virtues of a Picture Perfect breakfast on the verandah overlooking the canal, or 

a Picture Perfect spa appointment including a mud facial and Swedish stone massage. June got 

out on the eighteenth floor, went to room 1812, and held her fist aloft. She tried to recall what 

had happened in 1812. Her grandfather would know. She rapped briskly, thrice, and called out, 

“Guest Services.” 

The man who opened the door could not have been more than two or three years older 

than she was, blond and tanned, and he was wearing only a towel wrapped loosely around his 

waist, yet he regarded her as if she were a grease-coated plumber or the case of tools itself; an 

instrument to accomplish a task, not a flush-faced girl who averted her eyes and hoped she was 

not about to lose her job on her first day. 

“It’s on the bed. Doesn’t have to be perfect, just presentable. I’ll be out in about ten 

minutes.” He let go of the door, which began swinging shut on its own, and June ducked inside 

without touching it, as if to avoid leaving incriminating physical evidence. The man from 1812 

stepped into the bathroom and bumped the door closed with his hip. 

June drew a deep breath and headed for the closet. She pulled open its French doors, 

finding a curtain rod with a dozen hangers fitted to the track and specially designed to be useless 

elsewhere, an extra down pillow, and a folded luggage rack. No ironing board. No iron. 

“Oh, God,” she said. “Oh, God.” 
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There had been one in the sample room she had been shown during her first hour of 

orientation, she was sure of it. Perhaps she could find an empty room, borrow the iron, and bring 

it here? But she would have to either go back down to the front desk or phone them and ask 

which rooms on the 18th floor were empty, and they would want to know why she needed to 

know, and she would have to explain that she was alone in a guest’s room, an attractive young 

male guest who was currently naked and showering, so that he could pay her two hundred dollars 

to get his clothes ready for him. Oh, God. She was sure that one of the letters in the acrostic 

forbade this type of guest servicing. 

June walked back to the bathroom door, listening for a moment to the pulse of the eight-

speed massaging showerhead, and prepared to knock, to explain that she could not take his 

money, perhaps beg him not to make a complaint to her manager, that this was her first day and 

for Pete’s sake show a little compassion, it’s just a stupid shirt—when she realized that this was a 

suite, so it had two closets. 

She ran to the other closet in the bedroom and pulled out the iron and ironing board. The 

shirt was on the bed, a pale blue, silken dress shirt that was badly wrinkled. She had doubts as to 

whether ironing could get out the deepest creases, and she had five minutes left now, at the most. 

It would take the iron that long just to heat up. She plugged it in, set up the ironing board, and 

started pacing. 

“Your guests are your top priority,” her manager had said. Bennett Marlow was a dark-

skinned, middle-aged man with a short, straight shelf of grey hair directly above each ear and a 

level, rectangular moustache with every hair the same length. His uniform looked pressed; his 

name badge sparkled. “You are here to make their stay Picture Perfect. From your desk, you can 
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make reservations for them, you can answer questions, you can rent a car, you can give 

directions, you can do just about anything.” 

Just about, June thought. She carelessly touched a fingertip to the underside of the iron. 

Not even lukewarm. She heard the shower shut off and cursed under her breath. She spread the 

shirt out over the ironing board and began to run the room-temperature metal across it, so at least 

when he emerged he would see her at work. 

“When you are not assisting guests, use your time to familiarize yourself with the tools of 

the trade,” Bennett had said. “There’s a book of menus next to the phone book, and a hotel 

directory you should know front to back. You need to keep the apples stocked, too, and 

polished—we only serve polished apples to our guests. Picture Perfect. Take pride in it.” 

June dragged the iron forward and back, the slippery fabric bunching up like rippled 

waves that the iron prow surged through. Steam began to rise from the point of contact. The 

creases began to dissolve. 

“Almost finished?” 

June had not heard the bathroom door open, and she half-turned, relieved to see that the 

man was fully dressed, including an undershirt, lacking only the shirt she was preparing. “Yes,” 

she said. 

He stepped back into the bathroom to brush his teeth. She ironed faster, tugging at the 

sleeves to spread them across the board, flattening the fabric with her hand and feeling its 

residual heat radiating up through her palm. She propped the iron upright, adjusted the shirt, and 

then set about pressing out the last of the deep wrinkles. The man reappeared at her elbow, 

pulled out his wallet, and pinched two crisp hundreds from it, which he dropped casually onto 

the ironing board. They curved in the air, maintaining the shape they had held in his wallet. June 
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lifted up the silk shirt and he took it directly from her hand, pulled it on without inspecting her 

work and buttoned it up nimbly. She stood there a moment, holding the iron with her other hand 

and watching his moving fingers, until he raised an eyebrow at her. “That’s it,” he said. 

She picked up the bills and clutched them in her palm because her uniform did not have 

any pockets. He followed her to the door but let her open it for herself. As it closed, June opened 

her mouth to say he should let the Guest Services department know if he needed anything else, 

but the door shut and clicked and she stood alone in the hallway, feeling both lucky and sullied 

in a way she could not have explained. Her feet already hurt. 

A war, she thought as she started back across the diamond-patterned blue and burgundy 

carpet. There was a war in 1812. 

 

 

Five days earlier, the interview at B.T. Vernon Middle School—her second, having been 

called back after the first—had not gone how June had rehearsed it in her mind, which was the 

whole reason she was making dinner reservations and ironing shirts to begin with. She did not 

recognize anyone at the table; the entire senior administration of the middle school had changed 

in the last six years. She had hoped for a familiar face, but also thought that this perhaps was a 

good thing, as she had not always been a model student. 

“I am unfortunately not able to offer you the position you applied for, Miss Morgan. 

These are competitive times, you know, many qualified applicants, and we decided to hire a 

teacher with more years of experience. You understand.” Principal Thompson was a dough-faced 

man with no visible chin and little hair, making June think of an egg-timer for some reason, 
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rather than an egg, perhaps because of the metronome-like tic of his jaw at the end of each 

sentence. 

June nodded, as if she did understand, although she wanted to ask why he could not have 

told her this over the phone. “Of course.” She smiled and re-crossed her fingertips over the 

manila folder she had brought in case anyone wanted to look at her resumé again. 

“I understand you traveled to apply for this position, though.” Thompson tilted his head 

to one side. “And that you attended here, as did your father and grandfather, many years ago. So 

welcome home. I wanted to bring you in here to make you a different offer.” 

“One I can’t refuse?” June asked, immediately pinching the back of her own hand. 

“I wouldn’t put it that way. We do have an opening for a teacher’s assistant who would 

rotate between classrooms through the day. It’s a good way to get experience.” 

But I’m certified, June thought. I’m not here to be a TA. She thought of her dwindling 

bank account. She twisted the skin on the back of her knuckle as she smiled. “That sounds 

great.” 

“And you could even teach art. There is an after-school art club that I’m willing to 

reserve for you, if you’re interested in the position.” His jaw twitched again, and June wondered 

if that were his tell whenever he played poker. Did he hold the winning hand, or was he bluffing? 

Time to show our cards, she thought, realizing—as happened sometimes—that she now wasn’t 

sure what her own mental repartee meant. 

 “I’d love to do that.” June consciously fixed her posture, while Thompson glanced at his 

notes. The assistant principal, a severe older woman in the chair next to him, coughed and 

glanced at her watch. 
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“I’m going to lunch, but Mrs. Norbrook, our assistant principal, will fill you in, if all of 

this is agreeable to you.” 

June pulled her eyes from Mrs. Norbook’s scowl, running calculations in her head of 

whether she could live on a TA salary, what other options she had left, and whether this would 

be worth it in the long run. At least she could teach art after school. And it would be a foot in the 

door. 

“Just show me where to sign.” She stood, smoothing a hand down the side of the beige 

pantsuit she had not owned prior to these job interviews. 

Thompson stood and extended his hand, giving June a warm, if sweaty, handshake. 

“Welcome to Vernon Middle. You’re now officially a fighting armadillo once again.” 

“I’ve always been one at heart.”  

Mrs. Norbrook chuckled at that, and June relaxed a bit as she was led down the hall, until 

the assistant principal took her into the currently empty detention hall to fill out her paperwork. 

 

 

After her second shift at the Las Colinas hotel—a summer job taken to pay her bills until 

the school year started—June found herself steering toward her grandfather’s house without 

thought, the Grapevine suburb’s many streetlights bursting into white star-flares through the 

windshield before her mind caught up with her body. She had intended to leave him a politely 

worded message, letting him know she declined the pleasure of his company this evening but 

might call on him later in the week if her schedule permitted it. She liked the way that sounded, 

as if her social calendar was quite full after a week back in town. When she came out of her daze 

and recognized her surroundings, she pulled a U-turn, but then performed another half a block 
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later, deciding she had come this far and would redeem herself somewhat by barging in 

unannounced. She passed a gas station and thought about stopping to buy a bottle of wine; she 

had been old enough to purchase it for a year now and had never done so. She was not a big 

drinker, but it was the kind of thing adults and intellectuals did, bring a bottle of wine when they 

came over to someone’s house, and she thought it might score a point against her grandfather. 

She debated too long and passed it. All she had now was an apple from her concierge desk that 

she had not technically paid for. 

She sometimes felt that her father, and now her grandfather too, bore witness to 

enormous bronze scales upon which all of her childish behaviors were lumped on one side and 

her grown-up maturity piled on the other, and while she thought her move back to the Dallas 

metroplex on her own would definitively tip the scales in the desired direction, ever since her 

arrival—from the moment she called a car rental agency after her check engine light came on, 

only to find out she was still not old enough to rent a car—she had felt weight after weight added 

to the rapidly descending juvenile side of the scale. 

As she walked toward the door, she again regretted not changing out of her uniform first, 

but it would have required driving to her motel (she could not afford a room in the hotel where 

she worked, even with the employee rate), and this required more energy than remained. Her 

grandfather opened the door before she knocked, this time appearing alert and even groomed, in 

faded jeans and a scratchy green sweater utterly inappropriate to the weather.  

“Room service,” he said as he opened the door. 

“That should be my joke.” She held out the apple, feeling like a wicked queen in a fairy 

tale. “I’d wash it first.” 
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He took it, turning it over in his hands, then handed it back. “I haven’t eaten anything 

healthy since 1964.” 

June tossed the apple into his yard. If he registered her irritation, it did not show. She 

wondered if he had been watching for her for the sole purpose of whipping open the door before 

she got there, like a doorbell prank in reverse. 

She followed him through the door. The inside of the house was freezing. Making her 

way to the couch in the living room, she saw two ice cubes resting atop the dark soil of the 

potted cactus and wondered if this was how he watered it. They did not appear to be melting. 

“I didn’t iron any more shirts,” she said. “But not because of you. Housekeeping said I 

would have to join their union.” 

“Bunch of Teamsters,” he said. “Tea?” 

She sat on the edge of the sofa, which creaked. “With sugar.” Sugar certainly went on the 

left-hand side of the scale, but she didn’t care. It had tasted terrible the night before. 

“Have you found a more permanent place to live?” he asked from the kitchen. 

 She crossed her legs, but this left her black pump resting on the coffee table. She had 

wondered repeatedly why she could not wear sneakers, standing behind the desk all day. 

“Keeping my options open.”  

“You’re broke, then.” He carried in two mugs of tea and she uncrossed her legs just 

before he set her tea where her foot had been. “You should stay with me.” Charles nodded once, 

the deal settled. 

“Right. Obviously.” June looked around the room, as if evaluating whether its décor 

would match her personality. The suit of armor. The still-untouched yogurt carton. The ancient 

globe. 
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“I have an unused guest room,” he said. 

She found herself observing him. She was not sure who she had expected him to be, but 

this was not it. Before making the decision to move to Grapevine, she had pulled up his photo on 

an old faculty page from Brown University’s college of arts and sciences, which displayed a 

small, square portrait of a man with a large head, short-cropped white hair that had never receded 

in his seventy-seven years and apparently never would, a stern mouth, no facial hair, and eyes 

that bespoke an unyielding grip on mind and body. The photo had been taken two years ago, just 

before his retirement. She knew he had been on talk shows discussing his history books, and a 

couple of years back she even caught him as one of those consulting experts on a PBS special. 

She had known better than to yell for her father to come see. 

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” she said. 

“It’s not charity.” He finally sank into the other end of the sofa, his mug somehow 

remaining level. 

Charity is for strangers, June thought. “I’m your granddaughter.” 

“There’s work you could do,” he continued. “The back yard is harder to mow. I still drive 

sometimes, but my license expired. And you could help with the housecleaning.” 

“I don’t want to make a deal with you. If you’re getting too old to live alone—” She 

paused and sipped her tea. “You should just hire one of those live-in nurses.” She almost said, 

you just should have thought about that before you left Dad and Grandma, but it sounded faintly 

ridiculous in her mind. 

“Watch your lip,” he said, like he was joking, but he looked serious. “I don’t need help 

with anything. You’re the one needs a place to stay.” 

“I’m a grown woman. I can manage.” 
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He nodded, this time spilling tea on his sweater, which was the color of pool table felt 

and absorbed it without darkening. 

“What do you do all day, anyway?” June asked. “Since it’s clear you’re not mowing the 

yard or taking a driver’s test.” 

He was holding his tea with one finger through the loop, his pinky raised out from the 

mug, and she wondered if he was doing it intentionally to somehow make fun of her. “I write. 

Sometimes I get asked to speak places.” 

“What about?” 

He leaned back in the sofa. “Oh, bird mating practices. What do you think?” 

“Ah. The history thing.” She suppressed a smile, a memory tugging at her thoughts—

standing by a public pond while a brown mallard climbed violently atop this little white duck, 

holding its head underwater, and June shouting They’re mating! while her mother hushed her, the 

girl only knowing it meant ducklings in the spring. 

“The history thing. A surprising number of people are interested.” 

“Surprisingly few?” 

“Well. Most don’t care to revisit it,” he said. 

“You’re one of those.” 

He dabbed at the front of his sweater with the sleeve. She could not tell where he had 

spilled the tea. “Stroke of luck wearing this sweater,” he said. 

They sat for a long moment. “I have a back-to-back,” she said at last. “Early morning.” 

 “I’ll be here,” he said. 

Whatever he meant by that. She said goodnight but still held Grandpa in reserve. 
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Two days later, June’s father called her cell phone while she was in the hotel employee 

cafeteria, a small room in the white-washed “back of the house” where, for a punch on her meal 

card (ten punches for ten dollars, deducted from her pay), she could eat as much as she wanted of 

whatever they were serving. On good days, the banquets team brought in rolling black carts 

filled with the leftover dinners catered for a special event in one of the ballrooms, each china 

plate topped with a silver cover. The food, prepared by the hotel’s head chef, was always 

delicious and generally still hot. On other days, the cafeteria food was of an entirely different 

caliber from what was served to the guests. But it only cost a dollar.  

Her phone rang while she sat eating a slice of greasy pizza that had already destroyed 

four napkins, which she blotted against the deepest pools that lay atop slabs of pepperoni. The 

napkins were so thin—made from 100% recycled paper, though, part of the hotel’s commitment 

to sustainable growth, according to posters on the wall—that they stuck to her pizza in 

translucent strips of grease-soaked fiber while she fumbled in her purse for her phone.  

 June checked the caller ID and saw it was her father. “This is June Morgan,” she 

answered. 

“Hi, June.” He sounded intentionally upbeat. 

“You’re lucky you got me. I’m on my lunch break, but I work the rest of the day. I 

usually can’t answer my phone.” 

“I do feel lucky, then.” The enthusiasm of his initial greeting was fading to sarcasm, 

which irritated her more than his false cheerfulness did. 

 “No, I’m the lucky one. Practically won the lottery here. To what do I owe the 

pleasure?” She looked at her nails, which had bits of greasy napkin and cheese stuck under them. 
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“Look, June, I didn’t want you to leave that way. I just…” She waited, simply breathing 

into the phone, until he continued. “I just wanted to be sure you’re doing okay. Do you need 

anything? Money?” 

“No,” she said. “Like I said, I’m working. Not getting rich, but surviving.”  

“That’s good. That’s good. But listen, if you—” 

“Dad, I’m sure you’ve got a new restaurant or hotel to rate.” Her father was in high 

demand as a travel writer and was often under deadline. For the past decade, he had logged 

enough air-miles to travel to the moon and back, she figured, spending almost every week in a 

different city. “You should be reviewing the mini-bar or something.” 

“I wouldn’t have called if I didn’t have time to talk.” 

“That’s comforting. It’s refreshing, really.”  

Her father said nothing. She could picture him, the look he got when she said something 

like that to his face, that hangdog expression of guilt while his jaw worked back and forth until 

she broke the silence, telling him to forget it, that it was fine or she didn’t really care anyway. 

“Dad, my break will be over soon, so I should go. Lots of grown-up stuff to do, you 

know.” 

“June, I never said you weren’t—” 

“I’ll let you know if I get desperate. You know, if I can’t find a buyer for my kidney or 

something.” She picked up her slice of pizza, held it about eight inches over her plate, and 

dropped it. The toppings didn’t move. On impulse, she added, “Grandpa says hi.” 

His response was rapid. “I knew he would do this. He doesn’t change. June, you can’t—” 

“He asked me to move in.” 
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“Of course he did. Of course. Stupid. Look, I’ll send you money so you don’t have to do 

that. You should have just taken the credit card.” She heard a patter against the line, like he was 

drumming his fingers on the phone. 

“I can make my own decisions.” 

“Clearly.” 

She sucked air over her teeth. “I’m doing it. I’m moving in with him.” 

“Is this revenge, is that what this is? Are you punishing me?” 

She looked at the clock on the wall. “It’s been fun, Dad, but I gotta get back to work.” 

June waited to see if he said something else, but she only heard a low swell of 

background noise, perhaps a city street somewhere. She thought she heard a car honk at him and 

at the sound felt something unnamable swell up in her, not quite pity or bitterness, and she 

imagined him standing there alone, phone pressed to his ear, while crowds moved around him.  

“I’m sorry I picked up.” She realized this was not true, but even as she said it, she knew 

she had nothing else to say. “Bye, Dad.” 

She disconnected and set the phone on the table. At the next table over, a couple of 

youngish-looking men were getting a surprising amount of enjoyment out of something they 

were looking at in a magazine. One of them laughed and slung an arm around the other’s 

shoulders. June had the feeling she would not have gotten the joke even if they showed her.  

She poured small snowbanks of parmesan on her pizza, but it was cold now, and after all 

the mopping the cheesy skin was rubbed away and she thought it looked like the flesh of a burn 

victim. She tossed the whole plate into a nearby trashcan and pulled a chocolate chip granola bar 

out of her purse, then stashed her purse in a locker before hurrying to clock back in. She thought 
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about how to bring the subject up with her grandfather without a total loss of pride, but came up 

with nothing. 

 

 

That evening, June followed her grandfather into the kitchen and broached the subject 

before he could even pour the tea. “I’ve thought about it,” she said. “So you know, I don’t do 

dishes.”  

“Neither do I.” He poured the tea, then handed her a mug that was now too hot for her to 

hold. “I just buy a new set every Friday.” 

 “And no curfews,” she said. 

“Agreed. I can stay out as late as I wish.”  

She went to the freezer and pulled an ice cube out of the tray. It cracked like glass when 

she dropped it in her tea, steaming on the counter. “I don’t mind mowing the yard. And I can 

help you remember to take your medication. Since this isn’t charity.” 

“They’re vitamins.” He stepped in front of the counter where a blue, plastic pill box sat 

with a compartment for each day of the week. The lid for that day, Tuesday, was still down. 

“Sure. I get all my vitamins with prescriptions, too.” 

“I’m not asking for help. You’re not paying to live here.” He left the kitchen, but she did 

not follow him into the living room. 

She added sugar to her tea and waited until the ice had melted to taste it. She took one 

swallow, but found that was all she wanted, and she left it by the sink. She did not pause as she 

walked past him, sunk down in the sofa. “I’m getting my things.” 
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Chapter Two 

 

 

 

 

 

The Home Front 

Being an Accurate Historical Record 

of the Morgan Family in 1951
1
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Being in some ways an incomplete, imagined fantasy of questionable value. June, I want to abide by my son’s 

wishes, and his heart is most likely in the right place, but you need to know something about your father—he’s a 

storyteller, that is the nicest way I can put it. A travel writer, not a historian. So take all of this with a grain of salt. 

Perhaps a whole shaker. No two person’s recollections are going to match, of course, but your father’s view may be 

particularly slanted. As long as you can read this as a semi-fictional account of the family, with moments of truth 

scattered sporadically, it should accomplish its purpose with minimum misdirection. If you have questions, come see 

me.  
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June, 

 When I first began writing this, I didn’t know why I was doing it, and didn’t know it 

would be for you. Later, I thought it was for your grandfather—to explain some things and try to 

help him. Though he’s not without considerable blame, as you’ll see, some of it was not his fault. 

I finally figured out that it was for you, that maybe it would help you know who you are, and 

who you are not, and to give you an understanding to stand upon when certain things come to 

light in a few weeks. Some people mock any attempt to escape the past, to do things better than 

our parents, or be the ones to make it right and fix the world—your grandfather has become one 

of those—saying that it doesn’t work that way, that the stories we tell ourselves are the same 

stories that have always been told. And it’s true, they circle round through the years. But 

sometimes the best you can do is find out what part of the story you’re in, and knowing this helps 

you write your own ending. A different one. I didn’t start this for you, June, but it ended up 

being all about you, in a way, because it leads into your story, too. It will, of course, always be 

unfinished.2 

– your father 

  

                                                           
2 History is always unfinished, because history is a Möbius strip. It’s an ouroborus swallowing its own tail ad 

infinitum. Your father is well-intentioned but idealistic. Know that this is only one version of history, and more 

importantly, that versions of history are all we have. 
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On the dusty anthill slopes of the school playground or the bleached grass of our 

makeshift baseball diamond, crackling underfoot from late summer in Texas, I told stories about 

my father’s exploits in the war. I knew bits and pieces of what he had done, and I made up the 

rest, hopefully making up for my awkwardness with a baseball bat or, later, my confusion about 

what to say to Elaine Patterson out back of the five and dime while I watched the tips of her tight 

braids working loose just past her waist and laughed at all the wrong moments. I had two fathers 

at first—the quiet, hang-dog man with hands that seemed to have forgotten their purpose, 

watching the smoky sunsets off the porch and tucking us in without the kiss and pat he used to 

give before lights out; him, and also the man in my stories, who was heroic, even more 

handsome than my father, and completely without fear, a man who did not watch the sun set but 

traveled to the land where it rose, wrestled it to the ground with his own hands, and squeezed the 

pulp from its red heart.3 My stories changed with the radio hour until this other father was a spy, 

was fighting the communists, was only putting up a front with the haggard slump of his 

shoulders when my mother would pause in the doorway as if to ask him something then walk on 

without a word.  

Once, at a picnic, between spitting black seeds from dripping slices of watermelon the 

width of my waist, I bragged of my father’s bloody exploits to a group of boys who stood with 

arms crossed or spitting their seeds with feeling at choice parts, as if to say, Yeah, right, until the 

feats I told grew more impressive in return, and my father was soon single-handedly chopping 

the heads off a whole platoon of Nazis with the tomahawk he took from the twitching body of his 

bosom friend, a Navajo code-talker from Arizona named Runs-With-Scissors. 

                                                           
3 The fighting that I did was actually in the European theater, not Japan, where I was stationed after the war was 

already over; your father’s purple prose should already be sending up red flags for potential historical bias. 
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“Bull,” said this red-headed kid with one front tooth gone, knocked out the summer 

before by an errant baseball, which afforded a perfect gap to spit seeds through. He spit one with 

feeling. 

“I swear,” I said. “He chopped off so many that Truman hisself gave my dad the Medal 

of Honor.” 

My father’s shadow fell over me like a storm cloud, and when I turned he was looking at 

me with the weary expression that dropped over his features now when Mom’s voice rose, when 

she started trying to provoke him into action. His face, that look of sad, tired martyrdom, 

destroyed any credibility I had with the other kids, and I heard snickering as he took me by the 

arm and led me away. 

“Jack, I don’t want you telling those stories,” he said once we were all in the Buick, like 

he wanted Mom and Pearl to hear, as witnesses. Mom was staring out the window and Pearl was 

next to me in the backseat, blowing a bubble with her gum and scratching madly at her shins. 

“But they’re true,” I almost shouted. “You might be ashamed of what you done, but I 

ain’t, and it ain’t American, Daddy, to act like it’s no big deal.” I had pulled out the heavy 

artillery now, something we kids had picked up from big people talk, throwing it around as the 

indisputable, debate-ending, cherry on top double-dog that could not be outdone. It was 

applicable to everything from food—as in, “Sure, grilled cheese and pickles does taste good, 

you’re right, but it just ain’t American”—to new kids in school: “Okay, Chen is nice enough, I 

guess, but he looks like a Jap, and that just ain’t American.” All we could do was shake our 

heads or nod; the point was made. 

Dad didn’t see it that way. “Don’t tell me what’s American,” he said, his voice rising 

above the rumble of the tires. Mom shot a surprised glance at him, then another back at me, her 
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sudden anger pushing palpably into the backseat because I had gotten a rise out of Dad and 

clearly had no idea what I had done to achieve this. Pearl’s gum bubble popped, as if struck by 

the beams from Mom’s eyes. 

The rest of the ride home was silent, until Pearl started to cry because she had scratched 

red furrows on her shins, and Mom told Dad to stop at the store and buy some calamine lotion, 

and Dad turned in without a word. I guess he assumed his point was made. I continued to tell the 

stories, though, and every so often, I would hear one told.  

— 

“We were in this trench in Montebourg and it had been raining for, I don’t know, a 

million years, and everybody else in the squad was dead ‘cept me and I was holding my guts in 

with one hand and smoking a cig with t’other, like this, you see?” The crusty old man who called 

himself Sergeant Ted pulled up his flannel shirt and jabbed two fingers at a thick, ropey scar 

twining across his abdomen and out of sight around his back. He cupped his hand over the area 

in a way that thrilled and disgusted me. “Your pop was down to his knife and this old K-ration, 

hard as a rock. I’m telling you, kid, he’da been better off using the ration.” He let out a laugh, but 

I was still staring at his stomach. He let the shirt drop, but it caught on his belt, and an inch of 

smooth, pink scar remained visible. 

“These Jerries came outta nowhere. Just one minute, we’re alone, gettin’ pissed on by the 

angels, next minute they’re standing there like they been there the whole time. Your pop goes 

crazy on ‘em, starts stabbing in the neck, the eyes, anywhere…”—he made stabbing motions 

with his hand, which still held a fork recently used for Mom’s pineapple pound cake—“…and he 

grabs a Luger off one and just starts pluggin’ ‘em. They didn’t get off a shot. Six Jerries dead, 
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like that, and I’m still holdin’ my guts, an’ all of a sudden I start laughin’, and same time, it stops 

rainin’, swear to God. Damnedest thing I ever seen.” 

Sergeant Ted scratched idly at his scar, tugged the flannel down over the swell of his 

belly, and wandered from the back porch into the house where the other adults were. I was 

telling the story at recess the next day, but changing the cuss words because even I knew better.4  

— 

 When I told this story to Elaine Patterson out back of the five and dime, walking a pace 

behind so I could watch how the ends of her coal-black braids brushed the seat of her pants, 

because I had just become aware of this kind of thing that summer I would turn twelve, she 

turned and fixed me with large, curious eyes that seemed to be looking just past me.  

 “I heard your Daddy went to Japan after the war,” she said.  

 I nodded. 

 “I also heard he’s got a Jap girlfriend now.” 

 “What? Says who?” 

                                                           
4 This is the first time I have ever heard this story. I never knew a Ted in the war, Sergeant or otherwise. I did serve 

with a private named Todd in Montebourg, and it did rain prodigiously, but I fail to recall any last stand with a knife 

and K-ration. This Todd was an odd fellow; a casket-maker before the war, as I recall, who talked endlessly about 

his craft. He sized up anyone he saw and made an instant diagnosis—oak, eighty-four by twenty-eight by twenty-

three, white satin, open, he might say—giving this strange grin afterward like he had just helped you out, taking the 

guesswork out of your funeral arrangements. We first met hunkered down behind a short, grassy knob of a hill that 

was all that stood between us and a German MG-34 machine gun nest. Along with two other guys, I was about to 

rush it. Todd looked at me and said, “Pine, eighty-six by thirty by twenty-four, white satin. Closed.” To my 

recollection, he never came to any dinner parties at our house after the war. 
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 “My friend Rachel. She heard it from her mother, who works with Mrs. Vorhees at the 

farmer’s market.  She saw him.” She seemed unconcerned, just shifting her weight to her other 

shoe. “My friend Rachel’s never wrong.”   

 I stared at her. If she had been a boy, I would have punched her in the face, tackled her to 

the ground—I knew fighting words when I heard them—but she was clearly not, so I had no idea 

how to respond. I finally retaliated in the only way I knew how. 

 “Well, Betty Meyer says you’re half-Injun, that your mom’s a squaw.” 

 Elaine shifted her weight again, and she squinted past me once more, as if she saw 

someone she knew coming around the side of the building. “I gotta go home,” she finally said, 

though I knew she had till dinnertime. 

 “Yeah, me too.”  

 She did not say goodbye, just walked off, though I stood and watched her out of sight in 

case she looked back, ready to wave in order to say that we were still friends, watching the gentle 

sway of her braids, but she did not turn around, and we really were not friends the same way 

from then on. 

— 

 In my neighborhood, you were either somebody or you were relegated to being the 

brother or sister of somebody, as in “Tom’s brother” because Tom was the best fighter and 

showed it if you looked at him funny, or “Lori’s sister” because Lori could hula-hoop better than 

most people could breathe, and she always had at least three around her shimmying hips, always. 

It was better to be somebody, so most kids found their niche and stuck with it, whether it was 

eating anything for money (Billy Tucker, who would chew up moldy salami or raw robin eggs 

for a penny) or simply having bad luck (Jinx Mahone—I once saw her get bit by a fireman’s dog 
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on School Safety Day). Even though I was the older sibling and should have had a reputation 

carved out, I never had a particularly unique habit or trait attached to me, and so I eventually 

came to be known as Pearl’s brother. Pearl’s thing was that she got sick a lot, or acted like she 

did, anyway. If it was possible to have it, catch it, or suffer from it, Pearl did. I couldn’t 

remember a time that she hadn’t claimed to be on the brink of death.  

 One Saturday evening, I was at Pickett’s Park shooting marbles and trying to keep Billy, 

who was a good friend of mine, from having to go to the hospital again.  Kids saved up their 

allowances just to watch him work, and it was a neighborhood pastime to brainstorm items so 

disgusting even he wouldn’t touch them. He had already made nine cents that day and my friends 

were running out of ideas. 

 “He could eat my scabs,” piped up Jinx, who fell down so much that she had a permanent 

collection on her skinny knees and elbows.  

She looked hopeful, but Lori—four hoops spinning idly, as if held aloft by some fairy’s 

hand because her hips seemed scarcely to move—waved her idea aside. “He ate scabs last week. 

We need something new.” 

  “He could eat my fists,” said Tom. “I’ll fight him for a nickel. One hand behind my 

back.” 

 I was shooting marbles with Pearl and Jinx; my sister and I both liked playing with her, 

because she lost at everything she did, so it was an easy way to add to our collections. Pearl was 

rubbing at her forehead, and she started to groan loud enough that everyone looked at her. “I’ve 

got such a headache.” She tossed a weary gaze about, until Lori gave her the desired response. 

 “Brain cancer?” Swish, swish went her hula hoops. 

 A baleful nod. “I’m afraid so.” 
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 “On top of the liver cancer?” 

 “And the rash. And yellow fever.” 

 “Sorry.” 

 “S’okay.” 

 Swish, swish. 

 “Jack?”  

I looked up. It was Lori again, watching me, her hands just to either side of her chest as if 

she needed to keep the hula hoops from rising right up off her and blasting into space. “What do 

you think Billy should eat?” 

 Billy raised his eyebrows at me. “Dinner,” I said, making my final shot, a crackerjack 

flick of my thumb that knocked Jinx’s last three marbles out of the ring. Jinx’s typical expression 

of resignation was on her pinched, freckled face, and I dropped a few of her marbles back into 

her bag out of guilt. “We’re s’posed to be home now, and he probably is, too. Pearl, get your 

stuff.” 

— 

My friends and I were obsessed with speed. We hardly went anywhere except at a dead 

run. We were jet-propelled, rocket-powered, blasting into a future where we would all live in 

floating cities and could vacation in the stars. Dad loved to tell me and Pearl over dinner about 

the newest gadget he had heard about, or how the Russians had put a satellite in space but we 

were going to beat them to the moon, about “ol’ Chuck” breaking the sound barrier, or about the 
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Cadillac he was saving for, the one with the fins that made it look like a shark—“Based on the P-

38,” Dad said. “Hell of a plane, hell of a car.”5 

 Everything was going faster those days. There were thinking machines—the first 

computers—and passenger airliners that now provided nonstop service coast to coast. Dad loved 

all that stuff. Mom wasn’t too sure. 

 “People aren’t meant to go so fast,” she said one night, over a pot of chicken and 

dumplings that had taken her the better part of the day. As usual, she had started the morning 

looking fresh and lovely in a yellow dress with her red-brown hair curled, and by the end of the 

day every part of her looked dull and fading, like a plant left in the Texas sun too long. “It’s not 

natural,” she said. “Not God’s way.” 

 If Pearl and I had learned that we could get Dad riled by saying that something was or 

was not American, Mom had figured out she could have similar success by invoking the divine 

order of things. On better days, it became a family joke—“Don’t try to hide your broccoli under 

                                                           
5 I never did get that Cadillac. 1950 Series 62 Convertible Coupe, red leather throughout, tailfins a tasteful homage 

to the beautiful “Lightning” fighter, the Lockheed P-38, not obscene trunk ornaments like they became by ’59. Your 

grandmother’s objections never had cause to be raised too strenuously, because the money was simply never there. It 

was the desire of it that mattered, though, or more than that, the possibility of it, its very existence, the hopefulness 

of a future where such things were built and owned and driven by men like me. Everything bright and shiny, new 

and wondrous, fast and convenient, material commodities rewarding our bloody sacrifices in a manner both horrible 

and gratifying. To you who have not lived through it, I cannot describe the mix of optimism and fear that pervaded 

the air and walked our streets, not in shifts but in tandem, in concert, these ambivalent worldviews of the coming 

horizon combining into a single, surreal expectation. We were on the doorstep of a future that we feared would 

never come. We stayed in the shadow of the rising smoke over Pearl Harbor, where it began, and then of Los 

Alamos, and, of course, Hiroshima. Then Moscow, First Lightning, the Atomgrads (look them up, June). Pearl 

Harbor showed that we, even we, were vulnerable, and made us ask if we could ever be safe again. 
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the napkin, kiddo—that’s not God’s way”—but on others, she still did it as a dig at him, maybe 

because he used to lead the family in a prayer before each meal and now he didn’t. I don’t know. 

 On these days, she said it with a little smirk to her mouth, and we would all watch to see 

which of two reactions Dad would give. That day, he laughed, stuffed an oversized dumpling in 

his mouth, and gestured with his fork, the cutlery delivering the first part of his sentence before 

he had swallowed enough to speak. 

 “I think God’s been left in the dust. Lost in a big cloud of dust, more like, and now we’re 

all racing around and he’s nowhere to be found.” 

 I had no idea what that meant, but I said “Yeah,” for support. 

 “Then maybe we’d better all slow down and look for him,” Mom said, staring at her plate 

as if this was the first place to check. 

 “No,” Dad said, taking another bite. This one took him so long to chew that we began to 

wonder if he had said his piece with that one word, Pearl frozen with her fork an inch from her 

mouth as she waited. She looked like Mom in miniature, though her hair never needed the 

curling iron.  

“No,” Dad said, “we just have to look faster and farther. Maybe we’ll find God again on 

the moon.” 

 Mom put her fork down with a clatter. “Let’s talk about something else.” 

 There was a long silence, save the damp slip and slide of dumplings, until Pearl heaved a 

low sigh. “I think I’ve got malaria,” she said. 

 Mom lowered her voice respectfully. “So sorry to hear that.” 

Dad clicked his tongue. “That’s a shame. Are you going to eat that bread?” 

— 
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 The next afternoon, we could smell the meatloaf in the oven as we came through the front 

door—the thick, syrupy tang of my mother’s secret sauce—and the sweet citrus of the oranges 

she was peeling at the table. “Take your shoes off,” she hollered at us automatically, while just as 

automatically I ignored her, tracking mud across the tan carpet in thick clots that dropped like 

little bars of chocolate. We’d been playing marbles again with Jinx, and I went to put my 

winnings away in the battered shoebox under my pine bed, then lingered in the hallway to 

breathe in the brown sugar caramelizing in the oven. Pearl was still in the foyer and I heard her 

call out to our mother, “I don’t feel well. I think I’m gonna throw up.” 

 “Just be ready for dinner in five minutes.” 

 “I might be really sick this time.” 

 “I’d like you to set the table tonight, Pearl. Jack did it last night.” 

 “I think I’m dying.” 

 “Do you want tea or lemonade?” 

 “Lemonade.” 

 I heard Pearl begin pulling out glasses while I went to the bathroom to clean up. As I 

splashed some water on my face and hands, getting most of it on the floor, I heard the front door 

swing and my dad enter. Mom never told him to take his shoes off, no matter how muddy it was 

outside. I heard them greet, heard them kiss, heard her tell him dinner was ready. I could hear the 

clatter of plates as Pearl set the table. 

 “Pearl’s probably passing away this evening,” my mother said. “It seems to be fatal.” 

 “Sorry to hear that, kiddo,” my father said. “You figure on dying before dinner or after?” 

 “After.” Followed by the rattle of silverware in the drawer. 
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 “That’s good. Because it smells delicious. In fact, I want you to eat my portion tonight so 

it doesn’t go to waste.” 

 “No.” My mother. 

 “I already told Frank.” 

 “No.” 

 “I just came home to let you know so you don’t get worried.” 

 My mother laughed. “Why should I be worried?” 

 “No reason at all,” he said. 

 I opened the bathroom door a bit farther, peering out. Pearl was already out of sight and 

her door was shut now, but my father was within view, standing in the entryway in his navy suit 

and hat with the grey feather. He had not taken off his coat and still held his satchel of student 

papers in one hand, a cigarette in the other. 

 “You missed Pearl’s recital last week,” my mother said, out of view. “And I don’t even 

know where you’re going—you could be anywhere.” Something slammed closed; the sugary 

aroma drifting from the kitchen now smelled faintly charred. “You might as well still be gone.” 

 “I told you, I’m going to Frank’s house. And there’s nothing happening tonight. I’m not 

missing anything.” He was so calm, like he was reading the newspaper, and he hadn’t stepped 

off the mat just inside the door. 

 “You’re missing your family,” my mother said. “Jack’s going to be twelve next month.” 

 “And I told Jack I’d play ball with him tomorrow.” 

 “No, Charles, you didn’t. That was yesterday. You said you’d play with him today.” I 

could hear her breathing even from where I stood, harsh and loud through her mouth like some 
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panicked animal, and it scared me. I took a step forward and my voice came out like a flute with 

too little air blown in. “I don’t mind.” 

 My father’s head turned toward me and my mother stepped into view, a dish towel 

twisted into a tight spiral in her hands like one of those pastries, her apron ties undone and 

dangling at her sides. One look from her and I knew that I had somehow made a mistake, that 

perhaps she still loved me but right now, at least, we were not friends. 

 “See?” My father gestured for me to come closer, and after a moment I did. “We’ll play 

tomorrow, sport.” 

 “If you’re not playing ball with him ‘til tomorrow,” my mother said, cocking her head 

and watching  my father, “then you should take him with you tonight.” It was the look we kids 

gave each other when somebody had just been dared to eat a cockroach or retrieve a baseball 

from old lady Critchley’s yard. 

My father regularly invited me to tag along on errands, but he had never let me go along 

on one of these nights that he visited his old war buddies. I did not want to stay and face my 

mother’s frigid silence, and maybe I would even get a few more war stories to brag about. “Can 

I, Dad?” 

 My father set his satchel down, met my mother stare for stare, then stepped over and 

ruffled my hair, his firm touch just shy of pain on my scalp. “Sure, Jack. Why not? Nothing there 

you can’t see. You’ll probably be bored, so you should grab a book or something.” 

 “Okay.” I ran to my room and retrieved Robinson Crusoe from the shelf. I was only gone 

a minute, but when I came back, my father had gone outside and my mother was at the table with 

her back to me. I gave her a kiss on the cheek, but she did not move, her palms flat on the table 

to either side of a full glass. I joined my father outside. 
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 I had been excited at the prospect of riding in the Buick with just my father, but he 

simply strode past it down the driveway and turned onto the sidewalk. Disappointed, I fell in step 

beside him, two strides of mine a perfect match for each one of his. We walked to the corner and 

turned, leaving our block and passing under the yellow glow of street lamps for perhaps a quarter 

mile while the evening traffic rolled leisurely by. I could hear The $64,000 Question from an 

open window somewhere. A car honked and a driver waved, and my father raised his hat in 

salute. A few minutes later, though, someone yelled something at him while driving by, and this 

time my father did not respond.  

We turned right and headed into another neighborhood, one almost identical to ours but 

unknown to me. Like our street, the houses were square, one story, and painted white or a 

cheerful pastel blue, and the yards were trim and orderly. We walked about five houses down 

and then turned in at a plain white house with a brown Studebaker in the driveway and a blue 

Ford pickup parked on the street. All the lights appeared to be on inside, and the mailbox read 

“Sellers.” 

  My dad knocked, and a minute later the door was opened by a man a few years my 

father’s senior, but stocky, his muscular build just starting to go to fat around the middle. He was 

still dressed for work like my father, but he had shed his coat and rolled up his shirt sleeves. His 

black hair was trimmed short, like my dad’s had been when he was in the army, and there was 

something about the set of his mouth and chin that looked both soft and unyielding at the same 

time. 

 My father pumped the other man’s hand as we stepped inside. “Sorry, Frank, but we 

better stay in tonight. You remember my boy, Jack.” 
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 “The little man.” Frank patted the top of my head like I was a dog. I could smell alcohol 

on him. “No worries, we were just talking about staying in tonight, playing some cards. You 

thirsty?” 

 “Parched. What are we drinking?” My dad shrugged off his coat and hung it on a rack by 

the door, then slipped off his shoes and left them with a pile of others in the entryway. I followed 

his example, and we went into the living room, which held a brown leather sofa with two 

paintings on the wall behind it of women in kimonos holding fans.  

“McEwan’s,” Frank said. “Soda pop for the kid?” 

I followed my father through the room and then around a corner into the dining room, 

where two other men were already seated around the table. They looked to be in their early 

thirties, like my father, one of them portly and red-faced and the other lean and stubbly. They 

both wore grey factory coveralls and held near-empty glasses. 

 “Sure.” My father pulled out a chair and sat, nodding to each of the men. “Walt, 

Gordon.” 

 No one had indicated where I should sit, and there were only four chairs at the table, 

which I knew were about to all be occupied. My father pointed to a hope chest in the corner of 

the room next to a china hutch and suggested I set up there, so I crawled onto it and sat cross-

legged, my book in my lap. Instead of holding china, in the hutch I saw what looked like seated 

dolls in elaborate costumes, on small platforms, with a red cloth beneath them and a golden 

screen set up behind. They were lovely and unlike Pearl’s or any other dolls I’d seen. 

 “Hey, Charlie’s here,” Frank called toward the kitchen. “Bring another drink before you 

start on dinner, would you? And a soda for his kid.” 
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 My father was looking toward the kitchen now, as was I, and a few moments later a 

young woman appeared with a full glass in one hand and a bottle of Coca-cola in the other. She 

wore a knee-length green dress with white dots and a sash at the waist, similar to the kind my 

mother had, and her long, black hair was tied back from her face. She was from the Orient, her 

dark eyes the shape of almonds, and if I had stood back up I don’t think she would have been 

much taller than I was. She was beautiful. 

 She gave my father his glass first, my father’s hand covering hers for a moment as he 

took the glass from her. “Thank you, Sayoko,” he said, with a different tone than he had for 

Frank or even for my mother, though no one else seemed to notice. “It’s good to see you.” 

 “It’s my pleasure,” she said, inclining her head toward him, her hand just touching his 

shoulder as she passed behind him to bring me my soda. “Hello,” she said to me with a voice like 

spun silk. 

 “Hello.” I took the bottle and stared at her. “Are you Mrs. Sellers?” 

 “Yes.” She rested her hands at her sides, not smiling but not frowning, either. “You are 

hungry?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “We work every night on her accent,” Frank said to my father. “She does her best, but 

she just can’t get rid of it all the way.” 

 I pointed at the dolls, then looked back to Mrs. Sellers. “They’re very pretty.” 

 “Hina,” she said. 

 “Hina?” 

 “Yes.” She looked as if she might say more, but then she turned and headed toward the 

kitchen.  



 

97 
 

Frank called to her again before she had gone five steps. “Sayoko, put on a record, the 

Jimmy Dorsey one. That’ll bring back the day, won’t it, boys? Ha! I still remember the look on 

that lieutenant’s face, don’t you, Charlie? He never told Frank Sellers what was what after that, 

did he? No, sir.”  

 The other men laughed aloud, raising their glasses, but my father barely smiled. He was 

looking toward the doorway where Sayoko had gone. The strains of “The White Cliffs of Dover” 

began to fill the room, scratchy at first and then strong and clear. Sayoko passed back through to 

the kitchen. I found myself watching her and waiting for her to reappear. 

 “And make it fast if you can, my little lotus blossom,” Frank called after her. “The troops 

are hungry.” He nudged my father with an elbow. “She loves when I call her that. Man, I’m 

telling you again, you shoulda gotten yourself one of these Jap brides. They make great wives. 

Hardly complain at all—the culture, you know—they just love to serve, love to do whatever 

makes you happy. She’ll scrub the floor and just be singing like a church dove if I ask her. 

‘Course, she just knows those Oriental songs, but it’s still pretty.”6 

                                                           
6 I’m not sure why your father feels the need to demonize Frank, but he treated Sayoko with more respect than this 

shows. He was a blustery windbag to everyone else, but he doted on her. She was no damsel in distress, either. It 

certainly took him long enough to get the marriage approved and get her back to the states. He had to track down her 

kosekishouhon—family register—get her through a medical check, then get a paper stating she wasn’t a security risk 

or a communist. They got married at the embassy. Frank had asked me to be the best man, like it was going to be 

this lavish ceremony, but they just raised their hands when called on and that was it. Even after ’47 when they 

passed the act, it was months of red tape to get it all approved, and then a two-week boat ride home. He had to work 

for it. He always said she was the one good thing that came out of the whole war.  
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 “You’re a lucky dog, Sellers,” said the red-faced man, Walt. “I can’t get my wife to listen 

to a word I say, ‘less I put a little elbow grease into it, you know what I mean.” He set his glass 

down hard on the table. 

 Frank ducked his head between his hunched shoulders, smiling. “Well, she probably 

would have taken any G.I. that asked her. She was desperate to get away from all that Jap culture 

and get to America, you know?” He gave a little shrug, his shoulders knocking against his ears. 

“I pulled a chair out for her and it was like she’d finally met a real man.” 

 The other men laughed again at this, but my father just rattled the ice in his glass. “Think 

I’ll get a refill.” 

 “Let the Missus get that for you.” Frank straightened and half-turned, but my father rose 

anyway. 

 “That would just slow dinner down even more,” he said, walking out of sight into the 

kitchen. 

 Walt produced a deck of cards and set to shuffling them, and for a moment there was just 

the riffle of the cards, the clink of the ice and glasses, and then a soft murmur of voices in the 

kitchen. We heard the clatter of pots and pans as dinner was started. 

 “That’s one heck of a little geisha girl you got, Frank, sure enough.”7 Walt started to deal 

the cards.  

“She’s a peach, she is. But like I said, it’s their crazy society. Hirohito had all the women 

on their knees and all the men crashing their planes into our ships.” Frank leaned his chair back 

                                                           
7 There was this idiotic idea in the U.S. that all single Japanese women were Geisha, and that all Geisha were exotic 

dancers or prostitutes. Sayoko was none of these. I don’t recall any of these men being as prejudiced or misogynistic 

as your father is portraying them—but perhaps my memories are as biased as Jack’s. 
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from the table, balancing it on two legs. “Charlie actually found her, she was with him, but of 

course the ol’ cuss was married.” He glanced over at me, and I pretended to read. He lowered his 

voice. “Now, she naturally took to my charms soon as she saw me anyway, and after that, well, 

ol’ Dugout Doug, the Big Chief himself, couldn’t keep her little hands off me.” 

Walt and Gordon both let out some kind of war whoop as if on cue, and the three men 

clinked their glasses together just as my father reappeared, his glass full. “What are we 

toasting?” 

“The spoils of war, my friend.” Frank grinned again and pushed the pile of dealt cards 

closer to his chair. “Game’s five card stud. Ante up.” 

They fell to playing, and soon they were speaking of other things—their cars, baseball, 

the price of bread, their work, and occasionally a reference to something that happened in the 

war, and if one or two of them was ignorant, the others would take turns telling the story, except 

my father never seemed to join in. They referred to one story about four times during the 

evening, something about my father supposedly tricking a Nazi officer—they used the German 

word, Hauptfach—into surrendering his entire Panzer unit to my father and only half a dozen 

other men. Dad didn’t correct them, but he didn’t contribute to the conversation, either, even 

when Frank kept trying to give him openings.  

After about an hour, Sayoko carried in plates of pork chops and mashed potatoes. She put 

a gravy boat, a large bowl of mixed-greens salad, and a basket of fresh rolls in the middle of the 

table, and she refilled each of the men’s glasses without being asked.  I loved the way her hands 

moved, everything silent under her touch. 

“Sayoko here only knew how to make this rice and seaweed hootenanny they eat over 

there, so I had to teach her how to make some American food. But she learns good, don’t you, 
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baby?” Frank grabbed two rolls and dropped one into the communal gravy boat in the middle of 

the table, letting it float there, soaking. “She kept trying to make rice balls, bless her heart, but 

our rice won’t stick together right for it, so she finally gave up.” 

My father picked up his knife and fork, his eyes following Sayoko, as mine were also 

doing more often than not. “She was also a delicious cook back in Sapporo,” he said. 

“You mean her food was delicious,” Gordon piped in around a mouthful of pork. 

Frank guffawed and slapped my father on the back. “The cook’s not bad either, is she? 

Ol’ Charlie had his chance. Now he’s stuck with her pork chops.” 

My father pasted a grin on, and I wondered if he saw the flush pass over Sayoko’s face at 

her husband’s words.8 She set down cloth napkins and disappeared back into the kitchen. I 
                                                           
8 It wasn’t like your father makes it sound. I spent nearly six months with Sayoko before she ever met Frank. We 

were friends, June, it was very innocent. I was not some G.I. out for a good time with the RAA. I had been stationed 

at Camp Crawford in Sapporo, and every Friday I went into the PX to buy some essentials, which is where she 

worked. She needed someone to help her with her English, though she already had a good position running numbers 

at the PX—she had a head for it, could work an abacus like nobody’s business. She’d have still been serving tea if 

she’d stayed working for the Japanese. Anyway, I wanted to see the sights, needed someone to show me around, and 

then this other couple asked us to a dance on the base so that the girls and guys would each have somebody to talk 

to. Even though we couldn’t talk much, I felt comfortable—safe, even—with her in a way that was new to me. 

Which was strange, because everything was so different there; little things like you wouldn’t think, they were a big 

deal, like books opening left to right, or having to reading vertically. Even wood saws. We cut on the push, you 

know, and they cut on the pull. 

This one weekend, several weeks after we met, she took me by boat over to Aomori. She had a friend of 

hers who spoke more English, Hisayo was her name, explain to me that Sayoko wanted to show me where she grew 

up, spend a day like she did as a child in Yokohama. We rode the train through the night on Friday and made it to 

Yokohama in the morning. It was still pretty much a ghost town, most of the houses burned down, but we circled the 

harbor and then walked for nearly an hour to this empty stretch of shoreline where she showed me how to catch 
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crabs, flipping them right into a basket with a stick. She had brought a rucksack with her with everything she 

needed, and she only let me carry it after I insisted. She made a fire and boiled the crabs right there on the beach, 

then we walked down the road, which ran toward town parallel to the beach and had steep hills on one side and the 

ocean on the other. We waited until a buggy came by, but when we tried to get a ride, the driver—a local—said 

some things. I only understood the word panpan, and I wanted to drag the driver out and beat him but Sayoko would 

not let me and waved him on his way. We waited another half hour, eating our crabs on the roadside, until a farmer 

with a wagon of shriveled produce came by, the wagon half-empty, and he grudgingly let us ride in the back. We 

rode into town, our legs hanging off the end as we left a trail of crab shells down the road behind us.  

I felt like I could have grown up there, too, like in another life I had, like this other self had gone to fight 

for honor and bushido and the deity of the Emperor and had sacrificed it all out there in the Pacific, as was expected, 

never to return. Being with Sayoko was like returning to a home I had never known. She took me to the local 

onsens, these hot springs they have there from all the volcanic activity underground, and to this hillside to make 

flower necklaces where I think she must have gone as a little girl. We sat there on a hill still covered in cherry 

blossoms, which seemed kind of strange with most of the city in ruins below us. We strung flowers and then went 

into town, where she showed me the public bath quarters where she hid when the Allies hit the city with 600 

planes—the bath was made of brick and concrete, so it didn’t burn. She spoke of “Mr. B” and mimed splashing 

water on herself from the river running behind the bath. I could not find words even in English for what I wanted to 

say.  

I remember as we walked back to the train station, she pointed to a fisherman standing in the river and 

holding a line attached to a long-legged white egret with a yellow bill and a messy crest of feathers. I looked back to 

Sayoko, and she raised her eyebrows at me impatiently, pointing at her eyes with two fingers and then back at the 

fisherman. I obeyed and watched as the egret stalked through the shallows, the man following. After a moment, the 

bird’s beak darted down into the water, spearing up a fish, and the egret tilted its head back, but there the fish 

stopped—I could see now there was a ring on the bird’s neck that kept it from swallowing. The man walked hand-

by-hand down the line and retrieved the fish from the bird, then he dropped it into a pouch at his side. 

When I looked back at Sayoko, she was beaming like she had just caught the fish herself. “Pretty smart,” I 

said. “Pretty smart,” she said back. Most of the evening’s train ride passed in silence, and she eventually fell asleep. 

I watched the dark shadows of the countryside through the night. What I meant to say was that I was sorry for all of 
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thought she might find another chair to join them at the table, or that one of the men might offer 

her his spot, but neither happened. After a minute or two, she carried out a smaller plate, with 

child-sized portions, and brought it to me on the hope chest. 

“Everything okay?” she asked me, bending over a touch with her hands on her thighs. I 

could smell her perfume, faint and floral. I nodded, and she straightened and retired to the living 

room, out of sight.  

There was not much talk during the meal. Frank wondered aloud at one point if Mayor 

Tate was a Pinko; Walt said he would be shocked and Gordon said it wouldn’t surprise him. 

Frank said one thing was sure, the Rosenbergs had it coming, and then there was silence but for 

chewing. 

When I had finished my dinner, I asked to be excused to use the bathroom, and Frank 

pointed toward the living room. “Second door on the right,” he said. I crossed the empty living 

room and stepped into a short hallway with two closed doors on the left. The first door on the 

right was open, and I saw a small room filled with bookshelves, a roll-top desk, and a square, 

chrome and formica table tucked in the corner, where Sayoko was seated. She had her back to 

me and she was leaning over the table, intent on something spread out before her. I took a few 

steps into the room, thinking she would hear me, but she didn’t. 

The box to a jigsaw puzzle was propped up against the wall, showing the title ‘Casey at 

the Bat’ and a picture of a baseball player swinging hard in front of stands full of onlookers, with 

the words “and the mighty Casey had struck out!” in the air above him. It was 500 pieces. 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
this, although I also wasn’t. What I meant was that there were many things that did not make any sense to me. What 

I meant was that I was grateful she had found that public bath. What I meant was that I was thankful I was a GI and 

not a pilot. What I meant was that there were not enough words, anywhere. 

What I mean is that it meant something more.  
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Sayoko had a huge pile of puzzle pieces by her right hand and two small clusters of assembled 

pieces in the center of the table—Casey’s right arm and a section of bleacher, by the look of it. 

She would reach for a puzzle piece, stare at it, turn it over and over in her fingers, and then see if 

it would fit to any of the exposed edges of the clusters she had assembled. When it did not, she 

would put it back in the pile and reach for another. After I saw her go through eight or nine 

pieces in this way, slower each time, she picked up the box with both hands, her shoulders 

drawing up and tightening, and looked at the picture for several long seconds—the tiny pennants 

and hot dogs, the catcher’s mitt, the stars and stripes, the dozens of blurred, indistinguishable 

white faces. She took the piece in her hand and fit it to Casey’s arm, and when it would not fit, 

she pushed hard, and then slammed her palm down flat on the piece with three rough, fast strikes 

that sounded like loud handclaps. I heard her let out a choked little cry after that, and she looked 

toward the door. 

She saw me standing there, watching her, and for a moment we just looked at each other. 

We both listened, and the sound of the men’s conversation continued unbroken from the dining 

room. She sat so still. I felt drawn into the room, the moment magnetic but unreal, like slipping 

into a strange dream. I stepped over until I was next to the table, and she reached over to push the 

other chair out for me. 

We sat in silence, until I said in a small voice, “You should start with the edges, Mrs. 

Sellers.” I rooted through the pile of pieces until I found one with a straight edge, which I slid in 

front of her under a fingertip. “Like this.” I sorted through the pile and found two more. 

Sayoko used the side of her hand to sweep a portion of the pile in front of her, and she 

sorted through it until she had separated out all of the pieces with straight edges. I did the same 

with my pile, and we repeated this until we had all the border pieces together, and I showed her 
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how to match them by color and then work within each group, until we were snapping another 

piece into place every few seconds. The border formed up until there was a complete frame on 

the table, with her previous two clusters situated in the middle. 

“See, don’t let it get you down,” I said. “You just have to be patient.” I pulled a piece 

from the pile, examined it, and then moved it to the right part of the puzzle. 

“Thank you,” she said.  

I thought she would be eager to work on the puzzle now that she knew how to do it, but 

she just sat and watched me as I did several more pieces, one of her hands cupped around the 

other on the chrome edge of the table. “You are good boy,” she said at length, but soft, like it 

was a secret she was sharing. 

I did not know what to say. Her hand touched my wrist on the table, feather light, and 

then her fingers curled into mine. She just held my hand, her eyes closed, her skin so warm 

against my own. I closed my eyes, too. It could have been my mother’s hand. I listened to the 

sound of my father’s voice in the dining room and imagined I was home.  

A moment later, she squeezed my hand and stood. I opened my eyes and saw only her 

back, the sash of her dress tied to a neat bow, and she went through a door on the other side of 

the hall. I caught a glimpse of another person inside before the door closed behind her. 

I sat for a moment at the table, feeling like the sleep needed to work its way out of my 

eyes. Eventually I went to find the bathroom, and then I made my way back to the dining room. I 

thought they would ask questions or make jokes about how long I was gone, but I returned to my 

perch on the hope chest unnoticed. My father was in the middle of telling some story, and the 

others were all watching him.     
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“And naturally you remember Paris, August 25, 1944,” Dad said, and paused. “It was 

raining, of course. We were hungry. And out of nowhere, we saw…” 

It was like a ritual. “…the angel,” my father and Frank said in unison, and Frank started 

laughing, slapping the table, even grabbing his long-forgotten roll out of the gravy boat, which 

slung its soaked-up juices around the table as he waved it.  

“A loaf of bread,” my father said, “a bottle of wine—”  

“Two bottles,” Frank corrected. 

“Two bottles of wine, and her smiling twin sister. And in that bombed out patisserie, the 

Victrola kept playing this song.” My father raised his glass, and a moment later he began to sing. 

I do not think I had heard him sing since before the war. Not a note. 

Frank joined in while Walt and Gordon clapped softly along. My father’s and Frank’s 

voices were deep, soulful, almost tender. Be careful, it’s my heart. It’s not a watch you’re 

holding, it’s my heart. 

I may have been smiling; I know I was shocked—but my father’s eyes met mine partway 

through the song, and there was something in them, like I had caught him in some dreadful act 

and he was deeply ashamed, but he kept singing as if his life depended on it. They finished 

singing and all four men clapped. 

“We should go out,” Frank said. “Take the ol’ Colt and see what trouble we can find.” He 

sopped up the spilled gravy on the table with the last shred of his roll and ate it. 

“Yeah, go Commie hunting again.” Walt pushed back his chair. 

“Four soldiers still serving their country.” Frank looked over at me. “Sayoko can watch 

the kid, or we can drop him off on the way.” 
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My father took a last drink, then set it on the middle of his cleared plate. “We should get 

home.” 

Frank sat up straight, eyeing my father. “Don’t turn your back on your country, son.” 

Dad chuckled but stood and beckoned me with one hand. “Another time. Goodnight, 

gentlemen.” I slid off the hope chest and carried my plate and empty soda bottle over to the table. 

Walt and Gordon bade us goodnight without rising, but Frank escorted us into the living room. 

I followed my father and found that an older Japanese woman was now sitting on the 

sofa. She was even smaller than Sayoko, her face lightly lined and her dark hair drawn back, and 

she wore a light blue kimono secured with a sash. When she turned her face as we entered, I saw 

red, mottled patches of skin on her left cheek, her jaw, and covering her throat. The scars were 

raised and shiny in places, and the discoloration continued down to where her kimono covered it. 

My father exchanged a few words with her in Japanese as I pulled on my shoes. 

Sayoko emerged from the hallway a moment later, and my father thanked Frank for 

having them over and Sayoko for the meal. 

“It’s my pleasure,” she said. 

My father slipped on his shoes, I waved to Sayoko without being able to form any words 

to say goodnight, and a moment later we were through the front door and down the steps. My 

father walked briskly down the front walk without pausing and I hurried to catch up. 

I wanted to ask him about her, about how they met and were they good friends, about 

what her home was like in Japan and what those words meant he had spoken, and could he 

maybe teach me some of it, about why we had to take our shoes off, about why her eyes were 

shaped so different though I liked it, about why it was okay now to like the Japanese, to watch 

her like she was dancing as she set the table or carried plates on raised fingers, about whether he 
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knew any of the Oriental songs Frank was talking about or had heard her sing any and what it 

had been like to listen to her. 

I kept looking at him, and I drew a deep breath a few times, but I did not know how to 

interrupt the thoughts he was so clearly wrapped up in. When we were about halfway home, 

though, he unexpectedly stopped under a street lamp and crossed his arms. 

“Okay, then. Out with it.” 

I hesitated. “I’m just wondering.”  

He shifted his weight, unfolded his arms, and slung his coat over the opposite shoulder. 

“Spit it out.” 

“I’m just wondering about her.” 

He looked up at the insects pinging against the lamp. “Sayoko.” It was there again, in the 

way he spoke her name, but as his shoulders dropped and his face set hard I knew that she was 

somehow like the war—this span of time he kept guarded and would not offer up, no matter how 

our mother pressed him or fought for entrance. It was for him alone. So instead I thought of the 

older woman I had seen, the one with the red marks on her neck. I had never seen anything like it 

and didn’t know anything that could cause it, so I changed my answer as he watched me, 

waiting. 

“No,” I said. “The other woman, the older one. The one with… you know. I just 

wondered how she got like that.”  

My father let out a little laugh. “Oh. Yes.” He started walking again, but slower than he 

had before, so that I could easily keep up. “Of course. That is Sayoko’s aunt, Katsu, and it 

happened during the war. In Yokohama. It happened when she was too close to an American 

bomb that got dropped.” 
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“Why would she want to move here?” 

“She didn’t have a home. Her house had been destroyed.” 

“Did we do that, too?” Watching my father’s face rather than where we were walking, I 

tripped over a cat. 

My father put a hand out to steady me. “No, the Japanese did. To keep the fires from 

spreading when the city was bombed. Sayoko insisted that her aunt come with her when she 

came to the United States with Frank.”  

 I nodded as if I understood, although I didn’t. We walked along in silence until we were 

almost back up to our front door. It was not that terribly late, but the house was dark and quiet. 

“Thanks for taking me along,” I said. “I really like Mrs. Sellers.” 

“Yeah, sport. She’s very nice.” He opened the front door. “And if your mother asks, you 

can tell her all about us eating dinner and playing cards. Just us guys playing around.” 

“Sure.” We crept into the house and I padded off to my bedroom. Mom never asked.  
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Chapter Three 

 

June gradually made friends with the other staff of the hotel, such as the other concierge 

who showed her how to play a free online game of Scrabble so that it looked like she was 

working, a bellman (“bellperson,” Bennett Marlow always said, but he was the only one) who 

demonstrated how a quick application of hairspray could give the apples a shine equivalent to 

twenty minutes of polishing, and a doorman (“doorperson”) who claimed to have held the door at 

various times for Billy Graham, Dizzy Gillespie, and all four of the Beatles. He did not look a 

day over thirty. The valets often hung around indoors on days when there were no conferences or 

meetings and the hotel was deserted, leaning on the edge of the concierge desk and munching on 

apples when Marlow was not around, with June unsure whether to betray the bellman’s 

confidence about the hairspray polishing. 

“These are the worst god-awful apples I’ve had in my life,” a young black valet with a 

crew cut told her. His name was Paul, and he—like most of the valet staff, who were primarily 

young men of color—shocked June by the ease with which he said things that she would have 

felt guilty merely for thinking. 

“I can tell in two seconds whether a mark is worth the trouble,” he told her one lazy 

Thursday afternoon. June liked how he and the other valets called the guests ‘marks,’ as if they 

were seasoned hustlers, con men, cruising the front drive like sharks picking out their prey. “Tell 

you right off if it’s worth booking it or whether to take my time, ‘cause it’ll be a dollar or 

nothing at the end, guaranteed.” 

Paul and the other valets divided the guests into likely tipping categories based on their 

vehicles, clothing, companions, mannerisms—including eye contact and warmth of expression 

(friendliness was a bad sign)—and, more than anything, racial or ethnic group. “Nine times out 
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of ten, a brother’s not going to give me anything but a nod, like we’re all in some big happy 

family so he doesn’t have to tip. That’s why I say he can park his own damn Lexus.” 

June had spoken with Paul enough times now that she felt comfortable mentioning that 

just the last night, a group of African-American guests had needed a dinner reservation at Ruth’s 

Chris, a local steakhouse, and had tipped her quite generously when she arranged it. “Your 

brothers are very nice,” she told Paul. He laughed but said nothing. “The ones that don’t tip are 

still very polite. They all say thank you.” 

“That’s the kiss of death, right there. ‘Thank you.’ Soon as they start being all friendly, 

shaking your hand and looking you in the face, telling you thank you, you know they’re not 

breaking out the wallet. They can keep their thank you. I can’t buy bread with a thank you.” 

June mulled this over. She wanted to say something profound about the inherent value of 

kindness, but was not sure how to offer this thought without seeming hopelessly sheltered, just as 

she did not know how to tell Paul that she had not actually exchanged more than five words with 

one of his ‘brothers’ anytime in her life before this job. She also could not help wondering if 

‘bread’ meant something different to him than it did to her. 

“Besides,” Paul said, straightening her CONCIERGE sign, “they’re nice to you because 

you’re a pretty white girl who obviously has no clue what she’s doing.” 

“Hey, I do so.” She heard the word pretty bounce around inside her head, pinging like the 

engine light in her car. Pretty, pretty, pretty. She noticed how shiny his teeth were, how easy his 

laugh. 

“I heard you giving directions yesterday. You told that guest to go north from the 

tollway. He’ll be lucky if he doesn’t hit Canada before figuring things out.” 

June colored. “Look, I’m just starting out, I can’t—” 
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“No, no, it’s all good, Junebug. Guy that can’t even find our hotel is probably not going 

to be handing out twenties. Now, a man with a built-in GPS, or better yet his own chauffeur, that 

might be a different story. You go right ahead and send every lost driver straight to the border.” 

Bennett Marlow strode up with an armful of welcome kit goody bags for a convention 

starting the next day. June quickly closed out of the Scrabble website. “Paul, shouldn’t you be on 

the drive?” Marlow asked. Paul ducked his head, flashed his teeth in June’s direction, and 

sauntered toward the door. 

Her father used to call her Junebug. But it had been a while. 

 

 

June knew that her grandfather had been a respected historian, having written a handful 

of moderately successful books and lectured at a half-dozen universities in the latter part of his 

life. She knew that he once taught history at the school where she would be working this fall, 

back when the building contained all twelve grades. He had mentioned to her that he was 

working on a memoir of his life that he hoped to finish over the next year. What she did not 

realize was that he still did semi-regular speaking engagements, at the age of eighty, until he was 

on his way out the door to give a lecture at a local community college, part of a summer program 

of visiting speakers. 

“I thought you were retired.” It was eleven o’clock in the morning, and June had just 

emerged from the guest bedroom. Her shift did not start until three, and she had a rather 

intensive schedule of laziness and goofing off planned until then. 

“I am, that’s the only way I have time for this kind of nonsense. I told you I am still asked 

to speak,” he said. 
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“I was thinking more like nursing homes,” she said. 

 “You should come.” He looked the part, certainly, with a tweed jacket complete with tan 

patches at the elbows, and June wondered whether it was unconscious, ironic, or some 

combination of the two. “I’ll wait in the car,” he added before she could answer. 

June hurriedly dressed, grabbing a muffin from the kitchen before coming out to the 

garage, where Charles sat in the passenger seat of his paint-chipped brown 1986 Oldsmobile. She 

slid into the driver’s seat and he handed her the keys. 

“Would you have just driven yourself if I wasn’t here?” The car started on her second 

attempt. 

“I must have been doing a fine job,” he said. “No one ever noticed.” He clicked the 

remote for the garage door, which sounded like it might shake itself apart as it rose, and adjusted 

his tweed jacket under the shoulder strap. 

“You look like a walking ad for stuffy historians,” she said.  

“And you look like a hotel employee.” 

“I am a hotel employee.” June tried to buckle her seatbelt, but the other end was buried so 

far down in the seat that her fingers could not pry it from its hole. She left it undone and backed 

the car out of the garage. “I didn’t know if I’d have time to change before work.” 

“Just how long do you think these things last?” 

“There’s lots of history in the world. Hours’ worth.”  

He didn’t laugh, but he drummed his hand on his thigh good-naturedly. “No doubt. But 

I’ll be lucky to keep my audience’s attention for five minutes.” 

He turned out to be right. June had envisioned an auditorium rather larger than the one 

reserved for this occasion, which apparently doubled as the college’s stage for its poorly-funded 
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theater department’s productions. A scattering of summer students, likely attending for extra 

credit, sporadically dotted the back rows, while a mere half dozen faculty members sat in the first 

two rows. June, feeling a bit silly in her red concierge uniform, did not want to join either group 

and ended up sitting alone somewhere in the middle, the sole spot of color in the expanse of dark 

blue mid-section rows, like an apple bobbing in the ocean. She took off her name-tag and held it 

in her hand, once more wishing her uniform had pockets.   

“Our guest speaker today is a distinguished historian, having been awarded the 

Hattendorf Prize, the John Lyman Book Award, and the Mark Lynton History Prize. He has 

published numerous works, including articles in American Historical Review, Current History, 

and New England Quarterly, and five books, one of them a finalist for the American History 

Book Prize. He has taught and spoken widely, including lectureships at Brown and Johns 

Hopkins, and we are indeed fortunate that he has taken a break from his well-earned retirement 

to speak to us today.” The man introducing June’s grandfather was a hoary, bearded gent with 

similar elbow patches and a cane to boot. They might have shopped at the same store, she 

thought. He read from notes and did not raise his eyes to the audience at any point. “Charles 

Morgan received his master’s from Boston University in 1957 and an honorary doctorate from 

the University of Pennsylvania in 1996, and he remains well-regarded in his field. His last book, 

The Burning, aggressively explored the connections between two tumultuous times in U.S. 

history—the siege of Washington, DC during the War of 1812, and the attack on Pearl Harbor in 

1941. Although other historians have written about these two times, they have rarely approached 

the subjects with his trademark candor and perception.” 

June stifled a yawn, covering it guiltily with her hand. 



 

114 
 

“His lecture today is entitled ‘Not Just Jemmy’s Palace: The Symbolic Burning of 

America.’ On behalf of the history department, Tarrant County Junior College, and all of our 

students and faculty—” (All ten of them, June thought), “thank you for joining us today. Please 

welcome Dr. Charles Morgan.” 

June contributed to the smattering of applause. She had always had a rather loud 

handclap—she had figured out how to cup her hands just right as a child, and had embarrassed 

her parents and grandmother at concerts, plays, and recitals—and she took pleasure at the echoes 

of it around the room as her grandfather strode up to the podium.  

He did not carry any notes. He stood still for a moment, only his hand moving as it 

alternately gripped and stroked the side of the podium in a manner that was quaint at first but 

creepy after half a minute, and when he finally spoke he raised his eyes and looked directly at 

June. 

“About eight o’clock on the night of August 24, 1814, British General Ross marched his 

troops into the city of Washington. It was two years into a war that neither side had desired, 

which arguably might never have occurred if a ship carrying British concessions had reached 

Washington in time.” He spoke with a smooth tenor normally absent in his speech, his gaze 

unwavering from June.  

“On that hot August night, General Ross formed a line facing the Capitol and fired a 

volley, but no shots were fired back. The Americans had fled after their resistance was swept 

aside at a rout in Bladensburg, Maryland, scarcely five miles away. The British then used their 

Congreve rockets to set fire to the buildings for the Senate and the House, the treasury, and the 

war and state department.” Charles lowered his voice, which was now resuming its regular 

stuttering and hesitations.  
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“In the President’s House, they found a dining room table spread for a banquet for forty, 

and they helped themselves to fine food and wine, toasting His Majesty’s arms by sea and land. 

The mansion was set afire, and it would later be known as the White House after being repainted 

to hide the scorch marks.” 

June listened to the cadence of her grandfather’s words, which grew more stilted as his 

audience failed to display rapt attention. His hands jittered against the podium. 

“What is intriguing is not the choice of the British to torch the capitol, which was a 

logical choice at this point in the war. What gives this event significance is an understanding of 

the attack as a symbolic rejection of a uniquely American ideology already forming in the early 

nineteenth century, one of colonial independence in the face of imperial power—an ideology that 

threatened British holdings around the world. In short, I’m suggesting that whether or not Ross 

and his compatriots were aware of it, their burning of Washington had more to do with 

protecting the status quo in far distant colonies than with forcing capitulation to naval 

regulations, more to do with suppressing culture than attaining military victory. It was a 

symbolic attack on the spread of American ideals. Citizens of Washington certainly understood it 

in those terms, immediately calling for Madison’s resignation or impeachment for having fled 

from the house. Although there were certainly other contributing factors, we can better 

understand their reaction, and the importance of this event, if we consider these burned buildings 

as meaning-laden icons—even if, ironically, this fledgling republic’s later success in the war 

would lead to its own expansion and imperialism around the globe.”  

It was interesting to June, although what followed was an analysis of nineteenth-century 

cultural politics that was rather over her head, and judging from the creaking chairs and muffled 

sighs issuing behind her, also over those of the history students in the back. He continued to look 
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at her throughout, as if he were imparting this information directly to her, though the further he 

went into his lecture the more removed he seemed from it. His voice grew lower and slower 

while his hand occasionally stroked, patted, or slammed against the side of the lectern, cracking 

against the wood at one point with such force that everyone sat up straighter in their chairs, now 

fully awake. He seemed to have forgotten his audience was there, though, to be talking to 

himself and allowing his private tics to show through. When he finished, wrapping up with a 

conclusion that included Napoleon, naval impressment, and British colonies in India, June’s 

mind had wandered to the point that she was late joining in the applause while the scholarly 

gentleman in charge rejoined her grandfather, and she subdued her clapping so that her delayed 

response would not be obvious. 

A few minutes later, they made their way out of the auditorium and back to the faculty lot 

where Charles had told her to illegally park. June thought he walked a bit more slowly than he 

had on the way in. Once in the car, she struggled to come up with a thoughtful response.  

“I had never thought if it that way,” she said at last. “But you’re right.” 

“About which part?” 

“Oh, all of it, I think.” 

“Good thing I was the one lecturing, then.” June wondered if he might tell her to take 

them to a deli or café somewhere, but he directed them home. More egg salad and cantaloupe, 

then. 

“Too bad you were out-classed by the guy who introduced you. He’s even more of a 

historian than you are.” June stopped for a red light, then picked at something brown stuck to the 

window crank that prevented it from turning before she quite realized what she was doing. “I 

mean, he had a cane.” 
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“I should get a monocle.” Charles reached over to strike his fist against the window 

crank, which jarred loose. 

“I thought you were retired.” She cranked the window down and a rush of summer air 

filled the car. Her grandfather had the air conditioning blasting on high, and the warmth felt 

good. “Why do you still give lectures?” 

“They paid me a hundred dollars. Plus they were all very keen to hear me speak.” 

June again strove to detect any sarcasm, but decided against the risk of misinterpreting 

him. It had happened the previous evening, when June laughed at a comment he made about the 

excellence of afternoon game shows, and he had sulked for an hour despite her apologies. 

“I’m doing a reading at a bookstore Friday.” 

She waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t. The light turned green and she drove 

forward. “Maybe I can come.” 

“If it suits your schedule.” 

“I’ll get your autograph. I may even wear my concierge outfit again.” She had taken to 

pronouncing it with the softer French szh sound, and it did indeed make her feel more 

sophisticated. 

“If today is any indication, you will have to wait in line.” 

June let herself laugh this time, while the heat from outside began to grow oppressive. 

She tried to roll up the window, really leaning into it with her left hand, but it still got stuck 

halfway up. They pulled into the garage, and her grandfather told her to just leave it. 

Charles had long been in the habit, as he told June, of stocking his refrigerator with large 

quantities of a single meal that he liked—such as egg salad—and then eating it for a full week 

before switching to something else for the following week. He saw no reason to abandon this 
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practice for his guest, who generally grew disinterested in a meal halfway through it the first 

time. When she suggested that they break things up with some variety, throwing in some soup or 

a salad, say, he looked at her as if she were from another planet. 

She went straight to the kitchen and began pulling out the bread and egg salad as her 

grandfather hung up his tweed jacket in the closet and his keys on a peg by the door. “I live here, 

too, now.”  

It was like she had not spoken. “Concierge,” he called, “please arrange for my lunch to be 

sent to my room. And make sure there is a single, full leaf of lettuce per slice of bread. This 

should be calculated prior to cutting the sandwich, not after. I don’t wish to send it back again, 

but will do what I must.” 

She palmed the head of lettuce and struck it on the counter. “I’m off duty,” she yelled. 

“And I’ll warn you ahead of time that I am a terrible tipper.” 

She slathered egg salad onto bread for the fourth time in the last two days. “That doesn’t 

surprise me at all.” 

He sat at the table, sinking into a chair with an air of exhaustion, as if the lecture had 

drained from him his last remaining energy. She found herself counting the slices of bread and 

the leaves of lettuce sub-audibly, even though she knew it was two and two, then cut his 

sandwich into four small triangles because she felt like it and took it to him with a bowl of 

cantaloupe from the fridge. 

He looked at the sandwich. “I’m not a two-year-old.” 

“I thought you might be losing your teeth. I can cut the crusts off if you like.” 

 “You should not be in such a menial job.” He chewed on the cantaloupe while June 

made another sandwich.  
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“I don’t see you serving yourself. It’s amazing you survived living alone so long.” She 

found a single plum withering away in a lower drawer of the fridge and substituted it for her 

cantaloupe. 

“A concierge. Only a step above a bellhop. When do you start at the school?” 

“Bellperson. Five weeks, on August 18.”  

 “You’ll be a good teacher.” 

June thought this was perhaps the first compliment he had given her in her adult life. She 

had not yet told him that the school only hired her as a teacher’s assistant, in part out of 

embarrassment, and in part because she knew he had been a teacher. And she would be teaching, 

really, as an aide in the classrooms and in the after-school club. And it was such an excellent way 

to get experience. She was a Fighting Armadillo, after all. Gotta build up that shell. Be tough. 

Like an armadillo. Not the kind I see splattered on the roadside, the other kind, the smart ones, 

the ones who stay hidden all day. June finished making her sandwich, cutting off her mental train 

of thought, which was leading her toward hiding away risk-free for the rest of her life, the exact 

opposite of the Fighting Armadillo mentality she was looking for. 

“Actually, the school couldn’t hire me as a classroom teacher just yet.” She sat, folded 

her hands, and bowed her head to say grace, forcing her grandfather to sit in silence until she was 

done. Lord, she prayed, bless the food, and bless Grandpa, and bless me, and don’t let Grandpa 

do anything stupid. Amen. “I’m a TA. An assistant, learning the ropes and all that. And I get to 

teach an art club after school.” 

Charles sucked at a slice of cantaloupe. He ate it farther down than anyone she’d ever 

known, eating halfway through the rind before he was finished. He set it down, wiped his chin, 
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and picked up another piece, eating through it in silence while June chewed on her sandwich and 

visualized her shell forming around her. 

“But you’re certified,” he said, once the bowl held only half-devoured rinds. 

“Well. Yes. It was an online program, this alternative certification course, but they told 

me it was just as good.” June wondered, though, if the schools she had applied to had the same 

misgivings she did, that time practicing in a physical classroom would have been helpful. 

“So you’re certified. By the state.” The heels of his hands were against the table, which 

generally meant he was about to push it away before standing—the table moving rather than his 

chair. 

“Yes. I mean… yes.” She swallowed dryly and wondered why she had not gotten them 

anything to drink. “But you can’t call them. You can’t say anything.” 

“You’re too nice. You shouldn’t be.” 

“It’s out of my hands,” she said. 

“I suppose your father taught you to let people walk on you.” 

She dropped her sandwich, missing the plate. “No, he didn’t. I take care of myself.” 

“That’s obviously not working,” he said and pushed the table away, forcing June to scoot 

her own chair back several inches. He rose and walked out of the kitchen. 

“Don’t you dare get me in trouble, Grandpa,” she yelled after him, the Grandpa slipping 

out and only making it worse. She heard the jingle of his keys, then the opening and firm closing 

of the front door. She stared at the table for a while, and then threw away the rest of her 

sandwich before hunting around in the kitchen drawers for paper and a pen. She found a 

ballpoint and a stack of sticky notes, and she wrote Thanks for listening to me with a shaking 
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hand and left the note stuck on the counter. She looked at the clock as she put the pen away. 

Time to head to work.  

 

 

At the hotel, the conferences and conventions that Marlow promised had begun to arrive, 

and her working hours were full of guests requiring guidance. Their requests flattered and 

calmed her. She liked their open need, liked the feeling of power and privilege it gave her to be 

in the position to give or withhold assistance, though of course she was generous and gave and 

gave, even to established non-tippers. Her manner encouraged others to come to her even for 

things they could easily have looked up themselves. That afternoon, she called her preferred car 

rental agency and set up an arrangement with them, earning her a set percentage each time a 

referred guest rented a vehicle. The other concierge, on his way out, told her that several 

premium restaurants would send her a check at the end of the month, a nice bonus for each ten-

top or more she sent their way. And of course, it helped that she did not have to worry about rent. 

“Come back to the check room,” Paul told her that evening, when no guests were around. 

He rested his forearm on the concierge desk, and it left behind a film of sweat when he moved it 

to rearrange the apples in the basket into a neat pyramid. “I want to tell you something.” He was 

taking a breather between his hustling, as he had been working the drive all afternoon. June knew 

he liked guests to see him run; nobody tipped a valet who sauntered to get the car, which is how 

Paul habitually walked when he wasn’t expecting gratuities. 

She used her sleeve to rub his sweat off her desk. She glanced over the lobby once before 

following him back to the check room, a small room with wide shelves for suitcases and a 

clothes rod at the far end for coats. It was also where the apples were stored in long cardboard 
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boxes prior to polishing. When the first rows of shelves were full of bulky luggage, as they were 

now, it left only a narrow, cramped space in the middle of the room. 

“There’s another way you can make money,” Paul said once the door was shut, bracing 

his hands behind him on a hard, black case for golf clubs. “It’s not exactly on the books, but 

everybody knows about it, so no worries.” 

To face him, June had to shuffle forward, then turn and lean back against a soft-sided red 

suitcase large enough to crawl inside. She had to stand with her feet between his. “What are you 

talking about?”  

“There’s this place downtown, Silver City, that pays good. Twenty for every group of ten 

you send their way. Lot of these tech conventions are full of guys just itching to go.” He tapped 

the side of his black, rubber-soled shoe against her one-inch heel. “They’d be real glad to hear 

about it from somebody like you.” 

“Paul,” June said, striving to steady her voice into its best business professional tone, 

“that’s a strip club.” 

“Exactly. They send us these referral cards. You just write your name on the back and 

pass them out to anybody that might be interested. All the men and half the ladies, you get me?” 

He grinned. “Guys on the drive’d be ticked if they knew I was sharing the wealth. But I like you. 

You’re my kind of helpless female.” 

“Uh huh.” She looked down at their feet, at his shoe still tapping against her pump. It was 

leaving a thin, wet line against the side. “I don’t think I can do that.” 

Paul pushed off from the golf case behind him, the momentum in that small space 

causing him to fall forward. He caught himself on the red suitcase behind June with his arms on 
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either side of her, his damp, black polo shirt hanging forward and brushing the front of her 

uniform.  “’Cause you’re a good Christian girl?” he said. 

Up close, his skin looked darker somehow, his teeth whiter, and she could not think what 

to say. She remembered her grandfather’s words—too nice. She could feel her shirt sticking to 

her back, one leg starting to tremble from her weight upon it. 

“You need to loosen up.” He curved his head down to speak into her ear. “Get in touch 

with yourself. I think you’d do just fine, you ever get out of that apple-picker outfit.” 

There was a long, black thread unraveling from the top button at his collar, and it brushed 

the side of her face, while the scent of his cologne tickled her nose. One of his hands left the 

suitcase and touched her hip. 

The door opened and the bellhop stood there, holding one half of a claim ticket. “Need 

2604,” he said, as Paul withdrew just a bit. The bellhop, Wayne, was pale-skinned and older, in 

his forties but well-built, and he stayed in the doorway because there was clearly no room for 

him to enter. 

“Twenty-six… oh four,” Paul repeated, stretching above June’s head to snag an oversized 

woman’s leather purse with the other half of the claim check stuck to its handle. His hand 

tightened on her hip for balance, the black thread gliding up across her forehead, and then he 

passed the purse to the bellhop and squeezed past him out the door. 

June stared at a box of Washington apples opposite her. Without acknowledging the 

bellhop, she drew the lid off the box and took an apple out, reaching for one of the polishing 

cloths next to the box. 
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“Guess that’s getting more common these days,” Wayne said. “I don’t know. What you 

mess with on your own time is your business. But I don’t want to see that kind of sick stuff at 

work, I really don’t. I’ll report you next time I see it.” 

June kept polishing the apple, rubbing off the whitish glaze they arrived with, until the 

bellhop closed the door. Then she dropped the apple back into the box and replaced the lid. She 

was clenching the cloth in her fist, and she dropped that as well. She waited another two minutes 

to emerge to be sure she would not have to face either one of them.   

 

 

That night, her grandfather had already gone to sleep by the time she came home, but 

when she went to the kitchen for a glass of ice water, she saw another yellow sticky note below 

the one that she had written. 

You are welcome. 

She tore both off the tile and crumpled them into a ball. She pulled his pill box to the 

edge of the counter and wrote a new note, which she stuck to the top of it. Please don’t forget to 

take your medication. 

The pills might have really been vitamins for all she knew. She underlined ‘Please’ twice 

more and went to bed, shoving the crumpled notes down into the trash can as she passed it. 

 

 

  When June was a little girl, when her knees were always scab-crusted and her fine, 

brown hair pulled daily into a ponytail, she would go with her father to visit her grandmother on 

her father’s side, who lived in a suburb outside of Mesquite, east of Dallas. She was a fragile, 
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motionless woman who seemed never to move from her faded blue couch with its age-frayed 

doily spread across the back, her hands folded in her lap like she were cupping a small bird, such 

that June wondered if perhaps she didn’t bake cookies at all but had them delivered so that she 

would not have to leave her couch. This was back when her grandfather, Charles, existed only as 

an unknown face in a tarnished silver frame next to the plastic tray of chocolate walnut cookies 

that June always made a beeline for. He would only become real after his unexpected appearance 

at her tenth birthday party, the hour-long stay perhaps meant to account for the elapsed decade. 

When June visited her grandmother’s weather-beaten white house as a child, it smelled of 

the cookies and also a sharp perfume that clung to the tip of June’s nose and always made her 

sneeze, twice, on entry. She endured answering questions about school and scouts—her 

grandmother’s words coming out syrup-slow and predictable, June reminding herself of her 

father’s admonition to let her grandmother finish a question before answering it—until at last 

they let her slip off to the backyard, the weeds high and leaning over the edges of the bean-

shaped pool, shedding her clothes as she went with her one-piece red and white spotted swimsuit 

ready underneath.  

June would snatch up the pool net—a mesh rectangle framed in plastic with ragged holes 

every few inches, attached to a rusty metal pole twice her height—and skim the surface for 

clumps of ants clambering over the bodies of their mates to survive, for floating dragonflies with 

ink-veined wings that disintegrated when they left the water, and for tiny drowned frogs, their 

bellies yellow-white and bloated. Half of what she scooped fell back into the pool, and the metal 

pole, heated by the summer sun, scalded her hands until she decided the pool was clean enough 

and took a swift step into the deep end—arms clasped to her sides, blue eyes shut, pretending she 
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was walking the plank (she used the diving board for this until it rotted through and broke 

beneath her one August afternoon when she was nine). 

 She liked to float on her back and keep her tummy very tight and still; she claimed she 

had to eat precisely four cookies for the proper weight—“Ballast, right?” her father said—to 

float unaided, breathing shallowly and staring up into the unbroken blue, knowing her father 

could see her through the bay window but feeling very alone. On clear days, she wondered if 

perhaps the sky were not in fact a reflection of the water around her, and she were really floating 

high, high up in that vast empty blue looking down, kept from plummeting only by her perfect 

stillness and her held breath, ready to dodge any planes careening by in that great skyway, until 

she felt a kind of inverse vertigo and had to close her eyes. 

 When this bored her, she often imagined she was adrift at sea, sole survivor of a tragic 

shipwreck, staring up into a flaming tropical sun while salt dusted her skin and tingled sharp on 

her tongue. She pictured the calm, unruffled ocean stretching undisturbed for miles in any 

direction, oblivious to her presence, while beneath her the azure depths descended into immense 

reaches of crushing darkness where the sun could not reach, where monsters roamed, gap-jawed 

and hungry. She imagined a massive white shark with mouth agape hurtling toward her up out of 

those depths, until it all felt too real and she scrambled out of the pool to lay on her back at its 

edge, the paving stones hot on her exposed back, breathing hard and the four cookies now a 

small, hard knot in her stomach. 

 

 

June never found out precisely what happened between her grandfather and the school 

after he left the house that day, because he only gave vague answers as to where he had gone 
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when she asked him the next morning. Friday afternoon, though, she received a phone call from 

the school shortly after getting off work. She was going to meet her grandfather at the bookstore 

where he was doing a reading and signing. The evening concierge had been running late, so June 

would not have time to change clothes as intended and was quite conscious that she would again 

be attending in her work uniform. 

She exchanged greetings with Principal Thompson as she leaned against a post in the 

parking garage, armadillo shell at the ready. 

“June, I’m afraid our new art teacher has been rather insistent that she teach the after-

school art club, and it really makes more sense that way,” Thompson said. “She is an 

accomplished artist herself, you know, and the parents will be more likely to sign up their kids. 

You understand.” 

June could not think of what to say. She put one foot on top of the other, pressing down 

on her toes. 

“We actually have another club for you. It’s quite exciting. The genealogy club—we call 

it the Climbing the Family Tree Club.” Thompson did not sound at all upset with her, but he 

spoke faster than before, giving her smaller windows in which to respond. 

“Climbing the Family Tree Club.” She ground her toes down harder. 

“Yes. It’s all about family memories, and learning about ancestors. We always get lots of 

compliments on the final projects.”  

“The other teachers must all be fighting each other to do it.” 

“Well, I wouldn’t say that. There is a special project this year, though, that you would be 

in charge of. A time capsule. Fifty years old, in fact, and you’ll be opening it, and getting stuff 
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ready from the kids to go into a new one, and it will be in the newspaper and be very big. Your 

father might even have put something in it. Doesn’t that sound special?” 

June couldn’t be sure, but she thought she heard laughter in the background on the other 

side of the line. “Very special.” 

“Good. It’s settled. Say hello to your grandfather for me, and we’ll see you in a few 

weeks.” 

She thanked him and clicked off, inwardly cursing her grandfather as she walked to her 

car. It couldn’t be coincidence. After checking her watch, she knew she would not have time to 

confront him until after the reading. She had resigned herself to lending moral support once more 

in her ridiculously out of place concierge uniform, but with this new insult from the school, it 

seemed like too great an injustice, and she decided that it was not unreasonable to take the time 

to change before going. If she interrupted his reading by her late entrance, well then, he surely 

deserved worse. 

After changing at the house, she went into the kitchen intending to grab a granola bar 

from the pantry, even though they were simply bran and nuts and totally tasteless, and she saw 

her grandfather had left another note on the counter: I want to teach you to stand firm. You need 

thick skin. 

June scribbled a reply on another note: I don’t need to learn anything from you. 

She left the house, forgetting to grab a granola bar or to lock the front door, and by the 

time she arrived at the bookstore she was ready to confront him right in the middle of his lecture. 

She pictured a big affair, dozens of heads turning, maybe a few camera flashes firing off. It was a 

smallish store, though, and the employees seemed to have gone to a fair amount of trouble to 

ensure that Dr. Morgan could read from within the history section. They had moved tables, 
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displays, and at least one bookshelf to clear room for the rows of chairs that sat mostly empty 

before the microphone stand, where he stood reading from his most recent book. Two older 

women on the front row looked rather excited to be there, but the other dozen or so people still in 

attendance were visibly waning. Her enthusiasm for the confrontation left her, and she ended up 

creeping around the corner of a bookcase and slipping into a chair in the back row. If he saw her, 

he gave no notice. 

If she understood him right, he seemed to be speaking of wartime violence as 

performance art, or something along those lines, but she had scarcely pieced together what he 

was talking about when he finished the chapter and closed the book. 

“That is all. Thank you.” 

She joined the others in applause, and the bookstore representative asked if there were 

questions. The hands of the two ladies on the front row shot up. Charles nodded toward them. 

“Dr. Morgan, I want to say first that I love your books. You have such a keen eye.” She 

had scooted to the edge of her chair, as if she might be called to come to the microphone. 

“You should try Richard Roberts, then. He writes on similar topics but is much more 

entertaining to read.” 

The woman was taken aback, but the bookstore representative, a young man in a green 

shirt and khakis, was quicker on his feet. “We carry many of Dr. Roberts’s books. They’re 

actually on the shelf just behind you there, to the left.” 

“Anyway.” The woman had sunk back in her chair, but now scooted to the edge again. 

“My question is that you write a lot on violence and trauma, of course, on national trauma, and 

you talk about the importance of storytelling to identity, right?” She looked down at a book in 

her lap and read from a part she had highlighted. “‘Just as language is active and not merely 
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descriptive in our own performative utterances—I do, I quit, or I solemnly swear—so does the 

formation of identity emerge through storytelling, as an integral part of its process rather than as 

a result.’” She looked up, beaming. “So, I’m asking, can we understand that Pearl Harbor was a 

good thing for our national identity, in a way, because of the stories it gave us? I actually went to 

Oahu on a cruise this past January, and the memorial was amazing, just amazing. I mean, I 

couldn’t get enough pictures. I tell everyone about it. I got this t-shirt that says ‘Remember Pearl 

Harbor.’” 

June’s grandfather cleared his throat once, then put one hand on the microphone stand. 

“I’m sorry, madam, but I thought you said you had read my books.” 

There was silence for a long moment, until the bookstore rep pointed to the other lady on 

the front row, sitting next to the first. “Ma’am, did you also have a question?” 

She started to shake her head, but both of Charles’s eyebrows raised, in slow motion it 

seemed to June, and the woman gripped the sides of her chair and spoke up. “Well, yes, and 

actually, Dr. Morgan, I have read all of your books. That’s practically all I do, when a new one 

comes out. I wanted to ask when you will write another.” 

Charles settled back on his heels, holding his book before him. “Never. I’m afraid I have 

said my piece about history through my books. Others continue to say it better and faster, in 

more easily digested chunks. I have nothing more to add.” 

The bookstore rep looked for other hands, but no others went up, and it was unclear if Dr. 

Morgan would have anything more to say, anyway. June contributed to another round of 

applause, considerably weaker than the first, and her grandfather was directed to a table set up 

for book signings. A half dozen people shuffled over to form an uneven line, including the two 
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ladies he had rebuffed, and June sat and waited until the line had cleared. Charles’s entire 

interaction with each individual appeared to consist of nodding and signing his name. 

“I thought you were working on a memoir,” she snapped as he walked over. “You told 

that woman you have nothing more to add.” 

“About subjects of importance, June. My life is of little significance in the grand scheme. 

Simply a hobby. It will most likely never get published.” 

“You went to the middle school.” She crossed her legs and picked a ball of fuzz off her 

knee, flicking it hard. “You went over there to cause trouble.” 

“I went to find the reason a certified teacher was given the job of an aide.” 

“You got my art club taken away from me.” She stood up, though she could not look at 

him. “After I told you not to go, after I told you to just respect my wishes and leave it alone.” 

“I did nothing of the kind.”  

“The one thing that made me feel important. The one thing remotely like what I really 

want to teach. You couldn’t leave it alone.” Still unable to face him, she found herself looking 

away to the shelves of history books, where two of the people who had attended were picking up 

copies of Richard Roberts’s latest book. It had a picture of the sinking USS Arizona 

superimposed over a tattered American flag. 

“You deserve a class of your own. I reminded them of my time there, my service to the 

school. I still have influence.” 

“Is that why I’m supposed to learn how to stand firm, to have thick skin? Because you’re 

so important? Which, obviously, you’re not.” She finally looked at him. He had folded his arms, 

a copy of one of his books in each hand, like he was posing for a life-size author cutout. “I 

wanted that club.” She turned sideways to scoot down the row of chairs, away from him. 
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“I can set this right.” He started down the row after her. “I thought they got the message 

the first time.” 

“Keep out of my life.” June headed down the aisles of bookshelves. She saw the 

bookstore rep speaking apologetically to the two women, and she and her grandfather walked 

right past them. 

  

 

June did not want to go straight home and face her grandfather again, so she went to a 

movie, despite the fact it was already getting late. It was a romantic comedy, and there was a 

couple in front of her that laughed obnoxiously through the whole thing, although June thought it 

was quite clichéd and terrible. The woman was black and he was white, and she had never seen 

anyone so oblivious to the people around them. She started twice to ask them to keep it down, 

but could not think how to phrase it. Please stop enjoying the movie. You’re ruining it for the rest 

of us. She ended up watching them instead, the way his fingers looked fluorescent in the glow of 

the screen as they rubbed at the back of her neck, massaging in the dark shadows under her hair. 

It gave June a strange fluttering in her belly but she could not look away. 

Her stomach rumbled as she left the theater and she realized she had never eaten dinner. 

She thought her grandfather would have gone to bed by the time she came back to the house, but 

he was waiting up for her with a tray of macadamia nut cookies and mugs of milk resting on the 

glass-topped coffee table. June devoured three cookies in silence, then leaned back on the sofa 

and brushed the crumbs from her lap. 

 “You should speak up during the question and answer sessions,” Charles said. “You 

have strong opinions.” 
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June considered telling him she would rather shove barbed wire up her nose. “Yeah, well, 

I’m just soaking it in,” she said. 

“You’re a sponge, then.” 

“Yes.” 

“Asconoid or syconoid?” He slurped milk, which dribbled on his chin. She stared at him, 

then lowered her eyes and picked a stray crumb off her elbow. 

“Scotch-Brite or Mr. Clean?” 

“I don’t think you have the right to make fun of me,” she said. 

“There’s that thin skin again. I know where you get it from.” He dabbed at his chin with 

three fingers, then wiped them on his robe. 

“I can’t believe you were the one who left,” she said. 

 He did not reply, just sat with a half-eaten cookie in his hand, then set it on a napkin. He 

set his mug on the tray and carried it back into the kitchen. June stayed on the sofa, but she 

pictured him reading the note she left on the counter, and the thought made her anger feel weak, 

damped down within her. She held the crumb on her fingertip and licked it off, and when he 

came back in a few minutes later, she put her hands in her lap and spoke the next word like a 

peace offering. 

“Grandpa,” she said. “You don’t talk about your own experiences at these readings. Like, 

in the war. You just tell us stuff from your books. But you lived it, you were there.” 

He sank down onto the other end of the sofa, and she felt her cushion raise. “Not all of 

it,” he said. 

“You want us to be all into it, but you’re checked out yourself. You might as well be 

playing your talk off a CD.” 
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“Do you think that would work?” 

“What other wars were you in? Did you go to Korea? Vietnam?” 

“My audience has no sense of the past as present. They would not care.” 

“I care.” 

He laughed, and she did not like the sound. It sounded like it hurt him. “But I can’t teach 

you anything,” he said. 

“That’s not fair. You can’t pull that out like I just said it.” 

“You wrote it.” 

“Not the now me. That was me, four hours ago. The written-down me.” She drained the 

rest of her milk because it was filling and her stomach still growled. 

“I wasn’t aware there was a difference,” he said. 

“There is.” 

Charles stood again. “I suspect you skipped dinner.” 

She steepled her fingers over her stomach, then raised her wrists to pop about half her 

knuckles. “I forgot about it.” 

“I will make you something.” 

He turned up the music that had been playing in the kitchen all along, and she discerned 

Sinatra’s “You Make Me Feel So Young,” the same big-band cymbal claps that she once kicked 

her legs to like a chorus girl when she danced to “Come Fly with Me” in a second-grade talent 

show. Her teacher had made her change the lyrics, so she sang, “If you can use some exotic 

shoes, there’s a store in far Bombay,” but when her routine remained a perennial favorite at 

family get-togethers, she kept the original words—exotic booze, a bar in far Bombay—enjoying 

the chuckles from the grown-ups when she put her hand to her mouth or hiccupped for effect. 
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She wore her father’s grey felt hat and danced with a pink baton as if it were her cane, waving it 

in the air, even flipping her hat off to catch on its tip, an entire self-choreographed routine. June 

had not heard the song in a decade, and found herself wondering if her grandfather had been at 

one of those early gatherings, had seen her perform. She could not remember. 

“I have salmon. Or a salad. I don’t know if you like salmon—I’m used to living alone, as 

you keep pointing out.” 

“I know you were in World War Two. That you fought there. In Europe, I think, because 

you said France. Marseilles.” 

“Dressing on your salad? You’ll have to be content with raspberry vinaigrette.”  

June heard the clink of plates and silverware. “I don’t know why you won’t talk about it. 

Only the second world war? Or others?” 

“All the others. Cold. Civil. Revolutionary.” 

“Grandpa.” 

“Barbary, Muscovite. Roses. Crusades. Gallic, Persian. Trojan. Salmon? Salmon with a 

side salad.”  

“I have trouble believing you fought in the Trojan War. And I’m not crazy about salmon, 

but it will do.” Her stomach rumbled loudly. Over it, she heard “You Make Me Feel So Young” 

fading and her song coming on. 

Come fly with me, let’s fly, let’s fly away… 

“Of course you don’t like salmon.” 

If you can use some exotic booze, there’s a bar in far Bombay… 

“You can barely get off the couch. I just can’t see you climbing into a wooden horse.” 
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There was silence a moment, the splash of dressing on baby spinach, and then a low 

chuckle of a different quality from his other laugh, like an airplane motor coming to life. 

Come fly with me, let’s float down in the blue. 

“But they’re all the same, you see. So I was there, inside the horse. Or perhaps I was the 

one pulling it into the city.” 

He had not spoken this way at the lecture or the reading. He sounded awake now, alive 

and sad, like they were standing together at the viewing of a dearly departed friend and he was 

sharing with her what this friend had meant to him. 

“But they’re not all the same. You fought for a cause.” 

“Your salmon and salad.” He carried it in, one plate with a generous serving of each, and 

set it on the coffee table before her along with a sweating glass of ice water. 

“They’re not the same,” she repeated, picking up her fork and murmuring a rapid grace 

with her lids half-shut. “Otherwise, what you did, how you fought, you know, it wouldn’t matter. 

If history is just repeating itself.” 

“You should speak up more.”  

“Right. My strong opinions.” The salmon, moist and tender, refused to separate in chunks 

large enough to please her. She leaned over her plate, lessening the distance each bite had to 

travel. He watched her eat, increasing her self-consciousness, but she was too hungry to let it 

slow her. Another Sinatra song about flying came on, and she wondered whether he had been a 

pilot in the war. 

Fly me to the moon, let me play among the stars.  

“Have you told the hotel that you’re quitting in August?” he asked. 
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She used the side of her fork to scrape up the pale pink fish. She did not respond until 

every morsel was gone and she had taken a long draught of cold water. “That doesn’t seem to be 

need-to-know information just yet.”  

“You’re using them, then.” 

“I can do what I please, and I’ll give them two weeks’ notice. I need the work.” 

“Don’t be so defensive,” he said. “I just mean things are so complicated for you kids 

these days.” 

“Is there any more salmon?” 

He looked to the window a long moment, as if expecting someone or something to appear 

there, until June set her glass down with a clink of ice cubes that brought him back. “When I was 

your age,” he said, “anyone who worked as hard as you do could at least afford to eat.” He 

finally sat, on the edge of the couch again, prepared to rise when needed. “Eat your salad first.” 

“I’m not a child.” She plunged her fork through a crouton. 

 “So your father tells me.” 

In other words, Sinatra crooned. June took a bite of her salad. “I didn’t know you talked.” 

 “We don’t,” he said. 

In other words… 

June moved the baby spinach around her plate, wiping it across the puddle of dressing 

until it disintegrated. She intentionally left several bites of it before passing her plate over to her 

grandfather for seconds of salmon. “I could be wrong, but I don’t think you would have been 

stupid enough to drag a giant wooden horse left by your sworn enemies right into your home.” 

I… love… you. 

“One of my least favorite songs,” Charles said.  
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Chapter Four 

 

 The next day was Saturday, and no one spoke of the evening before and our trip to the 

Sellers’ house. At breakfast, my parents acted as if my father and I had never gone out, with Dad 

acting quiet and unaffected by my mother’s forced cheerfulness. 

In the afternoon, my father asked if I wanted to go to the store with him to pick up some 

bread, and I jumped at the chance to get out of chores and maybe talk him into buying me a piece 

of licorice or a comic book. We walked in silence on our way to the store, our shoes kicking up 

dust in the roadside and then scuffing gravel along the sidewalk, and he didn’t say a word until 

we reached the Piggly Wiggly across from the post office and he held the door for me, the bell 

chiming, and said “After you, sir,” with the air of a dignified butler, and that was all right, that 

was quite all right, and I was glad I had come whether he bought me anything or not. I tipped my 

imaginary hat to him and passed inside, my eyes sweeping the jars of gumballs and chocolate 

drops immediately to my right, such that I almost bowled over Elaine Patterson who was sitting 

on a red-topped stool and mid-lick of a rainbow lollipop the size of her face. After recovering my 

balance, I stood with my mouth open but silent long enough that Dad said he would catch back 

up with me and headed off to find the racks of bread.9 

                                                           
9 I never understood what Jack saw in that girl. She came from a long line of bigots, which was surprising, with her 

mother being half-blooded Kiowa. Both her father and grandfather, though, were some of the most vocal members 

of the community in support of ‘Tail-Gunner Joe’ when all of that madness started. Even before that, Irvin Patterson, 

her father, started showing up to PTA meetings to point fingers and fearmonger when he had never shown an 

interest in the school a day in his life. At the 4th of July parade the year Frank brought Sayoko back, Irvin wondered 

out loud—very loud—how Frank had the nerve to show his Jap wife’s face in public on this American holiday. 
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 “You can’t have any,” she said, “so you can shut your mouth.” 

 “I don’t want any. Not any of yours, anyway.” 

 “Well good.” She followed a spiraling stripe of red from the perimeter of the candy circle 

to its center with her tongue, her eyes locked on mine all the while. They were so black they 

made me think of the arrowhead I found on a campout—obsidian, my dad had told me, carved 

with fluted bloodgrooves. She blinked at me, purposefully, I thought. 

 There were two men on stools farther down the counter, dressed in dirty flannels and 

denim and holding glass bottles of soda, and one of them was looking at a pamphlet with HUAC 

at the top and below that ONE HUNDRED THINGS YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT COMMUNISM. I 

didn’t really know what it was about, but it made me think of danger and death, which was never 

too far from my thoughts those days, what with all the school pictures and posters about what to 

do if the bombs dropped. Then there was the high chance of war coming, which might mean Dad 

leaving all over again although he said his old injury would keep him home, and then there were 

all the bloody soldier stories I told about him on a weekly basis. We had watched another 

instructional film just the day before and done the drill against the wall in the hallway and under 

our desks in the classroom. 

 “What did you think of that picture we watched in school yesterday?” I asked Elaine, 

sliding halfway onto a stool, one foot still ready to propel me away if she proved too difficult to 

talk to. 

 “I saw it before.” She dropped her eyes now and bit off a small, rainbow chunk of candy. 

It came away shiny white underneath, glinting milky and jagged like a broken tooth. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Frank pretended he hadn’t heard. If Grace hadn’t been standing beside me, I would have thrown Irvin under the 

passing fire truck. 
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 “Sure, me too. I just, you know, wondered what you thought.” Despite the resilient 

cartoon turtle and the cheerful music, the whole thing left me feeling strange, like I wanted to 

duck and cover under my bed and stay there until my father announced the all clear. I didn’t 

want to always be prepared. 

 Elaine eyed me over the top of her lollipop again, then gave a little shrug with her 

eyebrows. “We’re all gonna die, I guess.” 

 She looked so certain, so resigned, that the sickly, awful truth of it seemed to confirm my 

unvoiced fears. I shifted fully onto the stool and kicked at the bottom of the counter for a 

moment. “What do you wish you could do before it happens?” 

 Those dark eyes met mine again, unmoved, and she bit off another chunk and crunched it 

loudly between her front teeth. “I dunno. Nothing.” 

 Nothing. Maybe that was all we could do, maybe it was the answer that made the most 

sense, but I hated her for saying it, and I found myself blurting out all the things I still wanted to 

do—paddle a canoe down the Nile, float a hot air balloon over the pyramids, hunt for lions in 

Africa, ride a PanAm clipper all the way around the world—and more besides, my secret lifetime 

to-do list suddenly aired between us, embarrassing because I’d accomplished nothing on it, but 

still a source of pride for its very ambition, surely a reason to hold out hope for tomorrow. I had 

to travel the world. 

 She laughed. It was short, and sharp, and final; she turned away from me, swiveling on 

her stool, and resumed crunching at her candy, and I stared at the braids spilling down her back 

as the air left my lungs. I could hear it in my head, as if she were still laughing, when I realized 

that my father was at my side and had taken my arm. I slid off the stool, forgetting to even ask 

for candy, and we walked to the door and my father held it open, the bell chiming once more. 
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 A colored man was approaching, and my father held the door open for him. The man 

tugged at the brim of his cap and said, “Thanks kindly, sir,” before he passed inside. We had 

stepped away from the entrance before I noticed Elaine’s father leaning against the wall with one 

boot flat against the brick, chewing on a plug of tobacco, cutting himself off another slice with a 

long bone-handled pocketknife. He spat, and it landed on the pavement just in front of my 

father’s shoes. 

 “That what you teaching your boy?” Mr. Patterson demanded, jerking his head back 

toward the door. 

 “Yes, it is,” my father answered. “Every man’s a man.”  

 Elaine’s father spit again, muttering something under his breath, and we walked on. I 

didn’t see how it mattered all that much if we were all just going to die soon anyway, and I 

wondered if Elaine had let her father know so that he could make any last arrangements. 

— 

 When my father came back from the war, he wouldn’t let me, Pearl, or any friends we 

had over use words he himself had often let fly like curses before he left. One night Billy was 

over for supper when we were having TV dinners at the table just for their novelty—the 

crinkling foil, the dried-up peas in their little triangle, turkey and stuffing, and mashed potatoes 

that were more like oatmeal. I had warned Billy about my father’s rules, that if he heard us use 

the word “nigger” that he would slap us into next week, but Billy forgot and Dad walloped him 

right out of his chair at the table and went on chewing on his turkey like nothing had happened. I 

looked down at Billy, on the floor and rubbing his head, and asked him what next week was like 

and how he enjoyed time travel; he told me he liked it just fine, and he saw that he pushed me in 
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the creek walking home from school next Wednesday. I forgot about it by the time Wednesday 

came around, but Billy didn’t.10 

 On the day we ran into Elaine Patterson and her father at the Piggly Wiggly, I asked my 

father on the walk home why we couldn’t say those words. He told me a story about a man he 

met in France, about three months before he got wounded, when “Hitler’s shadow had fallen 

over the whole continent.” Dad didn’t always say a lot, but when he did, sometimes he had a flair 

for the dramatic. I guess that’s where I get it from. 

— 

 My daddy met Amos Goodby out back of a bombed-out church in Caen, France, dust still 

rising from the rubble as a summer shower picked up, the raindrops sizzling when they struck the 

bricks and mortar recently shelled. Amos was the last surviving member of a unit sent to ferret 

out gunnery placements near Marcelet, and he hooked up with a few misplaced members of the 

82nd Airborne, including my father, who had joined a British division when they came through. 

Amos was coal-black, one of the few my father had seen over there, and he was from Macon, 

Georgia. He was scrawny, all long, thin bones and stringy muscle, and he had this intense, 

hungry look in his eyes, like he’d eat the leather off your boots if you let him, eat you if it came 

right down to it, but he turned out to be soft-spoken and generous. 

                                                           
10 I have my faults, but racism is not one of them. I believe that all men—and women, particularly those—are equal. 

Equal in ignorance, unreliability, ineptitude, prejudice, selfishness, brutality, and deceit. Human beings are an 

untrustworthy lot who will rob you and kill you the first chance they get. If you do not believe me, you have 

obviously not read any of my books. Black, white, brown, red, yellow, indigo, doesn’t matter—their grandfathers’ 

grandfathers’ grandfathers bled and fought and died over hatred, or stupidity, or greed, or nothing at all, and so will 

they, and so will their children. Race is no guarantee nor protection. I am fairly sure I have always felt this way, but 

there is a chance that my time in the trenches being shot at slanted my opinion.  
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 They called him the Treasure Hunter. Cigarettes were like gold there, better, because gold 

didn’t do you a lick of good if your guts were hanging out in your hands and you were down to 

three rounds and the Jerries were coming down the hill whistling; but a pack of smokes, that’s a 

different story. Men traded for them, fought for them, showed off their rank by how many they 

smoked, and bought eternal goodwill with half a pack. Amos, though, gave them away freely, 

and he had the most uncanny ability to find them that my father ever saw. 

 He could find them in a pile of debris or in a ransacked supply drop. He could spot them 

in a dead man’s shoe or tell you which shirt pocket to check if they took a prisoner. He once 

found an entire unopened carton in a motorcycle saddlebag abandoned on the bank of the Orne, 

which is when a disbelieving corporal gave him the nickname. He would flash his teeth, light one 

up for himself, and pass the rest out without hesitation. He had a crumpled photo in his pocket of 

his wife and three kids back in Macon, all girls with big eyes and braids, that he would show to 

anyone who would look and some who wouldn’t. My father thought he might be the most decent 

fellow he’d ever met. Amos died in a ditch near Saint-Louet, after taking an 88-mm shell in the 

side. Even when I was a child, my father didn’t sugarcoat this stuff.11 

                                                           
11 I have not thought about Amos Goodby in many years. He was one of the few exceptions I have ever met to the 

universal condition of humanity described above, and when I came home, things bothered me that never had before. 

All that business with separate bathrooms, drinking fountains, bus seats—it did not seem fair to Amos, to the way 

he, at the last, surrendered up his blood and bone the same as all the others I had seen, his ribs scattered like 

matchsticks, his hand pushing that photo of his girls at me for God knows what reason. Maybe all his close friends 

had died.  After the war, I took a trip once, to Macon, and tried to find what happened to his family, his wife and 

those three girls, but of course I was viewed with suspicion in the black communities of a town where white men 

had lynched their husbands, fathers, or sons four times in recent memory. The most I could find out was that the 

mother had gone to work on a plantation estate in Chattooga County and the girls had been sent to live with a 
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— 

 My dad didn’t smoke before the war, but when he came back, he went through a pack a 

day. Most nights, Mom tried to provoke Dad into some kind of reaction, some kind of admission 

I suppose, and he refused to participate as usual, which made her madder than before. One 

Sunday evening after their usual row, Pearl and I wandered out to the porch with Dad while 

Mom stayed in the kitchen to have her ‘little taste’ as she called it. 

 Pearl and I sat to either side of him while he gazed out past the spreading oak in the yard, 

toward the fading orange of the sunset, his hands on his knees and a lit cigarette in his mouth. I 

could smell mown grass from Mr. Henshaw’s yard next door, sweet and earthy, mixed with the 

sour cloud of Dad’s smoke. 

 We hadn’t been sitting for five minutes when Pearl asked if she could try it. Dad took a 

long drag, as if thinking about it, and then shook his head. “Not so sure that’s a good idea. Your 

mother would kill me. Then she’d kill you.” 

 Pearl bit at her bottom lip a moment and then blew her bangs out of her eyes. “That’s 

okay, ‘cause I’m dying of yellow fever pretty soon now anyway.” 

 Dad squinted at her a long moment. “I can’t argue with that logic,” he said and handed 

her the cigarette. Pearl held it awkwardly up to her lips and then sucked on it hard, like a straw. 

She started coughing and didn’t stop for two or three minutes, while Dad laughed and patted her 

on the back. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
relative. I left the photo and a little money with a stick-thin old woman who seemed to know of them, who nodded 

but made no promises. 
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 She finally croaked out that she was going to get a drink of water, her eyes all teared up, 

and turned to go back inside. She must have seen Dad’s expression because she squeaked, “I 

won’t tell Mom,” before she passed through the screen door. 

 When she was gone, Dad held the cigarette halfway between us, the smoke rising in a 

thin, unbroken plume. I took it. Not wanting him to laugh at me as he had at Pearl, I placed it in 

my mouth and just held it there before breathing in just a little. My lungs burned, but I was able 

to hold it in. Dad grinned in a way he hadn’t in a long time and clapped his hand on my shoulder 

and kept it there, even after he had taken the cigarette back. Mr. Henshaw waved at us from the 

corner of his yard and we both waved back. The temperature slowly dropped. The first stars 

appeared, shining out of the dusk. 

 “Dad,” I said after a while, “are the stars the same in Japan?” 

 “The stars are the same wherever you go,” he said. “But you see different ones at 

different times of year.” 

 I stared upward, feeling foolish, not knowing how to put into words the things I really 

wanted to ask him. He leaned back on his elbows, and he pointed above us with the glowing tip 

of his cigarette. 

 “You know that one, right, the three stars? We call it Orion. The hunter.” He flicked ash 

from the end of the cigarette. “A mighty warrior, here. But over there, it’s known as many 

different things. Some people call it Sode Boshi.” 

 “Sode Boshi,” I repeated. “Sode Boshi.” 

 “It means kimono sleeve stars,” he said. “Those stars at the corners make a rectangle, like 

the long sleeve of a kimono hanging down.” He placed his palm on my back, his voice dropping 

a register. “Like a woman has opened her arms to you.” 
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 “Sode Boshi,” I whispered, and then, “Sayoko.” 

 His hand left my back. Darkness spread across the porch, and my mother eventually 

called from within the house, a lonely sound, like she was playing a hiding game and no one was 

seeking to find her. I rose and went inside, but my father remained on the steps, the forgotten 

cigarette burned down between his fingers. 

— 

As weeks passed and no flash lit up the sky, I began to wonder if Elaine was wrong, and 

we might in fact have a few years left to enjoy. I decided it was vitally important to have a place 

of my own to rule over, escape to, and defend to the death if necessary. Technically, my room 

was my own, but I found it difficult to defend, and my sister was constantly coming over because 

she was bored or curious about what I had in there. I tried to set booby traps to keep Pearl out of 

my things, particularly my candy stash, but they generally back-fired. She had quite a sweet 

tooth and devoured all candy within minutes of receiving it—she claimed she had to get it out of 

the way fast because of her diabetes—while I hoarded mine for weeks. I had copies of Amazing 

Stories by my bedside; she kept my father’s copy of The American Illustrated Medical 

Dictionary by hers.  

One time, Billy was over to watch television because his family didn’t have one, and I 

came into my room to find that Pearl had dared him to eat my pet toad, and he had done it. I 

don’t think she really expected him to, because she was crying. I gave Billy the start of a black 

eye, and when Mom came bursting in a moment later to find what the ruckus was about, Billy 

started crying, too—not from being punched, but because he claimed he could still feel the toad 

squirming, and this made Pearl wail louder, and now I was bawling over poor Hoppy. My 

mother finally dragged the lot of us outside and got down on her hands and knees in the flower 
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bed and hunted under the bushes until she found another toad, a bigger one, grabbing it with both 

hands and passing it over to me with a weary exhale. She made Pearl and Billy apologize; Pearl 

sounded sincere and Billy looked a little green. I eventually forgave them both, to the point that 

the three of us made jokes about the day Hoppy croaked, and we would cross ourselves like we’d 

seen the nuns outside of St. Joseph’s on Twenty-third do when they overheard us trying out a 

new word we learned at school—we’d cross ourselves, and then do a little frog hop in his honor, 

an inside joke, almost a code, such that a few other kids imitated us, doing the cross and hop 

when we met, in hopes of being initiated into whatever secret club we had formed. 

The point, though, was that I couldn’t trust Pearl to stay out of my room, and my booby 

traps were not as successful as I’d hoped. I kept my candy stash in an old metal tacklebox that 

was Dad’s before the war and he had not missed it since he’d come back, probably because he 

hadn’t gone fishing again. I rigged the lid of the tacklebox with fishing line, all but invisible, and 

connected it to a suspended scrap of metal siding that would, if all went according to plan, 

decapitate Pearl the next time she tried to open the box. The scrap metal fell the wrong way, 

though, and only succeeded in shattering the glass Mason jar on my desk that I kept my beetle 

collection in. Half a brick, balanced on the corner of the wardrobe and intended to knock Pearl’s 

arm clear out of its socket, also failed to perform as hoped. She barely got a bruise and I got 

chewed out by Mom for half an hour and forced to help with the dishes all week instead of 

watching Howdy Doody. 

When Tom got a tree fort in his backyard, the fourth on our street and built by his dad in 

just a little over a week, I knew it was my chance to have a space of my own, more easily 

defended, where my mother would be forced to say, “Well, Pearl, I’m sorry about the loss of 

your eye, but you shouldn’t have been in Jack’s fort.” 
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As soon as I brought it up to Dad, one evening that all four of us were out front of our 

house, Pearl missed the fact that this fort would be all mine and jumped to my support. 

“Our yard is practically the only one in the neighborhood that doesn’t have one,” she 

chimed in, resting in the grass near our mother’s feet. 

“It’s just not American,” I said, correctly gauging Dad’s mood, because he smiled. 

“And it’s not God’s way,” Pearl added, lying on her back with her hands folded over her 

stomach and a flower clutched between them. 

Both of my parents laughed, simultaneously; this was a rare event. “Well,” Dad said, 

patting my mom on the knee, “I’ll have to see what I can do about that.” My mother stared down 

at where he had patted her knee and then pulled her skirt farther down to cover the spot. 

— 

 When Dad came out to the yard after sundown two days later with a shovel, I was at once 

impressed. He had been gone the last evening, a teacher’s meeting he said, and Mom had shoved 

him hard enough against the wall that the big painting of the mountain and the railroad swung 

downward and hung tilted, and no one had yet righted it. Now, though, he seemed breezily 

carefree.  

Dad began to dig with an energetic focus, and I thought that perhaps he was constructing 

a moat to surround the fort, or digging a pit that could be used to catch tigers or impale younger 

siblings. Dad soon revealed to me his master plan, though, showing me a booklet from the Office 

of Civil Defense with a series of steps and illustrations. “Outside semi-mounded plywood box 

shelter,” I read. “This shelter should be able to withstand a limited blast overpressure of five 

pounds per square inch.” I looked at Dad. 

 “All the best forts these days are underground,” he said. 
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 I recognized the triangle logo from the Bert the Turtle film. Pearl had been singing that 

stupid “Duck and Cover” song for days. “I’m pretty sure this isn’t for kids,” I said. 

 “Sure it is.” Dad paused to measure the depth of the hole he was digging, then resumed 

shoveling dirt. 

 “I’m pretty sure this isn’t American,” I tried, but as soon as I saw the expression on his 

face, I knew the line had run its course and would work no longer. 

 “Son, American is whatever people say it is.” He leaned on the end of the shovel. “And 

right now, this is about as American as you can get.” 

 It took Dad about two weeks to finish it, and he worked mostly after dark by the light of 

lanterns. On nights that he left in the evening for work reasons or to go to Frank’s house, he 

made no progress on it, but the next day he would work twice as long. He had chosen a spot in 

the corner of our yard where the ground sloped into a low hill and our apple trees mostly blocked 

the view from our neighbors’ yards. He seemed to take pains to work quickly and quietly. One 

night when it was nearing completion, Pearl and I stood around watching him hammer in 

supporting beams, driving them home with single, powerful strokes, his still-muscular arms 

swinging fast and lethal like controlled weapons. He finished and sat us down on bags of sand 

that he had hauled back there and stacked near the entrance. 

 “Now, this has to be a secret fort, okay? Nobody else can know about it. You have to 

promise.” 

 “Why?” Pearl tucked her feet up under her, giving no indication that she connected this 

structure to the school film we had seen. 

 “Because it’s just for our family. It’s made just the right size for four people, no more.” 

 “Are you and Mom going to come play in it sometimes?” Pearl asked. 
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 Dad nodded. “We might. You never know. And if you tell people about it, the ones who 

don’t have one will come running to play in ours, and then there won’t be room for all of us. 

Okay?” 

 “Okay.” 

 Pearl and I promised, although I knew enough from the school film and leafing through 

the booklet to know that Mom and Dad were not likely to join us just to play. And my chances of 

having a fort to myself were getting slimmer and slimmer. 

— 

 When I knocked on Elaine’s door the next day, I had the sudden urge to run. Elaine 

herself opened the door, wearing the same white blouse and pale blue skirt that she had worn to 

school, although her Mary Janes were half unlaced, like she’d been in the process of taking them 

off. I fidgeted on the green mat, while she just looked at me. Her mother and father were loudly 

arguing in some other part of the house. 

 “Listen,” I said, and then dropped my voice. “My dad’s building one of those shelters, 

like in that film we saw, and he says there’s no extra room, but I’m sure we could fit you in, so if 

you hear the alarm and you’re close by, you know, you can come to my house and I’ll get you 

in.” 

 She squinted at me, as if it were a brilliantly sunny morning rather than an overcast 

afternoon. “My daddy says I’m not supposed to talk to you anymore.” 

 I could hear The Lone Ranger playing on the radio somewhere behind her, which I 

thought was kind of funny considering her rumored half-Indian blood, and I started to say 

something about it in connection to her, like how great Tonto was, but I didn’t. “Why not?” 

 She gave me a little shrug. “Daddy says that your Daddy might be a Commie.” 
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 I felt the blood rush to my temples again. “Saying it don’t make it so.” 

 She just looked at me again, and I got the feeling that we both thought the other was the 

stupid one. 

 “I gotta go.” She didn’t move, though, just used the toe of one shoe to slip her heel out of 

the other, repeated this, then stooped to pick up her shoes and stood there in her stocking feet. 

 “See you,” I said. She shut the door. 

 I took my time walking home, as my daydreams from the walk over crumbled apart one 

by one. I had pictured myself riding my bike home when the sirens sounded, only to take off like 

a rocket for Elaine’s house, where she would be waiting on her porch and clutching a small 

suitcase, and she would jump onto my handlebars while I pedaled like the devil himself was 

poking at me with his pitchfork, until I reached our yard where Dad stood at the entrance to the 

shelter and waved me in, pausing for a moment when he saw Elaine, until I promised to share my 

food with her, and she smiled at me, and we all ran in just as the flash lit up the sky like 

lightning. 

 When we finally came out—I figured we would have to stay in there for a few days, at 

least—everything would be gone, with the school and church in particular wiped clean off the 

map. Most all the people would be gone, too, and then when we grew up me and Elaine would 

have to help repopulate the Earth, although I had only a vague idea of the steps that would be 

involved in this process. I remembered a tear in her stocking at the seam, running down the side 

of her tilted foot, half an inch of smooth skin exposed. I remembered the way she shut the door 

without saying goodbye back to me. 

 I thought that maybe the alarms would sound on my way home, giving her a chance to 

regret her decision, but they didn’t. 
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— 

 My mother had wanted to buy new shoes for Pearl and me when school had started the 

week before, but she had to wait for my father’s paycheck before piling us into the Buick and 

hauling us down to Allen’s Shoes, which was across from the post office and always smelled of 

shoe leather. Pearl and I didn’t mind going because they had this gizmo called a fluoroscope that 

let you see all the bones in your foot, a genuine x-ray machine right there in the store, so you 

could get the best fit and buy the right pair. It had this step where you stood to slide your feet in, 

and a big wooden box with three viewing scopes so that you, your parent, and the salesperson 

could all look at the same time. Pearl and I played best-of-five rock, paper, scissors to see who 

could go first, and I won.12 

 My mother was distracted the moment we walked in, though, spotting Jinx and her father 

already being helped. The sales clerk, a young man smartly dressed with a thin black tie, was 

fitting brown leather sandals to Jinx’s feet, and she was making a face while her father looked 

back and forth from the sandals to the $1.67 price on the box. 

 “I thought I heard these were down to a dollar,” Mr. Mahone said. 

 The clerk flipped the leather strap through the buckle with a practiced snap, then patted 

her foot in the shoe. “That was last week for the start of school. Regular price is one ninety-nine, 

though, so it’s still down.” 

 Jinx looked up at me miserably and mouthed Help me as I waved at her. I knew she hated 

wearing anything but loafers. She was even in a dress. 

                                                           
12 Obviously they had no idea that exposure to x-rays could cause cancer. I stuck my own feet in them more than a 

few times before they started phasing them out in the mid-fifties. It’s a shame stores can’t still use them; it was 

pretty interesting to see, all your foot bones right on display. There’s a lot we didn’t know then. Or now. 
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 “Hello, James,” my mother said, nodding in Mr. Mahone’s direction. “Those are nice.” 

 “Are they?” He unfolded his arms as he looked up, then crossed them again. “It’s good to 

see you. Does this all match?” 

 Jinx was wearing a grey square-necked pinafore with red hearts embroidered on the 

pockets. It was a step above the suspender jeans with double knee patches and the plain combed 

polos she usually wore, but the sandals still didn’t look quite right with it. Even if she weren’t 

going to break them within a day of purchase, which she surely would. “Not really,” my mother 

said. 

 Pearl had taken the moment of distraction to run over to the fluoroscope and jump onto 

its step. Everyone ignored my cries of injustice, and in a moment Jinx and her father were 

looking at other sandals while the salesman slid a pair of cushioned oxfords on my sister’s feet 

and turned on the machine. Pearl peered in the scope and let out an extra loud “Oooh,” just for 

me. 

 “I’ve got an eye for these things,” the clerk said. “Perfect fit. Look at those toes—straight 

out, no cramping. Ideal bone positioning, with growing room for the young lady. And they’re on 

sale.” 

 I got my turn with a pair of brown and white saddle shoes, which turned out to be too 

small, my little toes showing up crunched through the scope. The clerk went into the back room 

to see if they had the shoes in a larger size. 

 “I don’t think we can, Marie,” Mr. Mahone said to his daughter, but quiet-like, as if the 

opposite side of the store were more than three yards away and he might go unheard. Jinx’s eyes 

darted over to meet mine, and she colored. 
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 “What a good price,” my mother said to no one, holding up the pair of black oxfords that 

Pearl had tried on. “A dollar forty-two for the pair. These will go with just about anything, 

Pearl.” 

 Mr. Mahone, a dark-haired widower with the same constant, slightly startled expression 

as his daughter, addressed Jinx as if she had spoken, which of course she hadn’t. “Marie, I was 

expecting a dollar. We’ll come back.” 

  They stepped toward the door, and as Mr. Mahone pulled it open and set the bell ringing, 

my mother half-turned and put her hand on my elbow, squeezing it hard as if I was trying to pull 

away from her, though I was still frozen on the step of the x-ray machine waiting for the next 

pair.  

 “James,” she said. “Charles will be sorry that he missed you.” 

 Mr. Mahone looked to be considering this information, and he opened the door another 

half a foot, causing the bell to jangle again. “I’m sorry I missed him, too. How is he?”  

 She released my elbow as the clerk reemerged from the back room with two boxes of 

shoes. “He’s managing,” she said at length. “Even these years later, I think it’s an adjustment.” 

She reached up to loosen and re-clip a black barrette in her hair. “But you know. You served with 

him, didn’t you? You know.” 

 “I didn’t really serve with him. We only met up once over there.” He shifted his weight 

from one foot to the other in the way Jinx usually did just before she dropped or broke 

something. 

 The clerk had worked my feet into a larger pair of shoes, and he looked expectantly at my 

mother to see if she wanted to review the fit through the fluoroscope, but she had walked away to 
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the door and was speaking with the same lowered tone that Mr. Mahone had used a moment 

before. 

 “James, I don’t—I can’t quite say this the way I want to, I don’t know. I just want to ask 

how you do it. How you manage.” She looked about to touch his arm, but didn’t. “After coming 

back. What do you do?” 

 The clerk impatiently directed my attention to one of the viewing scopes, and Pearl lifted 

up on the tip-toes of her sock feet to look in the other. “Your feet look funny,” she said. “Like a 

monkey.” 

 “I don’t know,” I heard Mr. Mahone say. “There’s nothing I do, really. I guess I like to 

run, in the mornings most times, just let it out that way. For what it’s worth.” 

 I pulled my face from the scope to look over my shoulder at my mother and the Mahones. 

The blush had faded from Jinx’s cheeks, but she looked as awkward as her father, standing half 

in the doorway. My mother took a step back, her voice raising to normal volume. “And do you 

go anywhere? See anybody?” 

 “No, ma’am,” Mr. Mahone said. “If it was anybody other than just me, wouldn’t be a 

point to it, least for me.” He paused, looking first at his daughter, then at my mother. “I guess we 

all have to get on in our own way.” 

 “Yes,” my mother said, but then nothing else. 

 “I’d best get this one home,” Mr. Mahone said, after a moment. “It’s lovely to see you, 

Grace, and give my best to Charlie.” 

 She nodded quickly then, waggling her fingers at him as she did at the postman each day, 

and turned back to us with a broad, artificial smile as the bell clanged one more time. “Let’s take 

a pair for each,” she said brightly to the salesman.  
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 “Don’t his feet look like a monkey’s?” Pearl asked, but I pulled my feet out of the box 

before my mother could give her opinion, just in case Pearl was right. 

— 

 My father began writing letters in the evening, and there was something about this event 

that set my mother off, although I could not explain it. Every night after dinner—the nights that 

he stayed home—he produced a worn cigar box in which he kept his stationary, an old-fashioned 

quill pen, and an inkstand, and he wrote one, fresh letter, taking a long time choosing each word 

and scratching it painstakingly across the clean white page. He would then read it over to himself 

once, twice, three times, mouthing the words unintelligibly, and if he found a mistake he would 

begin the entire thing again. When finished, he sealed it in a stamped envelope, carried it to the 

bookcase that stood adjacent to the front door, and there the letter sat all night; in the morning 

Mom could be seen watching it while she packed our lunches or set the table for breakfast, her 

eyes darting to it with a kind of rueful hope, as if she wished it might burst into flame or simply 

disappear.13 

 “Don’t forget your letter,” she would say to him, crisp as the morning paper, and he 

would say “I won’t” and take it carefully between thumb and forefinger, waving it upright like a 

television lawyer with a piece of important evidence. Mom stopped kissing him goodbye at the 

                                                           
13 Perhaps this was unfair to her. However, I had never before asked her permission for doing the right thing; when I 

chose to enlist, I knew she would support me, and she did. In the early years of our marriage when we were counting 

pennies, if someone gave us too much change at the store, I did not look to Grace first, I returned it and knew she 

would back me up. Of course things were different when I came back from Japan. So perhaps I should have asked 

her before standing up for the people in our community—and outside of it—that I saw being attacked. Still, it 

honestly surprised me the first time Grace confronted me about a letter I had written. If I remember right, it was to 

the mayor about a local radio scriptwriter I knew personally. It escalated from there. 
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door after four or five letters, and after seven or eight she stopped even coming out of the 

kitchen. Dad wrote something like a dozen letters in this fashion, and then one night he stopped. 

I came downstairs that evening and he was slumped at the table, still wearing his hat, and Mom 

was standing with her back to the stove and just folding and unfolding a dish towel. She was 

laughing, but when I saw her face, it didn’t match with the sound. He did not write any more 

letters, but it was soon after that when the other kids started telling me he was a Commie, a Red, 

and whatever other words they had picked up from their parents. 

 This went on for about a week before it came to a head one afternoon. “Just ignore 

them,” Pearl told me that day on the playground. She was using the end of a twig to help an ant 

struggling with a piece of crust she had dropped that was ten times its size. 

 “You don’t even know what it means,” I shot back. 

 “Well, neither do you.” 

 I stepped on her ant. She shot to her feet but lost her balance and tipped over halfway into 

the ant pile. She scrambled out of it, swatting at her ankle, where ants were already swarming 

over her patent leather shoe and climbing up her sock. 

 “Commie, Commie, better call your Mommy,” somebody chanted, and pushed my 

shoulder. I turned to face a trio of boys, two of them brothers, with their chins lifted and their 

hands curling to fists. “Ain’t you, Jack-o? Like your daddy. Just love the Pinkos, need to call you 

Red Jack.” 

 “Sounds like a pirate,” I said, offering a peaceful smile, but got another shove. I took a 

deep breath through my mouth. “You guys don’t know anything.” 

 “Your daddy ain’t anything.” 
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 “My dad’s a hero.” I shoved one of them back. “Beat your stupid, no-count dad six ways 

to Sunday.” 

 I didn’t even know the boy, much less his father, but my blood was starting to boil, and it 

made it worse with my sister there watching. I didn’t see the first punch, which connected with 

the side of my head. The fist crunched hard against my skull and I heard a cry of pain, but the 

next boy started in on my stomach, then the third joined in, and although I swung hard a few 

times I connected only with air and soon found myself lying on my side, gasping for breath 

through a mouthful of dirt. The hard toe of somebody’s shoe connected just under my ribs, 

followed by a kick to the face that I almost blocked with my hand. I tasted blood, saw a figure 

moving before me, and my vision swam for a moment before I realized that it was only Pearl 

kneeling over me now, and I could take my hands away from my face. 

 “There, there,” she whispered after a moment, patting my arm. “There, there. It’ll be all 

right.” 

 I knew right away where she had gotten that. It was what my mother always said to my 

father after she broke the vase or smashed the china, after he sunk to the table and stared into 

nothing like he wished he were back somewhere across the ocean, and she always repeated that 

word—as if she had accepted it was what he longed for, to be there, not here. There, there. I had 

heard her say those words from the hallway as I listened unobserved, the words sounding cool 

and artificial, different from how Pearl was murmuring them. 

 My sister was crouched down, brushing the dirt off my face now, and she winced and 

swatted at her ankle, where I could see a dozen black specks from ants still biting her. “There, 

there,” she kept saying, ignoring the ants, and it seemed so self-sacrificing and noble that I had 

the rare urge to wrap my arms around her, and my side ached and my jaw throbbed, and I felt I 
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could cry. Yet I remembered what my father always said in response, like he was observing the 

weather, and it just came up in me without drawing it out, as if it were the only natural reaction 

in such a time. 

 “Everything’s fine,” I said, pushing her back, and she lost her balance again and sat 

roughly down. I picked myself up, wiped the dirt from my clothes, and walked away. Looking 

back once, I saw that she had the same unreadable expression that my mother always had when I 

saw her afterward, and Pearl sat there watching me go, little flashes of pain twitching the corners 

of her eyes as the ants bit her and bit her.  

— 

 I don’t know if Pearl would have told on me about the fight, but it turned out she didn’t 

have to. My father took one look at me when we walked through the door and knew. It was 

nearly dinnertime; Pearl and I had dawdled on the way home, me telling her to leave me alone as 

I took the long route back, picking my way across fields and creeks, kicking at rocks and 

smacking a long stick I carried against everything in my path. She ignored me and followed at a 

distance, stopping when I did, bending over every few minutes to claw at her ankle. 

 “I’ve told you and told you,” my father said about five seconds after I entered, with the 

tone that meant he was about to pull out the switch and take me into the backyard. I asked him 

once why he didn’t just do it in the house, and he said he thought it was reasonable to let my 

yells serve as a warning to other kids. He was smiling when he said it, so I wasn’t sure if he was 

serious or not. 

 This time, though, the injustice of it all was making it hard for me to see straight. “You 

fought,” I said, kicking off one of my shoes so hard it flew into a lamp across the room. 

 “Get over here. That’s different.” 



 

160 
 

 “’Cause I didn’t kill anybody?” I kicked off the other one, knowing he would just make 

me put them back on to go outside, or let me go ahead and get burrs and stickers all over the 

soles of my feet. 

 “Pearl.” My mother was in the kitchen, holding an envelope in one hand and a letter in 

the other that she was just now looking up from. “What are you scratching at?” 

 “Ant bites,” she said miserably. “Killer ants. They’re poisonous.” 

 “Ain’t no such thing,” I said. 

 “Might have gotten a spider bite, too. Black widow, I think.” 

 “Where do you even hear about these things?” My father was momentarily distracted, 

which I was grateful for, and my mother was once again absorbed in the letter. I edged toward 

my room. 

 “I dunno.” Pearl flopped down on the rug, pulled down her sock, and set to scratching in 

earnest. 

 “Good Lord, Charles,” my mother said. “How can they say these things about you?” 

 My father looked from Pearl, to me, to my mother. He was quiet a long moment. “What 

were you fighting about, Jack?” 

 Pearl was watching me, her hands still. I don’t know why, but I couldn’t say it, couldn’t 

tell him what the other kids were saying about him. “Nothing.” 

 I turned to go to my room, sensing that my father’s anger had been subdued as quickly as 

it had arisen, and as I passed into the hallway I heard Pearl blurt out, “The boys were calling you 

a Commie, Daddy.”  

 I stood in the doorway to my room, listening. I heard nothing from my father. My mother 

finally told Pearl in a still, even voice to go wash up for dinner. My sister passed me in the 
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hallway, favoring one foot, and I did not know how to interpret the look she gave me as she went 

by. 

— 

 Dad had never made a big deal about his time in the war, and he didn’t make a fuss about 

the mementos he brought back. There were not very many. There was his hat, a case with his 

medals and bars, a couple of frayed patches, and a clipped newspaper headline with letters three 

inches high reading WAR OVER. On the next shelf were items he brought back from Japan—a 

teacup and saucer, a painted paper fan, and a simple sack, like a bean bag but full of rice. Next to 

these was a small, framed photograph of a harbor, with a cloudy sky and the ocean spreading out 

beyond, and an indistinguishable figure on the beach in the foreground. Sometimes I would come 

in to ask Dad a question, like what a word meant that I heard on the wireless, and he would be 

just standing and staring at this picture with a drink in his hand, the ice melted down. 

One day I came home and found all of it piled in the garbage can—the case with his 

medals, the Japanese souvenirs, all of it dumped pell-mell with the picture frame prominently on 

top. The can had been pulled from the corner of the house to a more prominent position at the 

edge of the wilted flower garden, visible from the paved front walk. 

 Mom was bustling about inside. She adjusted sofa cushions, ran a duster over a shelf five 

times, and picked up a lamp only to rotate it half a turn and put it back down. I didn’t ask about 

Dad’s things in the garbage. 

 “How this house stays such a mess, I’ll never know,” she said to the lamp. 

 Pearl had enough sense to hide out in the backyard. I had been sent next door to borrow a 

cup of sugar and had ended up playing for half an hour with a boy who lived there. Mom did not 

seem to even have noticed how long I had been gone when I came back, and I noticed the 
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garbage can on my walk in. Mom took the sugar with a strange smile and then put it on the 

counter, where it sat unused. I was about to high-tail it out of there and join Pearl in the yard 

when my father came in. 

 He said not a word. He hung his coat by the door, then carried his satchel into his office 

and came immediately back, without acknowledging me or my mother, who leaned on the end of 

the tan sofa, her hip half-propped on it, her hands folded one atop the other on her skirt. My 

father stepped around the living room, gathering up the photo albums—one from a bookshelf and 

the other from the coffee table, where my parents always invited guests to flip through it on the 

rare occasions we had people over. My father also reached up and pulled a framed photograph 

off the wall, a black and white portrait of him and my mother on their wedding day thirteen years 

before. In it, he wore his Army uniform and she a simple white dress, arm looped through his, 

their faces wide open with smiles. 

 Dad took the framed picture and the albums outside. We heard breaking glass, and 

through the front window he was partially visible forcing them down on the pile of garbage and 

mementos. He came back inside, and my mother slid her hip off the edge of the sofa, wiping her 

hands one against the other like she did when they had flour on them. “Jack, go to your room,” 

she said.  

My father only sank onto the sofa and picked up a folded newspaper from the coffee 

table. I went to my bedroom but left the door open.  

 “You’ve got to let it out, Charles. Everybody says so.” My mother sounded near-hysteria, 

and there was a dull thud, something knocked to the carpet. “Stop sitting there. Just stop it, 

Charles, just stop it.”  
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 Even with the door ajar, I had to press my ear up to the crack in order to hear my father. 

“You think I’m running around on you.”  

 “You’ve got to let it out somehow—might as well be at home. With me. But you won’t, 

you won’t, and I’m tired of it.” My mother’s voice came through the wall as well as the 

doorway. I wondered if Pearl was listening in her room. 

 “You’re one to talk.” 

 “Lauren Nudekker has to wear long sleeves but they’re happy. She knows where Pete is. 

He lets it out and then he’s all right. They’re all right, like we were all right before.” 

 “When Ricky Blake’s wife died it wasn’t her heart.” My father might have been reading a 

bedtime story. I closed my eyes, listening. “Nobody will talk about it, but you can look at Ricky 

and you know it. We’re not going back to that.” 

 “It was better.” 

 “You’re getting by, aren’t you?” He laughed. “You and your ‘little taste.’ You’re one to 

talk.” 

 “I didn’t go to war.” 

 “No, you didn’t.” 

 “I didn’t see things. Do things. I don’t want you going to see Frank any more. I can’t 

compete with that woman. I won’t do it.” I heard her pacing, her small, short steps muffled by 

the carpet. 

 “The drinks keep you from thinking straight. This is better than before.” 

 I heard a slap, followed by silence. 

 “Come on.” My mother’s voice came so loud now that Pearl might have heard it outside. 

Next came the impact of punches, the quiet exhalations of my father’s breath as he was struck, 
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my mother’s cries coming softer. “Not a man.” Something shattered and fell to the carpet. 

“You’re not a man.”  

 My father left the house, the door shutting behind him with no more energy than he gave 

his exits for work in the morning. I heard one more crash from the living room, then my mother 

crying. I finally shut my door. 

When I dared to emerge an hour later, dinner was ready and everything—the wedding 

picture, the photo albums, and my father’s war memorabilia and Japanese curios—was back 

where it had been before. A porcelain keepsake box was missing from an end table, as was a 

glass coaster. My father did not come home until early in the morning, when his entrance hardly 

stirred me out of sleep.14 

                                                           
14 I wish I had known that Jack was listening. I always did my best to keep things away from the children, to at least 

have their mother wait until we were alone to start into her delusions. And I tried to be quiet when I came home, so 

as not to wake the kids.  We had a certain system, a routine we rarely deviated from. On these nights, when I crept 

back into the house after going out, I was ready to talk to your grandmother, to tell everything perhaps, in the still 

dark bedroom where I could not read her expression or see the shift of her shoulders away from me. She always 

feigned sleep, but we both knew she was awake, and her refusal to respond at all was her way of winning the 

argument, of punishing me. Perhaps she knew I needed a confessor and did not want that role; perhaps she thought if 

she rebuffed me enough times I would tell her in the daylight exactly where I went and what I did. I would rest on 

the edge of the bed, one hand on her arm where the coverlet exposed it, and simply say her name. 

 Grace. 

 Grace. 

 Grace. 

 And then, I’m ready to talk. 

 Or, I’ll tell you everything. 

 Even, I’m sorry. 
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  The clock ticked, and her breaths remained shallow, and I knew her eyes stared into her dressing mirror 

where we could just make out the ghostly reflection of our faces, pale above the dark of the bed, four eyes luminous 

in the blackness but not meeting each other. Eventually I turned from her, back to back like this was my last stand, 

and if then she turned open ears and ready gaze to me in the sunshine of the early hours, I still could not speak again 

what the night before had seemed ready to explode from me. I dressed in silence each morning instead, and the 

hopefulness faded from her expression like a passing cloud, and our eyes would not meet again until in false cheer 

over the family breakfast table. 

 I should not be telling you this. I know it is inappropriate. Yet I cannot bring myself to delete it, as if once 

composed, the words themselves have a right to existence. On those mornings when Grace waited for me to repeat 

my words from the night before, to begin again in the daylight, it seemed to me the words were gone and could not 

be recalled. 
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Chapter Five 

 

The office that Charles had converted into an art studio for June was just a touch smaller 

than the guest bedroom, but it was still filled with oak bookcases, two ancient, solid desks with 

actual ink stains that June found charming, and stacks of paper and newspaper piled on every flat 

surface. He had told her to simply push to the side anything she needed to, and she did, forming 

towering stacks of books and papers so that she had one desk free to work on. She found a stack 

of pages that was clearly an early draft of his memoir, double rubber-banded and held down with 

a coffee can full of washers as if a strong wind might tear through the room, but he had made a 

comment one morning that it was “not ready for unveiling,” and she had thus far respected his 

wish for privacy. 

There were no windows, but the desk had a bronze lamp with a green shade and a pull 

chain, the kind that made her feel like a bookie, and most evenings when she was not too tired 

she came in to work on one of her projects. 

At the college where she earned her bachelor’s degree before enrolling in the online 

teacher certification program, she had earned consistent ‘A’s for the first time in her life with her 

art projects, which professors had called “insightful” and “profound.” She created mixed-media 

pieces with a vaguely political bent after being told that her initial forays should mean 

something, and her ensuing grades validated these efforts—even if, deep down, she knew that 

the messages were as banal as poverty is bad or war should end. She snipped headlines and 

pasted them into red-smeared decoupage or over her attempted trompe l’oeil of a gun, rope, or 

unblinking eye. She wrote descriptive captions for the pictures in case their meaning was not 

apparent within the picture itself. 
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During those four and a half years—she switched majors from hospitality in her second 

year—other art students invited her to slam poetry readings and young men asked her to share 

overpriced organic tea in shops near campus. They drank coffee through the first half of the day 

and wine through the second, continually ramping up or cooling down. June learned snatches of 

French, Spanish, and Latin. She rehearsed so that whenever anyone asked she could blithely call 

her projects part of “a long-term commitment to bring peace through visual interpretations of 

violence.” No one ever pressed her for what precisely that meant. 

As part of a final project in her last semester, the professor had each student take a turn 

teaching the class, and that’s when something clicked for June. She would pass this passion on to 

the next generation. She graduated in December and enrolled in an online, self-paced program 

that she could complete in time to go on the teacher’s job market in April or May, get hired, and 

then spend the summer preparing lesson plans and working on her own projects. If she charged 

up her credit cards while unemployed, she could pay them down in the fall with what she’d be 

making as a teacher. While no one got rich teaching, it would still be a big step up from the 

$6.25 an hour she had made in the past working as a hostess at a pancake house. 

She had not expected to be turned down, again and again, until at last she set her sights 

on returning home to the Dallas area, where at least she knew her surroundings. It was familiar, 

and she could even visit her grandmother at the nursing home, although she had not yet brought 

herself to do so. 

June sat at the desk in the makeshift studio, switched on the lamp, and looked at the piece 

of art she had completed two nights before, the first piece she had done since graduation and the 

first outside of the classroom. It was a mixed-media collage of bits of cultural detritus—ticket 

stubs, a TV Guide cover, a hospital bracelet—painted over and juxtaposed with paparazzi photos 
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from pop star magazines that had the faces ripped out. It was at once moody and three-

dimensionally engaging, yet in four words, June’s grandfather had confirmed for June her worst 

fear, a gnawing certainty that had been growing like a tumor over the last weeks of spring and 

the first weeks of summer: that whatever talent she had before, she had lost it. 

“I don’t get it,” Charles had said, standing there in a striped sweater with his hands limp 

at his sides. June wanted him to scratch his chin, squint, peer this way and that, but he had 

simply looked it over and delivered his verdict. 

“It’s about the violence of our media-saturated culture,” June murmured. 

“It’s strange.” 

She grabbed a sheet of newspaper and drew it over the piece. “It’s art.” 

“You kids have different ideas about that, I guess. I’m glad you enjoy it. Keep it up, keep 

it right up.” He turned and shuffled out, and June thought she saw her last shred of dignity stuck 

to his shoe, dragging across the threadbare carpet. 

 When she came back to examine the project tonight, it was no better than she had 

remembered. Pointless and shallow. A mess, not even worthy of an after-school club. What am I 

doing here? 

The swaying ceiling fan overhead made a click with every rotation, and June counted 

them until she reached one hundred, at which point she pulled out her cell phone and dialed her 

father. She wasn’t sure why she wanted to speak to him, except that even Grandma had never 

shown more than polite interest in her sculptures and paintings as a kid, but her father had made 

a fuss over them like he wanted to stick them in the Louvre. 

“June,” he answered after the first ring, “is everything okay?” 
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“Yeah, Dad. It’s okay. Did I catch you at a bad time?” She couldn’t stay in her chair and 

began pacing the room, which allowed her three strides and a skipping half-step before she had 

to turn and pace the other way.  

“No, no. I mean, any time is fine. I’m just working.” He took a breath, and she heard the 

clack of a keyboard and then a beep. “What are you doing?” 

“Working. On my art, I mean. A new project.” 

“That’s great. I’m so glad you stuck with it.” There was a rattle and she pictured him 

switching the phone to his other ear. “You were always talented.” 

“Well. I don’t know.” She sunk back down in front of the desk, picked up a toothpick, 

and poked it at a scrap of glossy paper that had come unstuck. The toothpick caught, then gauged 

a narrow furrow in the black paint, revealing the canvas underneath. “You think so?” 

“Of course you were. Still are, I’m sure. One of these days you’re going to be calling to 

invite me to a show, a big gallery night in New York or somewhere. London, Paris.” 

“You have to say that,” she said, smiling but keeping her voice neutral. 

“I mean it. You were always finding ways to say things, things there aren’t words for.” 

“I guess I’m wondering now if those things matter.” 

 “Sure they do. They matter the most,” he said. “And you need to help others see that. 

Are you going to be teaching art this fall?” 

“Not so much.” June found herself, as if someone else were controlling her hand and she 

were only watching, dragging the tip of the toothpick on an unyielding path down the center of 

the piece, carving a thin stripe across it and pushing aside pictures and objects. “I’m teaching 

genealogy instead.” 

“Genealogy?” 
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“I’m at my old school. Yours, too.” She looked at her project, then moved the toothpick 

to the edge and began tracing a Y-axis across it from the other direction, bisecting the picture 

with another line. The toothpick got stuck where she had glued the hospital bracelet, and she had 

to pry it loose. “I’m a TA. And they have me teaching this stupid after-school genealogy club. 

Like I know anything about it.” 

“You’re working at Vernon?” 

“Go armadillos.” 

“I’m sorry you didn’t get the position you wanted. But maybe it’ll turn out to be a good 

thing, a learning experience. Give you a chance to grow.” 

“You really can’t help yourself, can you? What, do I have a sign on my head that says 

I’m not a complete person?” She put a finger to her mouth, chewing hard at the skin around her 

nail. “You and Grandpa.” 

“You know I didn’t mean that.” 

“Just don’t start, Dad, okay?”  

“I’m not.” 

“Okay.” She flicked at a paint-smeared movie ticket stub and it slid off the edge of the 

canvas and into a garbage can on the floor. She began stabbing randomly at the paint, making 

little pinpricks across it, a constellation showing through the black and red. 

“So you’re getting some quality time with him,” her father said. 

“Yeah, and what quality it is I’ll just leave to your imagination.” She traced lines for the 

big dipper, the only constellation she fully knew. 

“I don’t have to imagine too hard.” He was quiet a moment, then, “If it’s so bad, you 

know you don’t have to stay with him.” 
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“I said don’t start.” 

“You think you can make him become some cuddly grandfather who will take you 

fishing and buy you scarves at Christmas,” he said. “Then the two of you can go to art shows and 

coffee houses together, and you’ll have your family, right, and won’t need anybody else.” 

“Dad.” 

“The only problem is that will never happen, June, and you’re just hurting yourself by 

doing this. I don’t know when, but one day he’ll be up and gone, or the locks will change, and 

you’ll realize he wasn’t meant to be a family man.” 

“Because that’s what you would do, right? Maybe drop me off somewhere and never 

come back?” She began to rip the toothpick randomly back and forth across the canvas, carving 

up the paint, destroying any images left. 

“And you’ll think this is all my fault. That I’m to blame for it.” 

June put the phone down hard enough the battery case popped loose. She could hear her 

father’s voice continue, though she couldn’t follow his words. She grabbed the canvas up and 

began crumpling it from the corners in, crushing it right above the phone, and then she threw it 

down into the wastebasket. 

 She picked up the phone, cutting into what her father was saying. “We’re done. We’re 

done talking about this, or I’m hanging up.” 

 He drifted off to silence. June could hear her heartbeat, pounding in her ears. At length, 

her father said, “You called me, June. What do you want to talk about?” 

She kicked at one of the desk legs. “I don’t know. I was telling you about my new job. 

The genealogy club.” She kicked the wastebasket until it fell over. “I know so little about my 

own family, though.” 
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“I know.” 

“They said we’re going to open a time capsule from fifty years ago, back when you were 

there. Do you remember if you put anything in it?” 

There was silence on the other end of the line, a crackle, and a voice in the background. 

“Dad?” 

“I’m here. I don’t know, I might have.” 

“Is somebody there with you?” She cradled the phone with her shoulder, hearing her 

breath rattle back to her in the speaker. 

“No, it’s the TV. Like I said, I’m working. The city’s top ten must-see attractions, due 

next Wednesday.” 

“What city?” 

“Chicago.” 

“How is it?” 

“Windy.” 

June laid her head on the desk where the canvas had been and switched off the desk lamp. 

All she could see was a thin strip of amber light under the door. She wondered if her grandfather 

was still up. 

“Thanks for picking up, Dad. I should go, though.” She propped the phone on its end, 

resting against her ear, and put both arms on the desk as well. 

“June, wait.” 

“You need to get back to work. I know you’ve got deadlines. And I have my own life 

over here. We’ll talk again soon, okay?” 
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“I’m sending you a package.” He said it in a rush, and she lifted her head off the desk, 

causing the phone to tip over.  

She leaned her mouth over it. “Don’t.” 

“I’ve been working on it for months. Long before you left.” His voice sounded distant, so 

she picked up the phone again.  

“I’ve got everything I want. Listen, Dad, I’m sorry, but I really don’t need anything from 

you. I’m good, okay? Goodnight, Dad.” She clicked off before he could say anything else. She 

laid her head back down on the desk and sat there in the silence and darkness until she was 

nearly asleep, and eventually the strip of light under the door went dark as well. 

 

 

June’s great-uncle died when she was eleven, a man she had no memory of, while she 

and her father were on vacation. This father-daughter trip was an impulsive journey they took 

shortly after June’s mother disappeared from her life. The great-uncle died after they saw Muir 

Woods and the sequoias but before they made it up to Disneyland, and their trip was cut short, 

and June complained about only seeing the “big, stupid trees” for a hundred miles until her father 

shouted at her in a way she had never heard before and she was so shell-shocked she did not 

speak for two states. 

At the funeral, June saw her father and her grandmother talking a great deal. Her 

grandmother grew more animated than June had ever seen her, and six weeks later, on a hot July 

morning, June went to stay with her. At 10:30 a.m. it was already edging past ninety degrees. 

She expected her grandmother, Grace, to be the same unmoving fixture on the couch that she had 

been in June’s eleven years so far on the planet, her hands rising birdlike to flutter in the 
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direction of the cookie tray while June eyed the backyard pool through the bay window. It 

shocked June, then, when Grace met them at the door, telling June’s father that she would take it 

from here and wresting June’s suitcase out of his hands. 

Grace’s voice, normally like a scratchy record player with the volume turned down, filled 

the morning stillness. “You might as well get going, Jack. I know you have places to be.” 

“I don’t have a choice about this trip.” He went back to the car, leaning into the back seat 

to pull out June’s pillow, blanket, and stuffed bear. When he went to carry them inside, Grace 

stood unyielding in the doorway and extended her arm to take them from him. 

“Look, Mom, we agreed that June shouldn’t be alone so much, and I can’t keep leaving 

her with friends.” He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand while June 

stood to the side, like a bump on a log, as Grace would often say later. 

June watched her grandmother struggle not to drop the pillow, her thin fingers flexing on 

the suitcase handle, but when her father went to take them from her she instead passed them over 

to June. “Hon, run along inside with those. Your father and I need to talk.” 

June set the suitcase down on the step and got her arms around the rest, carrying it inside 

and through to the guest bedroom that had been made up for her. The room still felt like an ad for 

the Sears and Roebuck catalog circa 1945, but Grace had opened the beige curtains to let light in, 

cleared room in the closet for June’s things, and put a plate of fresh-baked cookies on the 

dressing table. June dumped her things in a pile on the bed, stopped at the door and went back to 

sit her bear upright, then headed back outside.   

Her father was yelling. She had seen this plenty of times since her mother left, but never 

directed at her grandmother. “That’s not fair. I’m nothing like him. How can you even—” He 

broke off as the screen door swung shut behind June. 
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“Take your suitcase inside, sweetie.” Grace stood barefoot in a pale lavender dress, her 

grey hair pulled into a bun, and June realized she had not seen her grandmother in anything other 

than a dressing gown and slippers in a long time. “Go on, now,” Grace said. 

Once June carried the suitcase inside and came back out, her father and grandmother 

were standing in the same positions but were smiling. “You be good for your grandma,” Jack 

said, starting to kneel and then just leaning over to hug her. June was that awkward height where 

neither was very comfortable. 

“I will.” She hugged him. “When will you be back?” 

“I don’t know, but as soon as I can. Whenever I finish this assignment. Shouldn’t be 

more than a few days, okay?” 

“Okay.” She kissed his cheek, believing him, although this would only last through the 

first half dozen times he said he would be back in a few days. He held her close, his face in her 

hair, kissing the top of her head and then her temple. The embrace lasted a few more seconds, his 

breath warm on her ear, then her father kissed her cheek and turned to go. “I’ll take you out 

when we get back. I’ll make it up to you.” 

Grace intercepted him at the car, her voice dropping as she took his elbow, but June made 

out her words nonetheless. She’s not Ellen. If her father said anything in response, she didn’t 

hear it. What a strange thing for her grandmother to say, though. Of course, June had heard 

comparisons to her mother all her life, and there were more than enough similarities to fuel them. 

Like her mother, June was thin, her lean bones so graceful when at rest, ungainly and knobby in 

motion; her limbs looked frail—reedlike—such that June imagined herself a long-lost member of 

foreign aristocracy, a lost Russian princess, perhaps. June had a childish face, all blue eyes and 

pearlescent teeth, her smiles dimpling into her cheeks—the only part of her that might be called 
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full—the kind of face that scarcely changed as she aged, so that as an adult people could still 

picture exactly what she looked like as a little girl, simply a smaller version of herself. Ellen was 

like that.  

June’s father got in the car without another word to either of them, and she raised her 

hand, fingertips touching palm like a toddler waving goodbye, and then her father was gone. 

Her grandmother stood there watching the car until it was out of sight, and then she 

turned and clapped once. “Let’s get you settled in, and then you can go swimming. How does 

that sound?” 

“Okay.” June squinted in the direction her father had gone, a country road bordered by 

yellow, waving grass on both sides. “Is the airport that way?” 

“I suppose it is.” Grace walked to her, a bit of the weariness showing again in her 

shuffling gait, but her hand on June’s shoulder felt firm. “We ladies have to watch out for 

ourselves, don’t we? But we’ll be all right. We’ll be all right.” 

Shortly after, June was floating on her back in the middle of the pool, immobile, staring 

up into the blue and wondering if she could spot her father’s plane flying over. Within five 

minutes, she had counted six, all of them going different directions, all of them flying away from 

her. He could have been on any of them. 

 

 

It had been a week since June’s telephone conversation with her father in the makeshift 

studio. She felt certain he would ignore her wishes and send the package, so she volunteered to 

check the mail each day. On days she worked the evening shift, she told Charles she would bring 

it in when she came back at night. She told him he should conserve his energy for more 
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important things, like being old and ornery. On one such occasion, he locked the door behind her 

and she had to go around the back and climb through a window. For the most part, their jabs had 

become more good-natured, as they both ceased to bring up her father and bantered until one of 

them grew tired.  

Several days passed and nothing arrived in the mail for her. She grew more irritable, 

thinking this was just like her father to promise something and then not send it, and her 

grandfather’s sense of humor—on display more frequently as he grew comfortable with her—

began to grate on her again. They continued to communicate with sticky notes, this dialogue 

existing for the most part separate from their morning and evening talks, such that she started to 

think of it as a distinct, piecemeal conversation she was having with some invisible party. 

I mowed the front yard too. Didn’t want you to have a heart attack. 

Please lock the front door. My standards for houseguests are low, not nonexistent. 

We’re out of milk again. 6 bowls of cereal/day? How much fiber do you need? 

Dear me. I thought you were joking when you said you do not do dishes. 

He had a computer he rarely used, and June showed him how to connect it to the internet 

through the telephone connection. She picked up a CD-ROM with free trial software for a 

service provider at the grocery store and spent an evening showing him first how to talk in a chat 

room and then how to compose an e-mail. Looking at the brief message she hammered out on the 

keys—a three-line note to her Dad telling him what a swell old time she was having with 

Grandpa here at the Old Folks Ranch—Charles refused to try. 

“I cannot imagine,” he said, “a more obnoxious or ridiculously abbreviated way to 

communicate with someone.” 

“It’s not 1980, Grandpa,” June said. 
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“Just my point. It’s the dawn of the twenty-first century, and we’re back to the 

telegraph.”  

She sent the message and then clicked back to the chat room, showing him how easy it 

was to converse about trivial matters with people she had just met. 

“You said you’re married.” Her grandfather pointed at the screen. “You’re not married.” 

“It doesn’t matter,” June said, using modified hunt and peck typing to turn down a 

would-be suitor. “It’s just an online self. I could be anybody. Nobody cares—it’s just words out 

there floating in space.” 

Charles took a step back, watching the screen. “I don’t understand how this works.” 

“You want to try?” 

“No.” He watched a moment longer in visible discomfort, then turned to go. “I better start 

dinner. Some of us have to pull our weight around here.” 

At the hotel, she had been staying busy with conferences and business travelers, and the 

backs of her calves began to ache at the ends of her shifts, and then at the start as well. When she 

crawled into bed at night she nearly cried out from the pain. After she asked Charles one 

morning for something she could take, explaining that she was not used to standing in place for 

eight straight hours, he was unsympathetic and told her he never kept any painkillers in the 

house. 

“You think standing in place for eight hours is hard,” he said from the sofa, his feet 

propped on a stack of National Geographic, “try standing in the rain for ten days straight, not 

even a place to sit down. Throw in people shooting at you and then maybe you can complain.” 

“That’s apparently all I do.” She held up a sticky note she had pulled from the counter. 

“‘As the great philosopher Socrates once said: Quit your whining.’” She leaned forward and 
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stuck it to his forehead, pushing his head back about a foot in the process. “Is that right? I’m just 

whining? Because it feels like I’m killing myself eight hours a day while you sit around doing 

nothing. At least Dad had a job.” 

“Your father,” he said, sitting up to pull the note off and toss it aside, “your father gets 

paid to eat steak and lounge in hotel pools. I’d worked harder by the time I was sixteen than he 

has his whole life.” 

“I don’t care. My legs still hurt.” 

“I am merely telling you that people of my generation have a different perspective on 

these things,” he said. “You get to a point where, whatever else you have to face, you can say it’s 

not so bad, do you see? You have had worse.” 

June frowned at herself in the mirror, straightening her collar. There was not a lot she 

could do to make the uniform more attractive. “If it helps any, I’m pretty sure that one of the 

front desk managers is a Nazi.”  

Charles caught her eye in the mirror. “You shouldn’t joke about that.” 

She turned to face him. “I’m sorry, you’re right, but you just kept pushing me and I—” 

“I’m joking.” 

June stared at him as he stretched his legs back out. She strode to the door and grabbed 

her keys off the peg. “You are driving me insane. I don’t know how much longer I can take this.” 

“Have a nice shift at work, if you can stand it.” He laughed then. “Hey, that’s pretty 

funny.”  

She slammed the door, then went to the nearest drugstore and bought a bottle of Advil 

that she started keeping in her purse. It was worth being ten minutes late for work. 
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The hotel primarily catered to the business set, but there were occasionally leisure 

travelers, and that night there was a family reunion large enough to take up half of their largest 

ballroom, which could be divided up if needed. Every last one of them had a “Balder Family 

Reunion” t-shirt. June thought Balder was a rather amusing last name, particularly because a 

number of the men were just that, but they were jovial enough and reasonably good tippers. After 

watching June arrange shuttle transportation back to the airport for about twenty of them, Paul 

sauntered over and watched their departing backsides, clicking his tongue. June and Paul had 

barely exchanged ten words over the last week, as for the first several days their shifts did not 

coincide, and then he was out with the flu for three days after that. All morning she had watched 

him anxiously on the drive—seemingly back to full strength—wondering when he would come 

in and speak with her. She was sure he would ask her out after their moment in the check room, 

and she had been flipping back and forth in her mind on what she would say, having entire 

conversations with him in the car on her way to the hotel. 

Certainly there would be those who disapproved, such as Wayne, the bellhop who had 

discovered them, but she saw another valet—Ramon—kissing one of the maids, Rosa or 

something, and Wayne had walked right by and not batted an eye. She had wanted to call him 

out on it.  

The group of Balders she had helped was laughing now as they crossed the lobby, 

heading in the direction of the pool and removing articles of clothing as they went, hopefully 

with swimsuits underneath. 

“Not buying it,” Paul said as he approached. “No way anybody’s that happy to be at a 

family reunion.” 
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“Tell me about it.” She patted her hair, then smiled and crossed her hands on the desk. 

“Just what do you think was in those goody bags?”  

The bellhops had delivered upward of a hundred goody bags to the rooms prior to the 

group’s arrival, but June did not have a chance to dig through one as she had wanted to. Paul 

shrugged. “A fifth of whiskey, maybe.” 

“Mmm, sounds good. But you’d need more than that to get me to a family reunion.” June 

flashed him a grin. She had never tasted whiskey. 

“You think your family’s that bad, girl? Shoot, that ain’t nothin’. Growin’ up in the hood 

like I did, you was lucky your daddy hisself didn’t pop a cap in you just for lookin’ at your own 

momma funny.” 

June tried not to giggle. “Right.” 

“I’m kidding. I grew up in Highland Village and my dad’s a dentist.” Paul picked up an 

apple, held it on his palm and offered it to passersby as if it were his job to do so. “So what’s so 

bad about your family?” 

“Dysfunctional. Nobody talks to anybody, and if they do, it’s just to tell stories about 

everybody else. My mom left when I was eleven, my dad is always traveling and I think he 

forgets that I’m not my mom. My grandpa is the black sheep of the family and nobody will talk 

to him, my grandma’s in a retirement home with dementia…” 

“That just sounds like normal America, doll.” He succeeded in getting a stiff-necked man 

in a suit to accept the apple. “Of course, my parents and grandparents are all still happily 

married, but that isn’t really normal.” 

“Is everybody black?” June chewed at a fingertip as soon as she had said it, then forced 

her hand back down to the desk. “I just mean—” 
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“What kind of question is that?” 

“I don’t know,” she said. “I just wondered if it bothered you, the way Wayne looks at 

us.” 

“What?” 

“Never mind.” She could feel her cheeks turning red and looked down at her computer 

screen. For online Scrabble, she had OIAEEXU.  “I think we’re speaking different languages.” 

“I don’t think language is the problem,” he said, nodding to the doorman who was 

beckoning him back onto the drive. “But no worries, girl. Maybe the Balder family will adopt 

you.” Paul smiled and strode back to the drive, and that ended up being one of the last times he 

came in to chat with her. Management hired a new valet the next day, the only female working 

the front drive, and Paul began to stay out front where he was supposed to be. June noticed that 

the girl was both prettier and whiter than she was, and she didn’t bother to secure her hair back 

like June did. The girl also made her valet uniform work for her—white Polo shirt and black 

shorts—in a way that June could never pull off with her apple-red concierge skirt-suit. June told 

herself that it was ridiculous to feel as abandoned as she now did, but she couldn’t shake it. She 

gave her notice, and she began to count the days until she would be gone. 

 

 

One sunny week when June was fifteen, in the middle of a three-month drought and on 

the eighteenth consecutive day in triple-digit heat, she left her grandmother’s to stay with her 

father in his third-floor studio apartment in Dallas while he was in town. He had just returned 

from writing a guide to family-friendly travel in the Florida Keys, and he had a sunburn on the 

tops of his ears, where he always forgot to apply sunscreen. 
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On a Thursday afternoon, with a single cloud the apparent size of a beach ball nobly 

holding out in the middle of the bleached sky, June elected to stay behind at the apartment while 

her father went to the library to do research into Key West’s 19th century wrecking industry. She 

worked for about an hour on an art project—a papier-mâché replica of the earth, covered in 

smog—before growing bored and roaming the apartment. 

While never setting any precise limits, her father generally guided her out of his bedroom 

if she wandered in, so it was the first place she explored. Most items were as expected—shelves 

filled with rows of National Geographic, Conde Nast Traveler, and piled volumes of Frommer’s 

and Fodor’s guides; a row of battered boy’s adventure books from the 1950s; a small flatscreen 

television and a stack of History Channel videos propped on his chest of drawers; a framed print 

of Paris at night; and a five by seven photograph in a tasteful silver frame on his nightstand. She 

peered at it, then picked it up to hold it to the light, not remembering the mountain cabin that the 

photo showed her standing before. After a moment, she realized it was her mother, and she saw 

then that the young woman was a few years older than she. It was like looking through a time 

portal, she thought, to see how she would look soon after graduating high school. 

In the closet, she found a variety of clothes for nearly every climate, from loud Hawaiian 

shirts to a goose-down parka. Two cardboard boxes were half-hidden under the hanging clothes, 

and June knelt right in the closet to go through them. One held a half dozen pairs of shoes and an 

old, unopened box of cigars. She looked inside the other, then carried it to the living room to 

dump it out across the floor. 

When her father returned, he found her sitting cross-legged on his oval, blue Moroccan 

rug with the box’s contents fanning out around her. She was wearing one of them—a white t-

shirt with embroidered parrots, palm trees, and margarita glasses, and the words SOMEONE 
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WHO LOVES ME VERY MUCH WENT TO KEY WEST AND GOT ME THIS T-SHIRT in brilliant 

rainbow colors across the chest. June looked up at him, the price tag sticking out of the collar, 

then took a protracted drink of water from another item, a mug that read I ♥ NY, which had lady 

liberty’s torch for a handle. She then violated Rule #3 of four for the apartment by setting it back 

onto the rosewood coffee table without a coaster. 

“You decided to look around,” her father said. 

June picked up a snow globe that depicted a bull fight in an arena—the bull the size of 

her thumbnail, the matador’s head no bigger than a matchstick—and gave it a shake, a blizzard 

swirling over the stands. The base of the globe read Madrid, and June wondered if it ever 

actually snowed there. 

“You should have asked.” Jack picked up the mug, wiped the table with his hand, and 

slid a coaster into place. 

“Is this all for me?”  

He looked at the shirt she was wearing, as if reading it for the first time. June’s teenage 

figure was slight, as her mother’s was her whole life, but the slim-fitting shirt looked as if it was 

made for her. “Of course.” 

June scooted across the rug, revealing other items behind her back. She held up a black 

lace nightgown, the front plunging low and a slit far up the side. The tags were still on; the 

writing was in a language June did not recognize. Her father didn’t say anything, just reached 

across and took it from her, picking up also a short cotton robe and a thimble that June had not 

even noticed. June was halfway sitting on the robe and lifted herself with her hands to let him 

scoop it up. 
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 “What about this?” She ran her fingertips over a silk kimono that she had already tried 

on once, loving the feel of its slippery folds on her skin. She had tied the sash—the whole thing 

was a deep, luscious purple with white floral accents—then found chopsticks in the kitchen and 

used them to secure her hair in a high bun. She had practiced pressing her palms together and 

bowing in front of a mirror, her cheeks tinged pink although she was alone. 

 “Yes.” He carried his armful into his bedroom and returned, shutting the door behind 

him, then began packing the remaining items back into the cardboard box. “You can have the 

rest of this.” 

“I’ll do it,” she said. Her hand touched his briefly as she reached for a tightly coiled pink 

seashell the size of her fist, and he stood and disappeared into the kitchen. 

June packed away the other items, including a charming set of nesting dolls, an ornate 

beer stein showing a blonde-haired kissing couple, and a magnet that looked like a red poker 

chip and said Las Vegas on one side and Get Lucky on the other, which June wondered if he had 

forgotten about. Inside a carved wooden box she found six small glass vials, each filled with 

amber liquid and stoppered by a tiny cork. After smelling all six, she chose one to dab on her 

wrists and behind her ears, and she decided to pull on the kimono over the Key West shirt, 

covering it and her shorts entirely. 

Her father had his back to her in the kitchen and had the chopping block out. She gave a 

fake little cough to announce her presence, something she had grown into the habit of doing with 

her grandmother, who was easily startled. Her father didn’t turn but brought a knife down hard 

on the block, then ratcheted it up and down with small, quick motions. 

“I’m not stupid,” she said. 
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“Sometimes I just see things she would have liked.” He chopped faster, and June caught 

the scent of bell pepper, sharp and sweet. 

“Oh.” 

“And I have to get them. And I put them in the box.” 

“This is all for her.” She reached down and cinched the sash down tighter, noticing how 

her ragged fingernails looked against the silk. Ugly and unladylike, two things her mother had 

never been. “For Mom.” 

He finished chopping the pepper and set the knife on the counter, which spun in a little 

circle on the marble. He turned to see her and June stepped back, staring down at her bare feet on 

the tile, at her  stupid, unfeminine feet, with their childish pink toenail polish, and the quarter-

sized bruise on her shin where she had run into the coffee table the day before. He held her then, 

arms fully around her and chin resting atop her head, and she grew still. He sniffed, then he 

lowered his nose just next to her ear and inhaled long and slow, before whispering her mother’s 

name and something else she didn’t catch. His hands rested on her shoulders, then her arms, 

gliding along the silk. They trailed her hands, her fingertips, then rested on her sides, just above 

the hip, almost encircling her, so warm even through the silk and cotton. The fragrant jasmine of 

the perfume mixed with the sharp sweetness of the pepper, and her nostrils flared as she drew a 

breath, as one of his hands found the edge of the kimono, the fabric rustling a moment before he 

touched her thigh. His rough jawline touched her temple, grazed her cheek, and she caught sight 

of his face—his eyes shut, a pained expression—before he kissed her forehead, her nose, her 

chin. 

Her mouth opened and closed. Her hands went between them, to the sash, which had 

begun to slide loose again. Their lips met for a moment. She tugged the sash tight. He stepped 
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back then, walked past her, and was gone. He did not return to the apartment for the rest of the 

day. 

 

 

 After the embrace in the kitchen, June stayed with her father less and less. When he came 

to pick her up, he argued with her grandmother more often than not, and they ceased to paint 

smiles on when she came into the room. 

 “At least I’m not drowning my sorrows,” Jack said to his mother on one visit. June had 

recently celebrated a birthday, and her father had been in Barbados during her sweet sixteen 

party. “I looked for our namesake, Captain Morgan, to tell him you said hello, but I think he was 

here instead.” 

 “Nobody says that. Nobody says ‘drowning my sorrows.’ I thought you were a writer.” 

Grace was serving them breakfast—pancakes with blueberries for eyes and a wobbly smile. June 

sat at the table, syrup in one hand and fork in the other. She tried to focus on the plate of 

pancakes slid before her. 

 “June doesn’t need to grow up around that, Mom.” It was just past eight a.m., and Jack 

already had his coat on. June was due to spend the weekend with him for the first time in three 

months. 

 “Like you know what she needs.” She had on a white apron over her peach-colored 

dressing gown. Her hands were shaking as she put a plate of smiling pancakes before her son. “A 

mother knows. A mother knows.” 

 “You’re not her mother.” 
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 Grace shuffled back to the counter, where she filled a glass with her back to them. “She 

isn’t, either.”  

 “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” Jack reached over and flipped open the 

syrup, still in June’s hand. She let go of it and he doused first his plate and then hers. “Just lay 

off it while she’s here, okay? For Pete’s sake, it’s eight in the morning.” 

 “She’s always here.” 

 Jack sawed at his pancakes. “Then you better always do it.” 

 June pressed the outer tine of her fork against the blueberry composing her pancake 

face’s right eye, gradually increasing the pressure until the berry burst, spattering the warm, 

brown face with dark juice. “I think we should go to the Dallas Aquarium this weekend.” She 

slowly stabbed the other eye. “All three of us.” 

 She heard her grandmother refill whatever glass she was drinking from. Her father ate 

half a pancake before speaking. “Your grandma isn’t well enough to leave the house, June. But 

we can go.” 

 Grace had taken her to a number of places, including the local pool and the state fair, and 

although she had to take breaks to rest, she never seemed to have much of a problem. June 

waited to see if Grace corrected her son, but she said nothing. 

 “My friend Carrie said a mother seahorse just had babies. I want to see them.” June 

started working on the blueberry smile. 

 “The male seahorse actually carries the babies,” Jack said. “By this time, the mother 

seahorse is long gone.” 

 Grace turned and left the kitchen, her own plate of pancakes untouched. After several 

minutes passed, June started eating the blueberries out of her grandmother’s abandoned 
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pancakes, but a few berries later, she regretted it and tried to refashion the remaining berries into 

a smile. 

 “Here,” her father murmured. He scooped the last of his berries on his fork and dropped 

them onto Grace’s plate for June to arrange, and the smile was soon bigger than it was before. 

 

 

 Charles had an old-fashioned porch swing that faced caty-corner toward the street, 

toward other houses lacking swings or even porches, and they sometimes sat on it in the 

evenings to watch the sun go down behind the trees or to wait for the stars to emerge. A neighbor 

once waved at them while coming out to get something from the trunk of his Cadillac, but that 

was the extent of the social interaction. 

 “People used to be friendly,” Charles said one night, after a passing car laid on the horn 

for longer than was necessary at a boy chasing his dog across the street. 

 “Like you?” June asked. She was doing a book of crossword puzzles and had to keep 

flipping to the back. She had blacked out the Easy! label on the front cover.  

 “Used to be. Don’t know what happened to everyone.” He was holding a glass of iced tea 

by the rim, his feet propelling the swing back and forth in an easy rhythm while June sat cross-

legged. 

 “Grandpa.” She laid her pen in the book and closed it. “Was it your job that made you 

leave Dad and Grandma? I don’t know the details, but it’s important to follow your work, right?” 

 The swing stilled, then resumed, each swing a bit larger. “Work is important.” 

 “Did you have to go teach somewhere? I mean, you have to go where there’s work. You 

can’t just stay home.” 
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 “Your father’s reasons were different from mine.” He swirled the ice in his glass. 

 “Sure. Of course. But I’m not talking about Dad,” she said. “How do you do that, 

though? I mean, just go and not look back?” 

 “Like you left your dad to come here?” 

 “No—look, I have this genealogy project I’ve got to do with my students, and I need to 

know my family history if I’m going to make them do it.” 

 “I can give you names and dates,” he said. “You can fill in the family tree. It won’t 

explain your father dropping you off every month.” 

  She set the book on the swing beside her. “We were talking about you and Grandma, but, 

okay, since you brought it up, we can talk about why Dad always left.” 

“Since I brought it up.” 

 “Grandma always said he was like you.” June jabbed his shoulder with her pen, a playful 

gesture with too much force behind it. “She said that’s what fathers do best.” 

 “She would know.” 

 “He hated it. Hated being compared.” She tapped the pen against her chin. “I wonder 

why.” 

Charles stood, setting the glass of tea on one of the wooden slats where he had been 

sitting, but it continued to swing and the glass tipped over, ice and tea splashing onto the porch. 

June dropped her pen and darted down the walk, blocking his path. 

“It’s because he learned it from  you.” She heard a dog bark at her and realized she was 

speaking louder now, almost shouting. “My dad learned to be a dad from watching you. He 

learned to get up and leave when things get hard. That’s what you’re good at teaching. Not thick 

skins, not standing firm. That’s what he learned.” 
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“So I’m to blame for your father’s choices,” he said. 

“We’re finally agreeing on something.” 

 “I guess it’s my fault Ellen left, too. I drove your mother off.” 

 “No, Dad did that on his own.” She did not step aside as he started walking toward her, 

making him walk in the grass. 

 “You can’t understand yet.” He passed her and crossed the yard to the sidewalk. “I’m 

going for a walk.” 

 She followed after him, her voice rising. “I’m twenty-two years old. Don’t talk to me like 

I’m a little girl.” 

 “When I was twenty-two I had two kids already,” he said. 

 “Here we go. Back in my day.” 

 “When I was twenty-two I had thirty men under my command. A wife on the other side 

of the ocean. I had people I had to kill before the day was out.” 

 “The fate of the free world in your hands,” she said.  

 “Yes. So don’t tell me—” 

 “He just left me when I needed him around the most, and all I can think is that if you had 

been there, he would have.” 

 They left the sidewalk and crossed the corner of someone’s yard, June following him 

around the back fence, then down a hill and through a small copse of trees as she waited for his 

rebuttal. The shadows were already pooling thick and dark. June had never come this way. He 

said nothing further as they passed through the trees, branches and leaves snapping underfoot, 

and the darkness parted almost as soon as it gathered. They came out amid reeds and cattails 
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bordering a pond that was familiar to June only after her second look. She had never seen it from 

this angle, always approaching it from the other direction, the paved one. 

 She stood still beside him, her sneakers sinking a good inch into the mud, and a couple of 

minutes later heard the buzz of cicadas arise around them, the reed stalks rattling with their hum, 

and then the low bellow of a bullfrog so close it might have been at her feet. Her grandfather 

folded his arms and turned his head to the dwindling orange and pink of the sunset. June counted 

three stars, close together, before he spoke again. 

 “I am sorry you had a lonely childhood,” he said. “But perhaps he thought your 

grandmother would be best for you.”  

 “I’m not complaining about her.” June pulled one shoe free, the sucking mud reluctant to 

let her go. At the sound, there was a blur of dark motion by the water’s edge and a large splash. 

Her grandfather turned to leave and June followed. “At least, I don’t mean to. She was pretty 

great.”  

“Yes,” he said. He stayed a pace ahead the whole walk home. 

 

  

About two weeks after June’s last conversation with her father, Charles made an 

announcement one morning over a steaming bowl of oatmeal, his unadorned, hers crowned with 

sliced strawberries and a heaped hill of sugar that slowly seeped down into it. After their 

discussion outside, several mornings had passed with only a few words spoken between them. 

“June, I have something for you.”  

She stirred in the strawberries, which left a red trail behind them in the brown gruel. 
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“It’s from your father. A book he wrote for you. He’s apparently been working on it for 

months.” Charles was scooping through lumps in his bowl as if the book were buried there and 

he was preparing to dig it out one spoonful at a time. 

“Oh.” The sound and its meaning felt very small in her mouth, so she said it again. “Oh.” 

It felt no better the second time. 

“It was delivered about a week ago, while you were at work.” 

“A week ago? Did you read it?” 

“I made textual emendations throughout.” 

“You what?” 

“Added footnotes. Corrections.” He reached under his chair and pulled out a wide, 

bubble-wrap envelope with a thick stack of loose paper inside. 

June balanced her spoon on the rim of the bowl and placed three fingertips to each of her 

temples, a gesture her father used to make. “You think you have a right to some part of me,” she 

said, “because I came here to live with you. Like you can take charge of my life and my 

decisions now because you’re old and my dad’s not here and he was your kid a lifetime ago.”   

“The book is largely about me,” he said. 

“You can’t. You don’t have a right to any piece of my life, of getting to step in and put 

your handprint on it, all right? We’re done. I don’t know what I was thinking.” She took a single 

bite of her oatmeal, then pushed the bowl away. 

“It was the only way I was willing for you to read it.” 

“Willing?” She stood and dumped the rest of her breakfast into the trash. “No, forget it. 

As soon as I get my first paycheck from the school, I’m going. I shouldn’t be here. Until then, 

just stay out of my things.” 
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“You get into my things,” he said. 

“My life, then. Is that better? Stay out of my life.” She grabbed the envelope off the table 

and went to her room, tossing the envelope onto the bed and leaving it there. She got ready for 

her shift, and when she passed back through the living room, her grandfather was not in sight. 

She suspected he was still in the kitchen with his breakfast. 

When she came home from work that night, he was already sequestered in his room, and 

she went straight to the guest room to change into her pajamas and get ready for bed. Her anger 

had multiplied over the day to include them both—her father and grandfather—but as she laid 

down, her curiosity got the better of her, and she dumped the manuscript out on the coverlet. 

Sure enough, there were her grandfather’s notes at uneven intervals throughout, some of them 

curling up onto the side margins, some written at the bottom, some attached with stapled notes 

on random pieces of paper, and all of it written in a small, careful hand very unlike his usual 

scrawl. She considered simply tearing out his notes and throwing them away, but in the end she 

read every one. 
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Chapter Six 

 

 The bombs didn’t drop. The drills continued, and the imminent demise of our parents, 

siblings, and teachers remained a popular topic of conversation in alleyways, playgrounds, and 

vacant lots, where grasshoppers exploded up from the weeds and we swung sticks at them like 

we were popping high-fly balls to right field. We gradually learned more, details trickling down 

from our parents or overheard from stairwells and closets and then rapturously shared the next 

day. 

 “First all your hair falls off,” Tom said. “Then your skin, and that’s if you’re one of the 

lucky ones that make it through the blast.” 

 “Your skin can’t fall off,” I replied, kicking a dented can clear down the alleyway even 

though the game had ended five minutes ago. “You’d be walking around with all your muscles 

and blood and stuff just hanging out.” 

 “Exactly,” Tom exulted, as the rest of us winced and squirmed. 

 It was that awkward period approaching dusk, when the sun had set, the bugs were 

coming out, the streaks of orange across the sky were fading to black, and we had enough time to 

stand around waiting for our mothers to call us but not enough time to start a new game. Hoop 

Time, Lori called it, because her swishing hula hoops were the only thing moving, and the rest of 

us had little better to do than stand around and watch her, maybe play a round of A, my name is 

Alice, because we for darn sure were not going to up and go inside on our own accord, bored or 

not. 
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 “I’ll survive longest.” Billy plucked something off a trash can lid and held it up for us to 

see—a caterpillar that had long, fuzzy black spikes to warn off just this sort of thing. He popped 

it in his mouth. “You guys will all starve,” he said around it, “but I can eat anything.” 

 “No, Pearl will.” Pearl looked up at me from where she sat on the ground, Indian style, 

doodling idly in the dust with the end of a twig. “She’s survived pneumonia, yellow fever—what 

else?” I said. “Malaria. The plague. You name it. She can handle some fallout any day.” 

 Jinx had brought this particular morsel back to us—fallout—a term she heard her father 

use in his study when a neighbor came over, a word delectable for its endless applications, 

especially once we pooled our resources and came up with a general, if vague, understanding of 

what it meant. All kinds of things could fall out. The bomb from a plane, first off, like the bombs 

we dropped on Japan, like the ones dropped on Our Fellow Americans in Pearl Harbor that we’d 

been told about again and again (Jinx’s father had actually been there when it happened and 

would talk about it to anyone who would listen). Bombs could fall out of the sky on their own, 

too, fired across the world, the target set on our little town as they blasted all the way to land 

straight on our house all on their own power. 

 After this happened, other things would fall out, we knew. Roofs would fall off houses, 

walls off buildings, street lamps off sidewalks, water reserves off their towers. Then we 

ourselves would fall out; our eyeballs to start with, then our hair, our teeth, our skin. Our organs, 

our blood, our bones. Fingers, toes, hands, feet, arms, legs, falling out and falling off, until 

finally you were a walking zombie, dissolving into nothing. We were sure of this. The more bits 

and pieces we heard, the more it seemed to be confirmed. 

 In the alley, Pearl beamed at the compliment from me. After weeks—no, months—of 

arguing over survival, over the best ways and who would make it, who would die and how we 
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should pair up, who should be left behind and who put in charge, to say she would outlive us all 

was quite possibly the nicest thing I had ever said to her. 

 “Pearl, Jack,” Mom hollered from two houses down. “Come inside.” 

 Pearl clambered up and brushed the dust off the back of her skirt. As I turned to go, Billy 

leaned over and spat out the rest of the caterpillar when he thought no one else was looking, then 

caught me watching him. 

 “Don’t want to spoil my dinner,” he said. 

— 

 The next day, I made up my mind to ask my father about all of it after school—the 

fallout, the bombs, even Sayoko’s aunt with the burn scars. Since my visit to the Sellers house, I 

had not been able to stop thinking about Sayoko or her aunt. If anyone would know about all of 

this and shoot straight with me, it would be Dad, who knew everything about everything and did 

not mind telling you so, as long as it was not one of his off-limit topics. Something told me it 

would be a bad idea to ask him with Mom around, because lately the smallest thing made her 

raise her voice, contradicting whatever Dad said, even though he rarely so much as frowned. 

 Our school was painted brown and white, and there were murals of a similarly-shaded 

brown armadillo going wild with six-shooters and a cowboy hat on our walls, although all the 

armadillos I’d ever seen were grey and just shuffled along like little families of pill bugs through 

the underbrush. The hallways always smelled like stale lemonade from the mopping the night 

before and our shoes squeaked everywhere we stepped. All twelve grades met in this one school, 

so my father taught just down the hallway, but it was still a rare occasion for me to see him 

during the day. He kept to the high school wing and stayed mainly to his classroom. If I ever 
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went by it, he started treating me like one of his students, and I left in a hurry before he could 

give me homework in addition to that given by my real teachers. 

 After the bell rang, I hung around the bicycle rack with my friends, chatting about 

nothing and fingering the dog tags we’d recently been given at school. They were on a link 

chain, and they were imprinted with our name, address, birth date, and religion, for easy 

identification in case of an attack. The other boys thought they were great, but I wasn’t too sure. 

When they left to go form up a baseball game in the lot next to Sander’s Hardware, I told them I 

would catch up later and went back inside. I nearly ran into Elaine Patterson coming out of the 

principal’s office with her mother and father, and she dropped two of the class books she was 

carrying. 

 “Speak of the devil,” her father said. 

 I stooped to pick up Elaine’s books. She had written her name on the covers in a small, 

careful hand, and the dot over the ‘i’ in her name was a heart. She made no effort to help me and 

took them back without a word. Her mother stood staring at a small tan purse she was carrying, 

as if waiting for a train, with her black hair flowing over her shoulders. 

 “Stay away from Elaine.” Irvin Patterson’s jaw made a little jerk to the side, and he tilted 

his head way over until some of the bones in his neck popped. He grabbed Elaine by the shoulder 

so hard that she almost dropped her books again. “The apple don’t fall far from the tree.”  

 “Were you in trouble?” I asked her. As far as I knew, she was always quiet in class, 

getting by with decent grades and zero fights or hallway shenanigans, as our shared teacher 

called it when we let off a little energy.  

 She moved with shuffling steps, steered by her father like a dog on a leash, looking over 

her shoulder at me once. “No. Your daddy is.” 



 

199 
 

 “That’s enough.” Mr. Patterson’s nostrils flared as he looked back at me, and then they 

were all three out the glass door and passing under the American flag, which hung limply down 

its pole in the mid-afternoon doldrums.  

 I had half a mind to march into the principal’s office to ask what all of that was about, but 

was kept out by the fear of it turning into a discussion about my shoving a fistful of gravel into 

Leroy Yarbrough’s mouth the day before after he called me a Pinko for the twentieth time. 

Instead, I jogged down the hallways, tracked with dirt from twelve grades and no longer 

squeaking, and passed the darkened school library, the empty gym, and the central atrium that 

held a shallow, scummy fish pond and a dwindling population of box turtles. 

 The school was laid out like a grid, with classrooms off hallways in both directions and 

corridors running along the outer walls down the length of the school. My father’s classroom was 

near the end of the last hallway in the building, and as I neared the intersection, I could hear 

voices just around the corner, one of them my father’s, the other that of a woman I didn’t 

recognize. 

 “Just because Mr. Blevins is willing to hand over his country doesn’t mean us parents 

can’t do something about it,” the woman said. 

 “We parents,” my father answered. 

 “My Harold is planning to go to Yale.” 

 “Highly unlikely.” 

 “I will remove him from your class, or from the school, if I have to.” 

 “Do what you must.”  

I got the sense they were having two separate conversations. She did not seem to be 

hearing a word my father said, which perhaps was a good thing. 
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 “I don’t know what you’re filling his head with, what kind of lies and… and… hateful 

trash, but we won’t stand for it. I won’t stand for it. If you have even a shred of dignity you will 

step down, you will step down immediately, and let a loyal teacher take your spot teaching our 

children. The next generation of Americans. A patriot, Mr. Morgan, is what they need.” 

  “I’ll make a note of your recommendation.” He cleared his throat. “Now, is there 

anything related to Harold’s schooling you wished to discuss? Anything academic?” 

 “That’s all I’ve been talking about. Academics.” 

 “If that’s what you think, it’s no wonder Harold will be fortunate to finish with a D. 

Which I’m afraid would be the case, Mrs. Bloomfeld, whether he took his exams on the steps of 

the Lincoln Memorial or in the middle of Red Square. Good day, ma’am.” 

 “You can’t possibly—” 

 “Good day.”15 

 I heard his door shut. For a moment, I heard only the woman’s breathing, then her steps 

led off away from me. I don’t know why I did not go up and knock at that point—perhaps 

because I was still thinking about their conversation—but I hung back, mulling over how I would 
                                                           
15 This is actually one of the few cases where my memory and Jack’s perfectly coincide. In fact, this conversation 

does not do justice to the degree of imbecility this woman suffered under. Mrs. Bloomfeld and her husband, a 

wishy-washy plumber named Donny who followed her every whim, came to every school event to rile people up 

and started making appointments with Principal Blevins every other week about some imagined slight or 

inappropriate instruction to their son, Harold (who, I might here mention, went on to drop out of high school the 

following year, got three local girls pregnant in a single summer, and spent the rest of his life collecting trash until—

as I later heard—he got killed just south of Hanoi after he got up in the night to take a leak and gave the wrong code 

word when he came back to his own troopmates). At every school function that Harold’s parents attended, they 

trumpeted the very Americanism of their concerns for the school’s students. Sometimes I think that prejudice passed 

off as patriotism is the worst kind. 



 

201 
 

phrase my questions, and a minute or so later my father emerged and walked right past me to an 

exit door, passing ten feet away without seeing me. Why was he leaving at this time of day? He 

typically stayed to grade quizzes and prepare the next day’s lessons, so he generally was not 

home until about five o’clock. We all knew this, and he had made a point this morning of 

mentioning all the work he had to stay and do when Mom asked him to re-fertilize the garden 

when he got home. 

 I unfroze my feet, which felt like they had put down roots straight through the tile, and 

followed my father outside to where he was visible on his bicycle pedaling not toward home, but 

down the street in the other direction, toward downtown. I ran to the bike rack and when I 

pedaled out after him, I could just make him out as he turned the corner half a block away. 

 I rode hard down the sidewalk, nearly soaring over the handlebars when I struck a rock 

but recovering just in time, and when I reached the corner I caught another glimpse of my father, 

riding toward Main Street. I followed at a distance. We skirted the wide, tempting blue of Lake 

Grapevine, which they’d been working on for forever, it seemed, and was supposed to be 

completed and open the next year. We passed houses and a couple of farms, the water tower and 

windmill, then turned onto Main Street heading north, where cars and pedestrians were thicker. 

A couple of times, I had to brake hard to keep from bowling somebody over, yelling at them to 

get out of the way, and I thought I had lost him. Then I would catch sight of his grey fedora with 

the little black feather sticking up, riding by Buckner Grocery or the Lipscomb Dry Goods Store, 

and I continued on after him. We passed Willhoite’s Garage, which had that little stone jail 

behind it—the Grapevine Calaboose—that had been there for a hundred years or something and 

still held petty criminals or drunks every once in a while. Up ahead was Grapevine Home Bank, 

where my father had an account and I liked to go because it had been robbed back in ’32 by 
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colleagues of Bonnie and Clyde, who came through Grapevine and killed a couple of patrolmen 

a couple years later over by Dove Road and the highway the same year they got themselves shot 

to pieces. 

I followed my father past the railroad depot and the two-story section foreman’s house. 

Pearl and I liked to go to the depot on the weekends and watch the Cotton Belt trains come in, 

waving at the conductor and brakeman, although my parents had been promising us a ride for 

years and it still hadn’t happened. Down the street, my father never looked back as I followed 

him. Up ahead was the Wallis Hotel, rising tall above the other buildings, and then he turned in 

toward the gazebo and the open area where they held the farmer’s market on the weekends, 

across from the Grapevine Sun office. 

On Saturday mornings, this whole space would be covered with tables and booths set up 

to sell vegetables, fruit, jerky, tamales, home-made salsas and jams, quilts, jewelry, wood 

carvings, and pretty much anything else you could want, but during the week only a handful of 

vendors still set up to sell to the people strolling the street on their way to the Palace Theater for 

a show or over to the Olympia confectionary for a sweet. I caught sight of my father, sliding off 

his bike and walking it over to a booth where a woman sat behind a table with a white tablecloth 

and a hand-painted sign over it reading Taste of the Orient in broad, red letters.  

As I walked my bike closer, another woman came out from somewhere behind the booth 

in a long polka-dot dress, and my father started talking to her and then embraced her briefly. 

They spoke for a moment, and then the woman walked across the street to the Palace. At the 

door, she looked back at him once. It was Sayoko. My pulse sped up. She went inside, and my 

father strolled around the vendor tables another minute or two, then put down the pie he had 
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apparently been considering, smiled to the seller, and leisurely crossed the street to the theater, 

passing inside without a backward glance. 

I felt something seize up inside. I crossed the street and walked my bicycle down the 

sidewalk, and when I reached the theater, I thought I would go inside, but I didn’t—I kept 

walking until I was crossing the street again to pass in front of the hotel, then coming back 

toward the gazebo and the handful of vendor booths. When I approached the Taste of the Orient 

table, I saw that it was Sayoko’s aunt, the one with the burn scars on her face and neck. I wanted 

very much to speak to her, but I had no idea what to say. 

“Gyōza?” she said as I passed. “Japanese dumpling. Very good.” 

I shook my head and kept walking, the handlebars rattling in my hands. I couldn’t tell if 

she recognized me. I slid back onto the seat as I passed the new City Hall and began retracing my 

path toward home. I already knew I would not say anything about it to either of my parents.16 

                                                           
16 To call gyōza a mere dumpling is to do it a gross injustice. The ones I used to eat were minced pork, cabbage, 

sesame oil, garlic, and Nira, or Chinese chives, wrapped in skins of dough and pan-fried or boiled. They were often 

served with tare sauce, this thickened soy sauce. Delicious, let me tell you. Sayoko’s aunt was the first to offer me 

gyōza, as well, on the first night that Sayoko took me home to meet her family.  

Her father, who had been a stationmaster with the government railways before the war, had died fighting in 

Manchuria, but her mother was there and already disapproved of me. This was even before she—or Sayoko—found 

out that I was already married in America. Her aunt took to me quickly, though, telling her mother about all the 

young women she knew who had made excellent matches with U.S. servicemen, some of them even making a home 

locally. Sayoko’s mother would have none of it, and if pressed, would only mention her regret that she did not have 

a son to carry on her husband’s family name there in Japan. Sayoko’s aunt, Katsu, never spoke much, and I assumed 

it was a reaction to the grievous injuries she had recently received. Her house had been one of a select number 

throughout the city that were demolished to prevent the massive spread of fires when U.S. and British forces 

bombed them. In the last months of the war, Allied planes were firebombing big cities, little ones, and everything in 
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— 

 Aside from the rambling lectures I occasionally got at home from my father, I learned 

history from a grey-haired woman with spectacles and an assortment of unflattering, ankle-

length dresses with high white collars right out of the 1800s. We joked that Mrs. Wilcox had a 

right to teach us history since she had lived through most of it. She was as boring as anything, 

though—she could even put you to sleep talking about medieval torture (although she usually 

skipped over the good stuff like that). 

 One day, Mrs. Wilcox announced a special new project that our grade was doing—a time 

capsule. This sounded like something out of a Buck Rogers picture, so we were pretty excited 

about it, until we found out the homework assignment that went along with it. 

  “The family is the most important part of American life.” She was standing at the 

blackboard, tapping a long wooden rod against it despite the fact that nothing was written there. 

“Your families make you who you are, children.” She stepped to her desk, picked up a stack of 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
between. Most were made of wood and paper, so all the houses and everything in them went up like matches. Our 

boys never did bomb her part of town, but when she came to stay with Sayoko and her family after that, she was 

caught in the open in Yokohama and had some thirty percent of her skin burned off. No doubt many lives were 

saved from this selective house destruction, but as for Katsu, she could have been safely back in her home the whole 

time. I figured that I would be quiet, too. 

She was obviously proud of the dinner, though, helping her sister-in-law for hours while the rest of us made 

awkward small talk and drank sake. Gyōza turned out to be Katsu’s specialty. The moment that I bit into one—not 

the moment of effusive praise that came after it, but the moment my eyes widened when I tasted it for the first 

time—was the only time I ever saw her smile. 

By the way, Jack never did tell us about that night. At least, not until he inadvertently told me when I 

intercepted this manuscript. I never suspected. I would have told him to try a dumpling. 
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papers, and passed them to a boy in the front row to start handing out. “You will talk to them. 

Learn from them. You will ask them to write letters. You will gather these up, and the stories 

they tell you, and they will go into the time capsule. When it is opened in fifty years, they will 

learn from us, and the America of our future will see that they are great because of the America 

of their past.” 

 Even though Mrs. Wilcox had put a damper on it for us, we were excited that day when 

we met up at the corner of the school. Everyone had an idea of what life would be like in half a 

century. 

 “I saw exactly what it will be like, in this picture my Dad took me to,” Billy said. “Flying 

cars, and jet packs, and we won’t have to do anything for ourselves, ‘cause we’ll have robots to 

do it all for us.” 

 “Half of us will live on the moon,” Jinx added. “Or Mars.” 

 “You think your parents will really sit down and write these letters?” I asked. 

 “Sure,” Billy said.  

Jinx nodded, too. “Why not?” 

This wasn’t the type of thing that I could picture either of my parents being too interested 

in doing. As it turned out, though, I was wrong—my mother readily agreed to write me a letter, 

and she suggested that I interview my father, perhaps about his time in the war. We were at the 

kitchen table, and they had argued all through dinner before I brought up this project, and Mom 

gave Dad a look with her suggestion as if she had just scored the winning point. 

“Sure,” he said, folding his hands behind his head. “But I’d rather write a letter, too. We 

can both do it for you tonight.” 
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“Okay,” I said. “I’ll get the prompts.” I went to get the sheet out of my bag, surprised at 

how easy it had been. I think it was the first time I ever completed a homework assignment on 

the day it was given. When I woke up in the morning, I had two sealed letters sitting on my stack 

of school books. On Mom’s envelope, it read Do not open until 2001. On Dad’s, he had simply 

written For Jack. 

— 

 Pearl later told me that she gained her priceless gem, the name for the very thing we had 

all been describing and guessing at, from lingering in the doorway to the teacher’s lounge on the 

same day I followed Dad. She heard the word she already knew, fallout, while passing by, the 

current magical term, and she paused to hear what was spoken afterward. Pearl rarely spoke up 

in our circle of friends, which explains why she wasn’t crowing from the rooftops that she knew 

the words for what came after the bombs, the actual name, knowledge that would have 

guaranteed an instant day if not week of fame among our friends. 

 But Pearl pulled something better. A name was all she ever needed. 

 “Mom, Dad,” she said at dinner, her fingernails dirty even after washing her hands, “I 

have some bad news.” 

 My father set his glass down with a thump. “Jack, how many times do we have to talk 

about fighting?” 

 This was one of Pearl’s regular sources of amusement, to act as innocent relayer of 

information, an uninvolved reporter, whenever I got in trouble and she wanted to stir things up 

and then sit back to watch. I have some bad news, she would say, trying not to smile as I hauled 

back with a spoonful of potatoes aimed at her face, already too late. 

 “It’s about me,” she said. She nudged her limp asparagus with the tip of her fork. 
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 Dad rolled his eyes and reached for the salt, but Mom propped her chin on an elbow and 

leaned closer, her other hand moving to take one of Pearl’s. 

 The moment was perfect. We all waited in silence. “I have radiation sickness,” Pearl 

whispered. 

 It was her crowning achievement, and we both knew it the instant we saw our parents’ 

faces, the way they looked at each other, the way Mom’s hand slipped from her chin and Dad 

paused halfway through salting his asparagus. He gave a little laugh. 

 “No, you don’t.” He resumed salting, but Mom was looking at him, though she was 

speaking to Pearl. 

 “Where did you hear about this?” 

 “I dunno. I didn’t just hear about it, though, I got it. I got it bad.” She pushed her plate 

away and hunched over a little in her chair, one hand to her stomach, grimacing and looking up 

from under her bangs in a way that made me halfway believe her skin might start falling off any 

second.  

 “You do not have radiation sickness,” Dad said. 

 Mom frowned, turning from Dad to squeeze Pearl’s hand. “Honey, what have you heard 

about it?” 

 “There’s no cure,” she whispered. She shook her head, bangs drifting and catching on her 

eyelashes, and repeated it in an even more hushed tone. “No cure.” She was so solemn, I felt 

disrespectful smacking on my potatoes and clattering my fork against my plate and tried to be 

quiet. 
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 “I think this needs to stop, Pearl.” My father folded his hands on the edge of the table, 

just before his plate, like he was about to pray. “Fun is fun. This game’s gone on too long, 

though.” 

 Pearl shook her head. Lowered it. Sniffled. 

 “I don’t know what you kids are out there talking about,” he said, addressing this to me, 

the older one, “but I want you to stop. Tonight.” 

 “Never heard of it before,” I mumbled. 

 “Do you feel okay, sweetie?” 

 “She’s fine.” 

 My mother scooted her chair closer to Pearl. “Let her answer.” 

 “Not so good. My skin itches all over, like it’s, I don’t know, like it’s coming off.” 

 “For Pete’s sake.” 

 “Charles, stop it. Pearl, you’re fine. You can’t have radiation sickness. It’s not possible.” 

 “Why not?” 

 Mom smiled wanly, fidgeting for a moment with Pearl’s plate, clumping the food back 

together as if to see if she had eaten anything, which she apparently had not. “Well, because, 

honey, because no bombs have been dropped. And there aren’t going to be any.” 

 Pearl pushed herself back from the table, her voice small and distant. “I think some must 

have. We just missed it. May I be excused?” 

 Mom looked at Dad, who had resumed eating and was unresponsive. She nodded, and 

Pearl hobbled off to her room. 

 We all ate in silence for several minutes after that. I cleaned my plate and carried it to the 

sink without being asked this time. As I was leaving the kitchen, Dad spoke without looking up. 
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 “I’m holding you responsible. You better stop talking about this stuff, putting ideas in 

your sister’s head. You hear me? No more.” 

 “Never heard of it before,” I muttered again, and a good portion of my resentment was 

toward Pearl for not sharing her amazing discovery with the rest of us. 

— 

 Pearl came down with a fever that night. An honest-to-goodness fever. We all woke up to 

her crying, and when I went to her doorway to look, she had turned on a light and lay in a tangle 

of sheets, her face pale but shiny with sweat, eyes wide and red, one hand flung up against her 

forehead, and there were loose strands of her thin auburn hair curled into perfect circles on the 

pillowcase. 

 “Jack, go back to your room,” my mother said, but didn’t chase me beyond the doorway 

after she and my father entered Pearl’s bedroom. 

 “This is ridiculous.” 

 “Get a wet washcloth, Charles.” 

 My father elbowed his way out of the room past me, while Mom sat on the edge of 

Pearl’s bed and brushed her hair back, felt her forehead, and dried her face with a corner of the 

sheet. “She’s burning up,” she murmured. 

 My father reappeared with a damp blue washcloth. “We’re just encouraging it.”  

My mother shot him a look and wiped Pearl’s face. “She’s got a fever.” 

“She wants to have a fever.” 

“Nobody wants to have a fever.” 

“She does. Let her have it, then.” 

“She’s ten years old. Go back to bed.” 
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I thought she meant my father, but he turned to me and swung a hand toward my room 

that stirred the air before my face, the closest he had come since the war to striking me, outside 

of switchings. “Your mother told you to go back to your room. You’d better get there, boy.” 

I looked at my sister once more and saw something different in her eyes, something I 

hadn’t seen in them before. It scared me. I backed away, out of sight, and continued to listen 

from the door of my room, leaning against the frame. I had no idea what time of night it was, but 

everything was so still, so quiet, and so dark, that our house might have been plucked up by a 

twister like in that picture but set down inside a cave instead, a cave deep in the earth where 

nothing lived or grew. I had no idea how long I had been asleep on my feet before Pearl woke 

me up, but though I felt I could sleep whole days more, I could not bring myself to walk to my 

bed. 

“It’s a hundred and two, Charles. You think she’s faking that?” 

“For God’s sake, Grace, she’s been pulling out her hair.” 

“She’s right here listening.” 

“She wants to be sick.” 

While my father’s voice was rising, higher and higher, my mother remained calm and 

cold. My father had not been stirred up like this in a long time, and I wondered if it was some 

sort of victory for Mom who was always trying, it seemed, to shake him from his slumber, but 

maybe this was not what she wanted, because soon she was yelling back. 

“She can be sick. She has the right to be sick. Just because it’s not radiation sickness, you 

can’t say that. You can’t say she can’t be sick.” 

“She can be sick all night long. She needs to stop making herself sick.” 

“Get out of here. I don’t want you in here.” 
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There was a crash, something breaking, and curses from my father before his voice 

softened. “Sorry, Pearl, I was just trying to make room on your shelf. Wasn’t trying to—just an 

accident. I’ll get you a new one, okay?” 

“Go back to bed, Charles.” There was a pause, then my mother again, quieter. “I’ll sit 

with her.” 

“I have work in the morning. I don’t need this.” 

“I’ll sit with her.” 

 “Give her Musterole if she needs it.”17 

                                                           
17 Your Aunt Pearl had been an unrepentant hypochondriac since she was two, June, when she used to cry in the 

middle of the night and claim anything—headache, tummy-ache, bad dreams—to get your mother or I to come in 

and rock her. By the time she was five and I came home from the war, her excuses were more creative: a spider bit 

her; an owl ran into the window then flew off; a burglar peered in between the curtains and ran away when she 

screamed; she could no longer feel her legs. It grew to be a routine, every night between three and five a.m., and 

whichever of us went to sit with her, we knew we had to tell the other the ailment of the night as soon as we came 

back to bed. It was nearly a game, for all of us, and whatever we tried, we couldn’t break her of it. If we ignored her 

cries, as I made Grace do a few nights, she screamed until we gave up and came in, and when we finally did, she had 

a doozy of an excuse ready—her arm had gotten stuck between the bed-frame and the wall, she might sob, when she 

reached for her doll (and it really would be). No matter how long we waited to go in, she could outlast us, and she 

made sure we felt guilty when we finally relented. She always won. 

At her seventh birthday party, attention had shifted to another little girl who arrived late and had recently 

survived polio, which went through our community every few years. She had to use crutches to get around, and 

everyone’s parents (and Pearl’s friends) were fussing over her while Pearl stood to the side in her yellow birthday 

dress and hat, the candles on her cake melting down. A moment later, she was on the ground and crying, holding her 

ankle. 

  “I heard a snap,” Grace insisted, after my first instinct was to send Pearl to her room and let the party go 

on without her. 
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 I ducked into my room and shut the door just as my father was coming out, his head 

down, shoulders slumped. I stood before the door in the darkness and listened to the blood 

pounding in my ears, wondering if my father would pull open the door and find me standing 

there. I began to hear the chirping of the crickets again and the distant bellowing of the bullfrogs 

in the gully. 

 I eventually climbed into bed, laid my head on the pillow, and stared at the dark void of 

the ceiling as if it were the black, empty sky, waiting to fill with mysterious objects falling like 

drops of rain. I lay awake, and the glowing edge of morning crept from the window across the 

floor before I could fall back to sleep. 

— 

 Pearl was kept home from school the next day. If I had been the brother I should have 

been, I would have waited, made up some other sickness or excuse, and let Pearl tell our friends 

herself about her discovery and her affliction. The temptation was too great, though, to be the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
  “I think I broke it.” Pearl crawled into Grace’s lap and cried while everyone gathered around her, leaving 

the little polio survivor to hobble by herself across the lawn. 

Pearl told her mother that she thought she could ignore the pain through her party, that she didn’t want 

everyone to have to leave. We called for a doctor and continued with the party, what Grace called a compromise, 

though whom this was compromising with I had no idea. Certainly not me. The doctor arrived with his black bag at 

the ready as Pearl was opening presents, and although he thought it was not broken, he said she had definitely taken 

a bad step and perhaps it was sprained. Pearl could finish her party, he said, but then should rest for the rest of the 

weekend. This successfully got her out of her Saturday chores and let her stay home from church and play with her 

new toys. 

  By the time she turned ten, she had it down to a fine art, and I knew it. She could play her mother like a 

fiddle. She had long been the healthiest child I’d ever known, and if she actually had some kind of stomach bug or 

something, I figured it was a long time coming and would give her some perspective. I didn’t know any better. 
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first to break the biggest news yet, and at lunch break I couldn’t resist when Billy asked where 

Pearl was. 

 “She’s got radiation sickness,” I blurted out. 

 Immediately, I had everyone’s attention, even kids who were in different grades and 

barely knew me from Adam. People stopped to listen, holding their trays or their forks in mid-

air. 

 “That’s what it’s called,” I said. “When you get the fallout. It’s called radiation sickness.” 

 “Geez,” Tom said, duly impressed. 

 “I bet I get it next,” Jinx said, kneeling on the floor to mop up the plate of food she had 

just spilled.  

 “Will she turn into a zombie?” Billy asked. “Or some kind of mutant?” Billy read comic 

books all the livelong day when he wasn’t eating things for money, and he was convinced that 

the fallout could give people special powers, and for a while he had us all dreaming up our 

superhero names, costumes, and abilities, which would be of questionable use when all our 

enemies—bullies, parents, teachers—had already been wiped out by the bombs. 

 “I dunno. I don’t think she feels too good, though. She said her neck’s hurting and her 

muscles keep twitching.” 

 “I bet her skin’s gonna start falling off,” Billy suggested, coloring as all heads swung to 

face him. 

 “Her skin’s not gonna fall off,” I said. 

 “She might turn into a zombie by the end of the week,” Billy said. 
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 Jinx stood with her tray, a little too quickly, as now her milk toppled over and spilled 

across the floor. Unfazed, she stooped with more napkins. “But nothing’s happened.” She pushed 

the mushy, soaked napkins into a pile. “I didn’t see the flash.” 

 “Maybe we missed it,” Tom said. 

 I nodded. “Pearl says they already dropped. Somewhere close by, I guess.” 

 “Already dropped,” Jinx whispered. 

 “Already dropped.” 

 “Could happen again, though.” 

 “Right. Any of us could be next.” 

 “You kids need to talk less and eat more. Sit down. Miss Mahone, do you need to carry a 

mop and bucket with you at school?” 

 “Yes, Miss Henshaw. I mean, probably.” 

 We sat and ate. Soon it was time to go back to class. After that, though, Pearl’s sickness 

became all we could talk about. I remained skeptical, but even my skin began to itch. 

— 

 When I got home, there was one of those red signs on the door to let other people know 

to stay away, and I wondered how Dad felt about that.18 Pearl had never convinced them enough 

                                                           
18 It was actually my idea. When Pearl started having muscle spasms—and I was finally convinced she wasn’t 

faking them—I started to grow afraid that this was something worse than the flu. Grace insisted it was nothing 

serious, but she let me put the sign out so none of Jack’s friends would come in. She agreed to watch Pearl, and if 

she got worse, we would call the doctor. For a few days, it seemed that maybe Grace was right. She put that gunk on 

Pearl’s chest and it seemed to help. Aside from some neck pains and the occasional twitch, which could have just 

been from the flu, Pearl seemed to be simply having her long-overdue bout with the kind of sickness that Jack got 

every year. I let Grace convince me that she did not need any help taking care of our daughter. 
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to put one out before. After I made a half-hearted effort to wipe the mud from my shoes and 

dropped my book bag on the floor, I saw Mom coming out of the door to Pearl’s room. Her face 

was pale, tight, like she was the sick one, but as soon as she saw me she fixed a grim smile on 

her face and told me I should play in the backyard so that Pearl could have a quiet house. I 

started toward my room to change, but Mom put her hand on my arm. Her fingers pressed hard, 

leaving lily-white fingerprints when she drew her hand back. 

 “Jack, Pearl wanted very much to see you, but she’s not up to it. Not up to visitors, I’m 

afraid.” She nodded a few times, as if this was the end of our conversation, then she reached one 

hand out to brace against the wall. “I know it would mean a lot if you wrote her a note or drew a 

picture. Could you do that?”  

 “Sure, I guess.”  

 Mom drifted toward the kitchen, wiping a hand down her face as if there were tears to 

smudge away, though there weren’t that I could see. I heard her footsteps stop, and when I 

leaned around the corner to look, she was just standing in the middle of the kitchen, not moving. 

 I stood at the door to Pearl’s room and listened, but heard nothing. I slipped inside. Her 

room was dim, lit only by a candle on her nightstand. It reminded me of my great-grandmother’s 

funeral, the light so low I had to get right up close to her at the wake just to see her, close enough 

that the candlelight on her face made her look half-alive and I could not stay there long. Pearl 

was nearly as stiff, with her hands clasped on the quilt over her stomach and her eyes shut. I sat 

on the edge of the bed and just watched her, my heart pounding. There was something different 

about all of it this time. 

 “Jack,” she finally whispered. “You’ve gotta find it.” 

 “Find what?” 
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 She frowned and swallowed dryly. “Where it fell. The bomb.”  

 I picked at a loop of fabric on the patchwork quilt that was coming unraveled, drawing it 

out with the ragged edge of a fingernail until it was a loop the size of a bracelet, and Pearl 

swatted weakly at my hand.  

 “I heard Mom and Dad talking last night,” I said. “They don’t think it’s radiation 

sickness.” 

 She just looked at me, impatient, as if she hadn’t heard me. “You’ve got to find it, to find 

the cure. I’ll get better. Find it and I’ll get better.” 

 I gazed toward her window, where the curtains had been drawn tight. “You really believe 

that?” When I looked back at her, she again had that expression like I hadn’t spoken. 

 “I’m just the first,” she said, and I thought I saw real fear in her eyes. “If you find it, 

they’ll believe me. They’ll give me the cure for the fallout, okay? Okay?” 

 “Okay.” 

 Her whole body immediately relaxed, her palms flattening on the quilt and loosing the 

bunches they had gathered. Her eyes closed and she rested her head back against the pillow. I 

watched her a moment longer in silence before leaving her room. 

 I could not stay in the house, and I hollered toward my mother’s closed door that I was 

going for a walk. I had no idea where. I walked down the sidewalk, thinking through any 

possible places I could look for a dropped bomb and then report back to Pearl. There was 

nowhere it could have fallen that we would not have seen it. It was ridiculous.  

I passed six houses before I saw Jinx Mahone on her knees in the begonia patch by her 

front porch, coaxing a ladybug onto her fingertip. I realized that if it was possible, then it would 

be horrible luck to accidentally wander past somewhere a radioactive bomb had dropped, and no 
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one had worse luck than she did. She looked up, pointing her finger at me, the tip red with black 

spots. 

“I’ve been thinking about it,” she said, before I could even open my mouth. “I know 

where it might have been.” She braced herself with her free hand and rose to her feet, her finger 

outstretched, until the bug flew back down to the dirt.  

I was still on the sidewalk, my hands in my pockets. “I didn’t want to say this in front of 

everybody. But she probably doesn’t have it. She likes to pretend she has stuff like this.” 

“Oh.” She turned in a circle, looking for the ladybug again, and found that she had just 

stepped on it. “Nevermind, I guess.” 

“No, I still want to look for where they fell,” I said, and the look she gave me made my 

face feel warm.  

 “But you don’t think she’s got it.” She canted her head. 

 I watched as she examined the underside of her shoe. 

 “You think she’s faking,” she said. I waited as she scraped the bottom of her shoe on the 

grass, then turned to face me. I just looked at her. 

 “Well all right,” she said. 
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Chapter Seven 

 

 June found herself more absorbed in reading her father’s book than she had expected to 

be, and she read the majority of it in the first evenings after she opened it. She did not raise the 

issue in her conversations with her grandfather, and neither did he. They continued to 

communicate through sticky notes that were more passive-aggressive than the cool cordiality of 

their in-person interactions. June’s time at the hotel came to an end, and as the first day of school 

approached, she readied herself for her new job. 

 Despite the fact that she was hired only as an aide, she threw herself into preparation for 

the school year as if she had a classroom to herself. The way she saw it, all the classrooms were 

hers, as she would be floating as needed; she came up on the preparation days and wandered 

from room to room, introducing herself and asking how she could help. She was dismissed with 

polite declinations each time, until at last she had been to each room in the school and had 

nowhere else to go. She felt nostalgic walking the old corridors she had not seen in six years, 

hearing the familiar squeak of her tennis shoes, smelling the sickly-sweet mixture of floor polish 

and disinfectant. They had repainted the school in recent history, a new pale blue that went rather 

well with the brown armadillos, and there were now two stripes on the floor leading down the 

walkways, giving teachers an easy visual aid for lining up their unruly troops.  

June asked where she would be teaching her after-school club and was told that she 

would be using the music room. When she went to the room—perfectly square, with all the 

chairs pushed to one side and the instruments and music stands pushed to another, all of it giving 

the impression that there would be no room for students once it was spread out—she met a grey-
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haired woman with a big red apple on her t-shirt. The apple had a worm coming out of it that 

appeared to be singing. 

“Yes?” The woman was in the middle of unpacking a crate full of percussion instruments 

fashioned out of gourds. She paused with an oddly-shaped one in her hands that had beads and 

bells tied to its handle with a ribbon. June wanted very much for her to shake it. 

“I’m June Morgan. I’m going to teach the genealogy club this year, in this classroom.” 

June stepped in, looking around and imagining how she might arrange the room for the club. 

Would it be too crowded? Perhaps she should sit at the front with the students in rows, or they 

could all sit in a circle, to give her students a sense of equality and freedom. She had never 

actually been in a classroom that had chairs arranged this way, but she had read about it in one of 

her online certification modules. 

“Oh.” The woman set the gourd rattle carefully down on a shelf. It didn’t make a sound. 

“I’m Valerie Walker. I didn’t know we had a genealogy club.” 

“We’re opening a time capsule in September.” June took a few steps closer, her hands 

clasped in front of her. “It’s going to be in the newspapers, I suppose.” 

“How nice. Well, just be sure not to touch anything or move anything, and it shouldn’t be 

a problem.” She pulled out a triangle, its rod attached to it by a small red cord. The rod struck the 

side and sounded a cool, clear note. The woman wrapped her hand around it, silencing it, and 

placed it on the shelf next to the rattle.  

“We’ll be careful. I’m also going to be floating between the classrooms—that is, I’m a 

certified teacher—so I may be covering for you if you’re sick or anything. I love music, so I 

hope I get a chance to teach it.” June stopped at the crate and leaned over it, peering in at the 

miscellaneous rattles, tambourines, and rain sticks inside. 
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Valerie Walker moved the crate closer. “I have a movie you can put on if I’m ever out 

sick. The life of Beethoven. All you’ll have to do is push play.” 

The music teacher turned back to her instruments, and a moment later June felt awkward, 

so she said goodbye and left. As it turned out, each of the teachers was glad for someone who 

could run down to the lounge and laminate something for them in a pinch, but they ignored the 

suggestion that she could legitimately teach their classes. June concentrated on preparations for 

her club.  

 

 

There were four names on the roll, but only three students appeared on the first day of 

Family Tree Club (June had shortened the title), and two of them—brothers—were twenty 

minutes late, which meant June spent the first third of the class (she thought of it as a class) 

explaining her goals and the upcoming genealogy project to a lone twelve-year-old Asian-

American girl named Mai. 

“Do I have to color this?” she asked when June passed her a fill-in-the-blank family tree 

that she had looked up online and printed out for all the students. She had a stack of twenty in 

case more students signed up or the kids wanted extras to take home for their siblings. 

“No, the point is just to get it filled in. We’ll be doing research over the semester and 

filling it in as you learn more.” June flipped one around to face herself and wrote Morgan on the 

largest blank, at the base of the tree trunk. “You might only know a few names right now.” 

The girl picked up her pen and started scratching the nub across the page, from one blank 

to the next. “I wanted to take Chess Club, but my mom made me take this instead.” 
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“That’s okay.” June wrote in Jack and Ellen. “I wanted to teach art, but they made me 

teach this instead.” She dropped her pen, half-rising from the metal folding chair. “I’m sorry, I 

didn’t—” 

But Mai was smiling. “If it’s just me and you, we could compromise and play chess one 

day, then paint the next.” 

June saw that the girl was filling in tree branches as quickly as she could write. June 

knew she would be hard pressed herself to fill in more than a dozen. “We’re supposed to get 

ready for the time capsules. We’ll be opening one and closing another.” 

“You could draw a picture to put in.” Mai started inking in the leaves on her family tree. 

“What would you do? Drop in a pawn?” 

“I already know about my family.” She bent low over her page. “Everything I want to 

know, anyway.” 

June wrote in her grandparents’ names on her father’s side, then her mother’s. The names 

on her mother’s side were only that; they called to mind no mental images. “I’m going to reserve 

the COW carts for next week. We’ll dig around online—that should be fun.” 

The Computers On Wheels carts were decorated with black and white construction paper, 

complete with a cowbell, so that you could hear them coming down the hallway whenever a 

teacher needed laptops for a classroom project. June didn’t mention that she had been rebuffed 

each time she sought to reserve them ahead of time, being told that one of the “more popular” 

clubs might have need of them. June couldn’t imagine why a dancing or karate club would need 

computers. 

“My mom doesn’t like me getting online,” Mai said. 
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“We’ll only go to certain websites. You can find all about your family’s history.” June 

filled in the names of a few cousins that she had seen perhaps twice in her lifetime. “Did your 

family immigrate?” 

“No.” The girl’s head did not raise. “I’m actually Apache. Our people roamed the land 

for a thousand years before your people stole it from us.” 

June tapped her pen against the page. She crossed back over a cousin’s name she had just 

written, unsure now which side of the tree it went on. She looked at her watch, laying flat on the 

table next to her stack of papers. 

“I’m joking,” Mai said. “My family’s from Kyoto.” 

“That’s Japan, isn’t it?” June smiled. 

“No, Florida.” 

“I’m learning your sense of humor.” 

“I bet I could checkmate you in four moves.” Mai propped her chin on her fists, looking 

toward the square glass window in the music room door. 

“I bet I could decoupage circles around you.” June wrote in two uncles’ names and one 

aunt. She didn’t know the other aunt’s name. 

“I don’t even know what that is.” The girl resumed inking leaves, her bangs grazing the 

paper and her expression again hidden. 

June wrote in the name of her paternal great-grandmother. It was the only blank on this 

level of branches that she could fill, and she didn’t know the woman’s maiden name. She looked 

at the spreading, twisting limbs of the tree, covering the expanse of the page, their broad, barky 

girth broken only by the occasional bird nest or cheerful squirrel. Without color, the tree looked 

lifeless, even with its many leaves. She had so many empty blanks to fill. 
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“I don’t know my great-grandparents’ names,” June said. 

The girl lay down her pen and stretched her hand, revealing purplish ink stains on the 

back of her pinky and ring fingers. “What are you doing teaching this club?” 

The door opened and the two brothers entered, twenty minutes late and looking like they 

were dressed for football practice. They shuffled over to the table and dropped into two empty 

chairs at the far end, immediately pulling bags of potato chips out of their backpacks and tearing 

noisily into them. 

“Welcome to the Family Tree Club.” June slid two more pieces of paper down the table. 

 

 

 June had let three of her father’s calls over the past few days go to voicemail, although he 

had not left a message. She was seated at the kitchen table with a printed-out genealogy map 

spread before her; she was unable to figure out how to scale down the image, so it was printed 

piecemeal on twelve sheets of paper, now linked up with Scotch tape down their borders. June 

liked it this way—the family connections tangible in rough paper edges and crimped tape, pages 

flapping in the draft from the ceiling fan, while she copied down from her laptop what she had 

discovered on a U.S. census website. Her phone rang and she counted the rings before it went to 

voicemail, reaching over to push ‘Accept’ at the last possible moment. Even then, she sat with 

the patchwork, rippling paper map in her hands for several seconds and listened to her father’s 

tinny voice: “Hello? Hello?” 

 “Hi, Dad.” She put it to her ear, then picked up a pen and rapped it against his name 

written in careful cursive on the line just above hers. 

 “June. I’m glad you answered.”  



 

224 
 

As usual, June strained for background noises, guessing at where he might be. It could be 

a patio café in Paris. A bull fight in Madrid. On the dusty steps of the Parthenon, on deadline for 

The top ten attractions in Greece on a budget. She waited, but heard no clues. 

“I guess you’ve read the book.”  

It was a clear connection, but she could hear nothing in the background. There was 

generally the buzz of street noise, the hum of a restaurant or bar, or the drone of the television if 

he was in his hotel room. He liked to have it on while he worked. The silence on the other end 

unsettled her.  

“Not all of it. I’m up to the part where Pearl is sick and you talk to Jinx about where the 

bombs might have dropped.” As soon as she said it, a strange nausea rose up from her stomach, 

and for a moment it was as if she could not remember how it was he had called her. Like she was 

having an imaginary conversation with a fictional character, and the voice had just become 

audible.  

“It wasn’t easy to write about. None of it was.”  

 “You had to use creative license,” she said. “You can’t remember what you said fifty 

years ago.”  

“I tried not to make anything up,” he answered. June heard the controlled stress in his 

voice that reminded her of her grandfather when he got upset—a veneer of calm over suppressed 

tension. “I tried to stay true to the spirit of what happened, anyway.”  

“Uh huh. The spirit.” June heard her grandfather walk in and she let the genealogy map 

slip from her fingers and flop to the table.  

“Listen, maybe you can call me when you get to the end.” 
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Her grandfather shrugged off his coat and hung it on the back of the chair, but it slid to 

the floor, and he left it there. 

“I don’t think there’s a lot left.” June’s eyes tracked her grandfather as he poured himself 

a glass of iced tea. “I had no idea that Grandpa was such a character even back then.” 

June observed her grandfather’s pause mid-way through placing the pitcher of tea back in 

the fridge. He stood, the door ajar, and cool air brushed against June’s calves a moment later. 

“Listen, Dad,” she said. “I just painted my nails and I keep smudging them trying to hold the 

phone. I’m going to put you on speaker.” 

She pressed a button and put the phone down on the table, like a paperweight in the 

center of the genealogy map. Charles finally shut the refrigerator door but came no closer. 

“Maybe I should let you go finish reading.” Her father’s voice sounded like it came 

across a mile of string to a broken cup, and June turned the volume up. 

 “I want to ask you something first. It’s about Grandpa.” She was watching him, watching 

how he held the glass just under his chin, giving the ice gentle swirls, a wedge of lemon flashing 

yellow between the cubes.  

“June, I don’t—” 

“Why did he leave Grandma? Is that why you won’t talk to him?” 

“That’s two things.” Her phone crackled as he breathed into it. “Maybe you better pick 

one.” 

“Is this going to be in the book? Maybe you’d better check with him before I read it.” Her 

eyes continued to follow her grandfather as he walked to the radio and turned it on to a jazz 

station, keeping it low. 

“I don’t know why he left Grandma,” Jack said. 
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“Then I pick door number two. Why you won’t talk to each other.” There was no 

response for a moment, and when she leaned in close she could hear something now, through the 

extra static of the speaker. Music. She couldn’t differentiate it from what her grandfather was 

playing, and for a wild moment she wondered if it was the same song. 

“There are things you don’t understand about your grandfather, not till you finish the 

book.” 

Charles came to the table and leaned over her genealogy map. After a moment, he picked 

up her pen and scratched out one of the names—a great-great uncle—that she had gotten from 

the census bureau’s website. He wrote in a different name instead. 

“I think there will always be things I don’t understand about Grandpa,” June said. “He 

only thinks about himself.” She pulled the pen from his hand, scratched out the relative’s name 

he had written on the line, and relabeled the branch to match up with what she had originally. 

“He had a tough life,” her father said. 

“I’m not dead,” Charles murmured.  

“What’s that?” Jack said. 

Charles took the pen from her and scratched out another name on a different branch, 

blacking this one out entirely. June felt like he had just pushed someone off a cliff. 

 “I don’t know who to believe,” she said. She looked at the newly scribbled names that 

her grandfather had put down in jagged, block capitals. “I wish I could ask Grandma.” 

After about half a minute, June tapped a key to be sure the connection had not been lost. 

“Dad?” 

“She would have her own version, too, I guess.” 
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Charles reached across to the space for June’s grandmother and wrote in her middle 

name, which June had left out. Grace Virginia Morgan. 

“I wish I could ask Mom.” 

June tapped her finger against the middle of her grandfather’s line. She hadn’t known his 

middle name, either. He hesitated, then wrote in Francis. She gave him a small smile. 

“June.” Her father paused. “Your mother wouldn’t know what happened between me and 

your grandfather, or him and your grandmother.” 

Her grandfather spoke, and though he did not raise his voice, June knew it was loud 

enough to reach the phone. “She might know why you left June all those times.” 

June reached over and took the pen again, then set to folding up the map. She had to 

move the phone, tinny sounds of smooth jazz still filtering through the otherwise quiet speaker, 

and she resisted the urge to simply disconnect. Charles sat down in the chair next to her and 

rested his palms on the tabletop. The music stopped on the other end of the line. 

“Dad,” Jack’s voice finally came through, “you have got absolutely no right to talk.” 

“June’s the one asking,” he said. 

“Unless we need a real expert on leaving kids. You’ve got the credentials for that.” 

“I didn’t bring all this up.” Charles pushed the folded map away from him and stood 

again. 

“You can tell us all why you left. I’ll add an epilogue.” 

“Maybe you’d better just make it up, boy, like you did the rest.” 

June had never heard anyone call her father—a man in his early sixties now—a boy. She 

found herself staring at the table, unable to look either at her grandfather or at the phone. 
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“That book was not for you. And I don’t know if you’ve heard, but your clock is ticking 

anyway, Dad.” 

Charles stabbed a finger down on the table in front of June, just next to the phone. “It’s a 

good thing I was here to set her straight.” 

“June,” her father called. “June?” 

“You’re the one started this. You’re the one who did it.” Charles stooped to retrieve his 

coat from the floor, bracing one hand on the table. He made the whole thing shake as he 

trembled, half-bent, the taped map shivering. 

“June, I’m coming to town. In ten days.” Her father was shouting, like she might have 

left the room. “We can talk then.” 

June leaned over the phone. “Why are you coming here?” 

“For the grand opening. I’ve been planning it as soon as I heard.” 

Her grandfather walked out. She heard the impact of his steps on the flooring and then 

the front door open and shut. June picked up the phone and switched it off the speaker. “Dad, 

what?” 

“I have to go. Finish the book. I’ll see you in a week and a half.” 

He clicked off. Only the sound from the radio remained. June kept the phone to her ear, 

replaying the entire conversation in her head, as the sick feeling of unreality came back.  

 

 

 “We did not want to burden you,” Principal Thompson told her. “We know you’ve 

already got a lot on your hands.” 
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 “My club is getting the things to put in. We’ve got photos, letters, postcards. Movie and 

concert tickets. Lots of good things.” She was standing in front of his desk, although he had told 

her to sit. She felt like she was being punished, so standing seemed more appropriate. 

 “It’s only three kids.” 

 “Mai Yasaki called her great-aunt back in Kyoto. She lived through the war, the bombs, 

everything. She typed up the whole conversation, like an interview, and she’s going to put it in.” 

June reached for his name plaque to straighten it, then realized that the brass plate had been 

affixed to it at an odd angle, so either the plate or the plaque had to remain tilted to line up with 

the rest of the desk. “I thought that would be a nice connection to the first capsule, with World 

War Two just a few years before.” 

 His chin tucked down into the folds of his neck, and he nodded like a man drifting off to 

sleep. “That’s great, June. But this is our history we’re talking about. We decided the teachers 

should be involved and have all the sixth-grade students participate, like the first time, and now 

there’s not enough time. We’ll do the new one next year.”  

 I’m a teacher. She sat down, letting her hands fall uselessly off the ends of the chair’s 

armrests. 

 “We’re still opening the first one next week.” He tilted his head back and stared upward 

philosophically, but June knew he was looking at the clock high up on the wall behind her. “And 

you can give a little speech and open the old capsule. One of the local stations should be there to 

cover it and it will be very special. Your moment, your little contribution to history. All right?” 

 June kicked her foot against the base of his desk, not caring whether it was audible. “I 

need a COW cart for my club today.” 
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 Thompson picked up a stray paperclip between thumb and forefinger and dropped it into 

a crystal dish filled with them. “Well.” He nudged the mound of paperclips with his finger, then 

lifted and shook one end of the dish so the clips spread out evenly. “As long as none of the other 

clubs need them, that shouldn’t be a problem.”  

She stood and left without another word. She pictured him filling out a detention slip for 

her behind her back. 

 

 

June spent the rest of the morning subbing in a seventh-grade math classroom, striving to 

keep the class’s attention despite the fact the regular teacher had only left her review material 

that the class knew backwards, bringing forth glares and eye rolls with every problem given. One 

bored-looking girl taught her a shortcut for an algebra problem, taking over the blackboard and 

responding with “I know, hang on, I know,” when her classmates shouted suggestions. It was the 

most engaged she got them, and she was the one being taught. 

She spent the afternoon helping in the school’s IDS class—special education—where she 

worked one on one with an autistic boy she had come to adore over the last few weeks. He had a 

visual schedule in a notebook with tiny icons representing each segment of his day, including 

bathroom breaks, lunch, and every change in subject or location within the classroom, and he 

followed it implicitly. While they were working on history, he complimented her on the color of 

her blouse, telling her that cerulean blue was his favorite tertiary color. June loved his 

compliments nearly as much as the creative curses he used when he got frustrated or his schedule 

changed. 
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After the bell rang, she headed to the music room, where Mai was waiting for her. The 

fourth student had never materialized and the two brothers only showed up about one day out of 

three, although they had done well enough with interviewing relatives and bringing family 

records. They discovered that their lineage went back to Scotland and they had a clan that still 

existed, a coat of arms, and ancestry that likely included knights who fought with Robert the 

Bruce against Edward II. This was, in their words, “extremely cool.” 

Mai had ended up fascinated as well with her family’s background, although she still 

regularly told June that she would rather be playing chess and would be obliterating June if they 

were. June decided that she would wait to tell her students the school was not yet creating a new 

time capsule. It felt like more drama than she could take right now.  

“My mom found this picture of my great aunt.” Mai had a small, sepia-toned photograph 

already out on the table and pushed it across to June before she had a chance to sit. “She’s the 

one who went to Nagasaki after it got bombed.” 

June touched the picture with two fingertips. She saw a young woman, unsmiling, 

standing in an ankle-length dress in front of what looked like a tall, multi-leveled temple. “What 

year was this taken?” 

Mai reached across and flipped over the photo, where the name Tomita Fumiko was 

written, then Nagoya Castle and the year. “Nineteen thirty-nine.” 

“This is amazing,” June said. “Do you want it to go in?” 

The girl slumped back into her chair, dragging the photograph with her. “My mom won’t 

let me. She said she doesn’t want it in a tube for the next fifty years. We could make a copy, but 

I think that’s kinda lame.” 



 

232 
 

“You think we should only put cool stuff in?” June pulled out her inventory of the items 

her club had gathered thus far for the capsule and scanned down it. They were mostly flat, as she 

had requested, but one of the brothers had provided a mix tape of popular music and the other 

brought a Bart Simpson keychain. 

“Yeah. Otherwise people in the future will know how lame things were in the two 

thousand oh’s,” Mai said. She had brought a chess piece to put in last week, a simple wooden 

queen that had belonged to her mother, and one of the brothers observed that it looked like 

something from the first capsule. “Exactly,” she had said. 

“They’ll have the history books,” June said. “Those will tell them how great life is at the 

turn of the millennia.” 

“Millennium,” Mai said. She slurped at a frappuccino she had bought from the cafeteria. 

June remembered little more than chocolate milk and juice boxes when she was a kid. “Maybe 

we should put more pictures in, or digital stuff,” Mai said. “Maybe they won’t even read in fifty 

years.” 

“Very possible.” June unpacked the rest of her satchel onto the table. “And maybe we’ll 

finally get robots to do our chores.” 

“They’ve got the technology,” Mai said. “My dad has talked about it. It’s just a matter of 

getting it affordable.” 

“In Japan?” 

“Probably.” 

June looked toward the door. “We’re getting one of the COW carts today. Mr. Tucker 

should have brought it by already.” 
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“Okay.” Mai reached over and flipped through June’s stack of materials and lesson plans 

without much interest. “I still have a few blanks to fill in.” 

 June imagined the girl framed by a television set, on the six o’clock local news, 

interviewed by that perky red-head in the pantsuits who always looked like she was about to 

break into song. Mai could explain about the items she would place in the new capsule next year, 

talk about their significance to her, and maybe the camera would pick up her genealogy teacher 

June Morgan (as the caption would inform viewers) smiling proudly in the background, and Mai 

would talk about how through this project she learned to appreciate her roots, and she found out 

how we are all connected, even across distance and time, that even when people are out of our 

lives they are still a part of us. June could hear the soft applause from the gathered assembly, see 

the tears wicked away by fingers and handkerchiefs. 

She realized that Mai was watching her and waiting for her to speak. “Mai, I hope you 

get interviewed next week when they open the old capsule. I think you’d do a great job.” 

Mai rubbed at the end of her nose. “My dad just found out his air miles are about to 

expire. They’re talking about pulling us out of school for a few days to go to Disneyland.” 

June crossed her arms, her voice harsh. “That’s short notice.” 

“We may not go. But it’s not very crowded in September.” 

The door opened behind them and the school’s maintenance man wheeled in a black and 

white cart with six laptops on it. He pushed it halfway into the room and departed, the cart still 

rolling. June watched it bump into one of the music stands, which tilted but then righted itself. 

She did not know why, but she was no longer excited about looking up the girl’s family records 

online. She pulled a laptop off the cart and set about plugging it in. “The one in Tokyo?” June 

said. 
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“Anaheim.” Mai looked at the outdated laptop with clear distaste. “That’s in California.” 

June blew crumbs off the computer’s keyboard and pushed the power button. “I know 

where it is.” They waited in silence while it warmed up. 
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Chapter Eight 

 

Jinx had told me her idea—Admit it, the place looks like a bomb went off—and even 

though I knew it was silly, I couldn’t get her words out of my head. At least I could tell Pearl I 

did my best. I had looked at the only place I could think of. It didn’t matter that the junkyard 

belonged to Mr. Patterson, or that I might run into him or Elaine there, and anyway, I was going 

in the evening when they both should be home. I should have been home, too, and would likely 

catch fire for it when I got back, but I could hope that Mom would distract Dad again with her 

attempts to make him fight and they might ignore me altogether.  

 I remembered the land back when part of it was a creek running through a field of weeds 

swarming with cicadas and jewel-red wasps, the trickling stream curving away just shy of the 

junkyard in an uncomfortable twist like it was pulling back in distaste, us kids sailing newspaper 

boats down its tiny rapids close enough to smell the leaking diesel oil and rotting upholstery. On 

the way to and from we would hurl ourselves in pursuit after grasshoppers larger than our cupped 

hands could hold, their wings scissoring sharp against our palms like the last glorious remnants 

of a plague. That was before Mr. Patterson expanded, buying the land for ten dollars as I later 

heard him brag, and he used piles of the junk itself to fill up the creek and form a level ground 

for the rest of his yard. It was like the junk won, platoons of tires and empty paint cans storming 

the banks of the creek and choking it, and then he filled it in with dirt, gravel, and garbage until 

the twisting line of the creek looked like an infested sore running through the field. We couldn’t 

play there anymore, of course, even if we’d wanted to—the new fence saw to that. 

The fence was barbed wire, four uneven strands stretched between sagging posts spaced a 

dozen paces apart, but the strands were loose enough that I could widen the gap between the 
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middle two and slide through, only getting a scratch on one arm. If anything, the junkyard was 

worse than the last time I’d seen it; Pearl’s bomb might have fallen here and no one would know. 

There were piles of tires stacked like tubes and towers and pyramids, some having fallen over 

and rolled away when kids before me rolled them along with sticks; there were broken television 

sets, radios, and record players, their shiny insides bursting out in wires and metal; there were 

scattered planks of thin wood siding, mounds of shingles, mailboxes, and a heap of bicycles that 

were mostly missing a wheel. Rusted shells of cars sat hulking in the midst of scattered bottles, 

license plates, and broken bricks, like dilapidated coral reefs surrounded by bottom feeders. I 

stepped past a disembodied doll’s head, its one remaining eye staring up from the dirt. 

 “What’re you doing here?” 

 I stumbled over a crushed baby carriage at the sound and sprawled headlong into a pile of 

rakes. I waited for the girl to laugh, but she didn’t. She just watched me with that same, steady 

expression she’d had on her face outside the principal’s office, like she didn’t quite pity me, but 

was a bit curious as to how it would all turn out. I pushed myself to standing and tried to 

rearrange the rakes. 

 “Just looking around.” I wiped mud off the front of my shirt. “That ain’t a crime.” 

 Elaine walked closer. She wore a boy’s pair of blue coveralls with a shirt underneath that 

used to be white, and those long, black braids loose and swinging. “Yeah, it is. This is private 

property.” 

 “Says who?” I picked up a metal Coca-Cola toy truck and turned it over in my hands as if 

I was considering taking it home. One of the wheel axles came off in my fingers.  

 “Says that sign out front. And my daddy. And our guard dog.” She folded her arms. “You 

gonna pay for that?” 
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 “You ain’t got a guard dog.” I tried to fit the axle back on, but the housing for it had 

broken off. “And this is a piece of junk.” 

 She turned and walked toward the office, a small, grey building not much larger than an 

outhouse about fifty yards past a stack of lumber behind her. “It’s a junkyard, genius.” 

 I followed after her, though I wasn’t sure why. I put the truck down in a pile of coiled, 

dingy jump-ropes that we passed, their corded shapes unthreading in the dirt like snakes 

shedding skin. Elaine showed no evidence of any kind of radiation sickness, and she would 

hardly be here if a bomb had dropped. I still wanted to stay and look around. As we grew closer, 

I saw the light was on in the squat, blockish building.  

 “His name’s Brutus.” Elaine paused before the door, as if to give me a chance to leave. 

“He finishes off robbers after Daddy gets them with the shotgun.” 

 “You’re pulling my leg.” 

 “Yeah.” She knocked on the door. “You’d still better run, though.” 

 I took a step back and heard something break underfoot. Looking down, I saw I had 

stepped on another porcelain doll that was already having a bad day before I came along. Its 

chest now caved in, its jagged ribcage hanging onto the splintered stump of one arm. I stepped 

on it again with a glasslike crunch, putting it out of its misery, while Elaine knocked harder. I 

backtracked a few more paces, and as the door swung open, on impulse I ducked behind a 

leaning pile of dented, gleaming fenders and knelt, holding my knees. 

 “What?” Irvin barked at his daughter with the same tone he usually had for me. 

 There was a moment’s silence when all I heard was my pulse pounding. “I saw a rat,” she 

finally said. “I keep saying we need to get a guard dog.” 
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 He hocked up something and spat. “Stupid kids keep stealing from me, I might have to. 

Get their legs chewed off, they’ll think twice.” 

 “It’s not a big deal, is it?” She coughed. “Just boys being stupid. Thinking they’re all 

high and mighty when they’re just little babies.” 

 I half-raised to look over the upper-most fender, which had been twisted nearly double 

and gleamed my own contorted face back at me. Elaine was standing just shy of the doorway, 

hands in her coverall pockets, while her father looked up and down the length of the junkyard as 

if he might catch the culprits in the act even now. He spat again, directly between his feet. 

 “Took a baseball bat last time. Maybe a ball, too. Didn’t have a good count.” He headed 

back inside. “You try and find that birdcage for me and don’t worry about rats. I’ll be along.” 

 The door shut and Elaine sauntered back in my direction, until she rounded the pile of 

fenders and her own dark eyes shone at me from out of the pitted steel. “I see the rat again,” she 

said. 

 “Just being stupid,” I echoed, standing. “Just little babies.” 

 “You oughta thank me.” She pointed over my shoulder. “You’re standing right by the 

baseball bats.” 

 There were four Louisville sluggers in an empty cracker barrel with one loose hoop. 

“Maybe I should take one.” I picked one up, assumed the stance I’d seen Ted Williams take, and 

mimed knocking one out of the park, even shading my eyes for effect as it sailed past the 

bleachers. 

 “Wouldn’t surprise me none.” She headed off between two old Ford trucks, one missing 

its doors and the other its wheels. “I know about your kind.” 
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 I hurried after her, still holding the bat. She turned sideways, skirting around piles of milk 

crates on one side and a cage full of crushed steel cans on the other, forming walls and a narrow 

corridor between them. “What are you talking about?”  

 Elaine moved in silence, her grimy shoes sliding around obstacles without looking, poles 

and half-buried cords that I tripped over even following in her footsteps. I tasted something 

metallic on the back of my tongue, and I could smell the stack of car batteries before I saw them. 

We emerged into an open area, and off to my left I saw the festering corpse of the old creek, 

where the filler had collapsed in the middle and sunk down just below the level of the banks at a 

bend I recognized—we used to call it the Dead Frog Drop, after the sharp six-inch descent in the 

water that inevitably spilled any amphibian passengers out of our paper boats. Where it had 

settled, the pile of tires, gravel, and empty cans looked sturdy enough to walk across. 

 Elaine stood in the clearing, her fingers opening and closing as she looked around her in a 

circle. “I’m looking for a birdcage. Mrs. Tunbridge just got a canary and let Momma know she 

wants one, and Daddy knows he’s got one around here somewhere.” 

 I stood at the edge of the creek and poked at the debris filler with the scuffed end of the 

slugger. It gave a little. I remembered getting stung by one of those huge crimson wasps near 

here, practically unprovoked, after hitting at it with a stick. 

 “You could make yourself useful,” Elaine called. 

 Out in the middle of the creek, poking up out of the gravel and tires, was a faded red 

Radio Flyer wagon. The handle was bent at a funny angle and I couldn’t tell if it had all the 

wheels, because it was mostly buried. I had had one of those once, but I left it out in the rain too 

many times and it rusted a hole through it, so we had thrown it away. After a suitable lecture, I 

was given a new one for Christmas. I wondered where the old one had ended up and whether this 



 

240 
 

could possibly be it. I leaned out over the edge, stretching out with the bat, but I couldn’t reach 

it. It didn’t seem right, somehow, to leave it there. 

 Elaine walked past me, crossing the old creek about a dozen paces farther down on a 

makeshift bridge her father had built out of roofing timbers. After another long look at the 

wagon, I followed after her, passing a decrepit Chevy, an old-fashioned clapboard wagon, and a 

John Deere tractor, and on the other side of them I found what might easily have been the 

wreckage of a world war. Nothing rose over waist high, and everything was scattered seemingly 

without reason across the field in an indistinguishable mass of broken bits and random parts—

metal, wood, weather-curled paper, and so much plastic, all the latest bottles, table settings, 

telephones, and Tupperware. There were paths worn through it, and occasional mounds of scrap 

heaped up as if they had been blown there. And there, not ten yards away between a stack of 

formica tables and three piled canoes, was a small crater, a hole in the earth big enough for me to 

lie down in, its sides sloping away with little roots protruding and severed. 

 “Elaine,” I breathed. I couldn’t bring myself to move closer. 

 “I know,” she said. “I see it, too.” 

 She skipped on ahead of me, around the lip of the hole, to where a tall, rectangular cage 

sat at an angle atop a half-dozen splintered wooden boxes. The cage looked like it had once been 

painted gold, with only a gleam of its former shine left on the wire-thin spokes of the cage bars. 

After a moment, I followed her to it and helped her lift it down off the boxes. It was heavier than 

expected. 

 “Oh,” Elaine said, dropping the cage the last few inches to the dirt. “Look.” 
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 There was a dark, curled form at the bottom of the cage, covered in filthy grey fur and 

patches of skin. It was a cat, a small one, its head tucked down into the coil of its tail and paws. 

We both stood and watched it, and after a moment I opened the cage door and stepped back. 

 “I think it’s dead,” I said. “What’s it doing in there?” 

 Elaine was flexing her fingers and stepping closer to the cage and then back. “Maybe it 

got stuck. The door swung shut.” She dropped to her knees, staring into the cage, and then 

looked up at me. “Will you get it out?” 

 I had certainly seen dead animals before—a bird, a snake, frogs, and even my dog that 

had died the summer before, although my father had buried the dog and I didn’t actually touch 

her, wishing ever since that I had hugged her one more time—but they had all been freshly gone, 

and peaceful in some way, not curled in an old birdcage in the middle of a junkyard. I reached 

through the door, looking for a collar to grab, but there was none. I heard Elaine shuffling her 

feet behind me. I put a hand around the cat’s shoulders and found that they were still warm, 

though the animal was so thin it felt it might break apart in my hands. I dragged it out through 

the door and set it carefully on the ground. It did not make a sound, but one leg kicked, like a 

spasm, and then stretched slowly out before curling back in. 

 “Jack.” Elaine stepped closer, then away. “It’s alive.” 

 “Barely.” I knelt and ran my hand along its knobby spine. There was a white patch of 

skin where I could see the black specks of mites and fleas crawling. The cat twitched but nothing 

more. “You should take it home,” I said. 

 “I can’t. My daddy would—I can’t.” 

 “Well, I can’t either. I don’t think it would live, anyhow.” I touched the velvet of one ear 

that had been folded inward so long that it stayed crimped. 



 

242 
 

 Elaine circled us. “We can’t leave it here. A dog’d come tear it up.”  

 “I thought you didn’t have a dog.” I pulled gently at one grey paw, which did not resist as 

I drew it out but lay still as soon as released. 

 “They get in at night.” 

 I ran my hand down its back one more time, but there was no response. I saw where the 

bars of the cage had pressed a permanent grid pattern into its worn haunches. Its whiskers were 

almost gone. We both stood and watched it. 

 “You have to help it along,” she said eventually. “You have to do it. With the bat. We 

can’t leave it like this.” She was leaning from one foot to the other like she needed a bathroom, 

and I would have made a joke about it at any other time, but I felt like I could be sick when she 

said that and wished I had left the bat across the creek. 

 Elaine handed the slugger to me, and I saw now that there was a crack running the length 

of it, almost up to the handle, and I wondered if it had splintered during a grand slam out of the 

park. The oil from countless grips had permanently darkened its handle. She let go before I fully 

had it, and the end swung down and almost struck the cat even as she stepped back.  

I don’t know how long I stood there, holding the bat with that cat lying still at my feet 

and no bigger than a football. I kept thinking Elaine would say something else as I stood there, 

not swinging, but she didn’t. Dusk had started to fall, and the mosquitoes were coming out, 

buzzing around our ears. I started to swing once, then changed my mind and acted as if it was a 

practice swing; I held the bat at my shoulder then, looking out across the creek, through a gap 

between the Chevy and the tractor, to where I could just make out the handle of the red wagon 

like an arm reaching up out of the waves of debris. I wished I could reach it. Pearl had loved to 



 

243 
 

ride around in our old wagon when she was little, begging me to pull her up and down the 

sidewalk. I never gave her a ride in the new one.  

I finally dropped the bat in the dirt, knelt beside the still cat, and pressed my palm to its 

sunken chest. It was still warm, and its heart still pulsed faintly under my fingers. 

 “Is it dead?” 

 I counted heartbeats. Five, ten, fifteen, twenty. Elaine’s shoes were close enough to touch 

now, mud covering them halfway up to the laces. A mosquito droned in my ear and then fell 

silent. “Yes,” I said. 

 Elaine stepped away, and a minute later reappeared with a shovel in hand. “Daddy used it 

to cut through the smaller roots, though we had to use the truck for the stump itself.” She walked 

to the edge of the hole we had passed and waited for me expectantly. “This way it won’t get torn 

up.” 

 I picked up the cat with both hands, and it nearly kept the same curled shape as I carried 

it, only its tail hanging down. I looked toward the old creek and its bridge, then back to the 

birdcage, then to Elaine standing with one shoe propped on the scoop of the shovel and one hand 

at the top of its handle, like an explorer planting a flag. I wanted to run. I slid down into the hole, 

laid the cat at the bottom of it, and climbed out. Elaine plunged the shovel into the earth at the 

rim of the hole, widening it, and dropped the dirt over the cat. It did not move. She dug the 

shovel in again, hit a root and backed out, then flung a partial scoop of dirt over the half-covered 

animal, which mostly missed. I turned away and went to get the birdcage, and once I had 

dragged it over, the cat was fully covered. 

 “Here,” Elaine said, wiping her forehead with one finger. “You do a few.” 
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 I took the shovel and dug it into the edge of the hole, scooping the dirt out and onto the 

growing mound at the bottom, the hole getting broader and shallower with each motion. Several 

shovelfuls later, Elaine put her hand on my arm, the touch soft and warm. “That should be 

good,” she whispered. 

 I continued to shovel, and her hand slid off. “I think we should fill it in.” I didn’t know 

why, but the hole needed to be gone; it needed to be like it had never been there. The mound in 

the middle was nearly up to ground level, but the edges of the hole were getting farther apart. 

 “That’s not even gonna work,” she said. “You’re just making it worse.” 

 I kept moving dirt until she took the shovel from me, leaning it against a mound of rolled 

carpets and then retrieving the bat, which she set on top of the birdcage before bending over to 

take hold of one side. I finally moved away from the hole and took the other side, and we carried 

it without a word back across the creek, through the gathering gloom of evening and the 

darkening shapes of the yard turning to grey and losing their features. We moved sideways or 

single file between towers, piles, and stacks of crumbling shadows until we had reached the 

office, where her father was waiting and chewing on a plug of tobacco. 

 “Did you let him in?” he asked his daughter as soon as we were in sight. 

 “No. Just found him.” She stopped in front of him, and I stooped along with her to set the 

birdcage down. I picked the bat off the top of the cage and looked around, trying to locate the 

cracker barrel in the dusk. 

 “You think you can just take something because you want it, son?” 

 At first I didn’t know what her father was talking about, but then he jerked the bat out of 

my hands before I could return it. I looked to Elaine for help, but she was scraping the side of her 

shoe against half a cinder block. 
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 “This is still America,” Mr. Patterson said. “No matter what your father thinks.” He lifted 

the bat to his shoulder. 

 I stepped back. “I was just looking around.” I started to tell him about the bomb, or the 

hole in the earth, or even the cat, but none of it seemed right, and I couldn’t believe he would 

actually hit me with the bat, until he hefted it in his hands like the designated hitters did, the end 

of the bat doing a little semi-circle in the air, and Elaine—calm as anything—gave the cage a 

little rattle with her foot and said, “We found the cage, Daddy.” 

 He spat on the ground. I took another step back, and Elaine sidled up to him. He tossed 

the bat to the side and put an arm around her shoulders, and I turned and hurried the way I had 

come, toward the loose barbed wire and the road beyond. 

 “This ain’t done, boy,” Mr. Patterson called after me, and looking back once, I saw him 

press a kiss to the top of his daughter’s head, and Elaine wasn’t looking after me, but at the 

birdcage. Together they lifted it up, and the two of them and the cage turned into one dark, alien 

shape as I continued to back away, and then I stumbled my way through the maze of 

disintegrating cast-offs before I found the fence again. This time, I scratched long cuts down 

both arms and legs before I was able to squeeze through, and I broke into a run once it finally let 

me go. 

— 

 “You can’t be taking this seriously, George,” my father said. My mother had already 

offered a baker’s dozen explanations for my behavior, insisting what a good boy I was and how 

harmless my little adventure, but it was the first thing my father had said since arriving at the 

school. 
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 Principal Blevins was a small, tidy man, with a shiny forehead and pince-nez glasses, and 

he occupied a small, tidy office, with an equally shiny desk that you could see your reflection in 

if you leaned over it. He had a white pocket square with his initials on it that he liked to hold, but 

I had never seen him do anything with it other than placing it in his pocket and later pulling it out 

again.19 

 “I have to take it seriously, Charles.” He threaded the pocket square between the fingers 

of his right hand, then pulled it free like a magician’s flourish only to crumple it into his palm. 

                                                           
19 George Blevins, despite appearances, had the heart of the soldier who throws himself on a live grenade. When 

confronted with an angry parent, or the president of the PTA, or even the school system’s superintendent, as I once 

observed, he would sniff, pat his pocket square, and nod submissively, and his opponent would think him ready to 

tuck tail and run. Then George would take his stand. He would do it with a shrug, and an apologetic sigh perhaps, 

but he would insist that in fact free speech applied to his teachers as well as any other citizen, that all of his teachers 

were patriots and a number—including me—had fought to preserve the rights now being undermined. He would 

smile a “What can you do?” smile and walk away. Later, as he did after the PTA meeting when I vocally lambasted 

Irvin Patterson, the Bloomfelds, and a handful of others who had formed a ‘concerned parents committee’ and were 

attacking the good reputations of decent men, George would take me aside, holding his hand out as if he was going 

to escort me by the arm but never touching me. He would lead me to a quiet spot, peer around, and then seem to 

deflate. 

“Charles,” he once said. “You have to scale it down. You’re right, of course you’re right, but can’t you see 

it’s not what people are willing to hear right now?” 

“Where does it end, George? They can target anybody they like. Who’s next?” 

“I will be.” He gave a little laugh and sunk his hands into his pockets, rocking forward and back on the 

balls of his feet. “I will be, Charles.” 

He continued to support me, and perhaps he would have had to choose between his own job and mine—

giving me a choice between doing the right thing (resigning) and supporting my family—but when it all came apart, 

I no longer cared, and George never had to make that decision.  
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“I’ve already got parents complaining after that PTA meeting, Patterson among them, and now 

he finds your son snooping around and trying to steal things.” 

 “I was not,” I said, leaning over my parents’ shoulders. There was only room for two 

chairs on this side of the desk, so I was standing behind them. None of the adults gave any 

indication they had heard me. 

 “He’s even suggested that Jack was creeping around because he’s involved in certain… 

un-American activities.” Blevins stuffed the cloth square back into his pocket until only one 

corner was visible and settled back into his chair, looking uncomfortable in it. 

 “You caught us, George.” My father crossed one leg at the knee, his brown loafer 

bobbing twice and then still. “Jack went to the junkyard to spy on secret U.S. government 

hubcaps.”    

 I laughed, but no one else did, which made me wonder briefly if there really was such a 

thing. The principal sat forward again after a moment of silence, producing the pocket square 

again and spreading it flat on the desk, smoothing out its wrinkles. “Charles,” he said at last, 

“he’s asked me to have Jack expelled. I told him that this is a personal concern and not 

something I’m willing to get the school involved in.” 

 “Thank you. I’ll make sure this doesn’t happen again.” My father stood, though my 

mother remained seated, and he knocked her knees against the desk as he stepped past her 

toward the door with his hat in hand. 

 “Charles,” Mr. Blevins said, “please be careful. I can’t keep doing this.” 

 My father nodded and left the office, and my mother quietly thanked the principal for his 

time, exchanged a few pleasantries about his wife, told me to come along, and led me out of the 

school. My father already had the car running and was smoking a cigarette. 
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 “Roll the window down,” my mother said, once we had pulled away. He continued 

staring ahead, both hands on the wheel. “Charles, roll the window down.” 

 “What were you doing there, Jack? What were you thinking?” He struck the heel of his 

palm against the wheel, once. “Are you trying to get me fired?” 

 His cigarette smoke drifted into the back seat, which I usually had to share with Pearl, 

who was at home with Mrs. Henderson from across the street. “No. I was just looking around.” 

 “You’re off traipsing around on other people’s property when you’re supposed to be 

home, while your sister is—” He trailed off. 

 “Resting,” my mother said. She scooted as far as she could from my father, then leaned 

her head against the passenger door. “You both should be ashamed.” 

 “Pearl didn’t do anything,” I said. 

 “You’ve got to stop it, Charles. I mean it. No more letters, no more speaking at meetings, 

nothing.” She kept her face pressed to the window, and I could see that her hair was coming 

undone in the back. “This wouldn’t even have mattered.” 

 We passed a familiar road sign reading CD Evacuation Route. My father exhaled a long, 

slow cloud. “Blevins knows the truth.” 

 “You think that matters? You really think it matters?” She coughed, then waved a hand 

violently at the air before her face. “For God’s sake, Charles, roll down your window.”  

In truth the smoke was not bad, as the rear windows were a little open and the speed of 

the car was blowing fresh air inside. My father took another drag of his cigarette, and my mother 

moved over and tried to reach past him to the window crank, but he pushed her arm away so fast 

that her wedding ring cracked against the rearview mirror. When she tried harder to climb past 

him, the car drifting as she scrambled past his arms, he put a hand to the side of her face and 
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shoved her hard back onto the passenger seat. Her head and shoulders were no longer visible 

above the seat back, but I could hear her breathing. 

We were almost home before she sat slowly upright again. When she spoke, it was as if 

nothing had happened. “We should go to the variety store and get Pearl some ice cream.” 

My father made the turn instead onto our street. “Wouldn’t be good for her. Probably 

couldn’t keep it down anyway.” We rolled down the street, neither of them returning the waves 

from the neighbors who still acknowledged us, and pulled into the driveway. Once parked, my 

mother got out and shut her door carefully, then walked around the car. As she passed, my father 

rolled down his window. She went inside without pausing and we sat in the car until he had 

finished his cigarette.  

I didn’t dare to move until he was ready. I followed him out of the car, expecting to go 

inside, but instead he went through the gate and into the backyard. I knew then what was coming 

and knew that there was nothing I could do. I followed him into the backyard and watched as he 

went to the tool shed to retrieve the switch.  

It wasn’t just the number or force of the blows that made it the worst whipping of my life, 

although they seemed to just keep coming, long after I lost count, and each strike lifted me onto 

the balls of my feet until I nearly fell forward. At one point I did, catching myself with my hands 

on the thick, wet grass, and the switch cut into the backs of my legs even as I felt his rough hand 

close on the back of my neck and jerk me back onto my feet so the strikes across my backside 

could continue. When it finally ended and my legs were shaking so that I could hardly stand, and 

I struggled to clear away my tears before I turned around, I saw my father’s face as he stood 

holding the switch and watching me. It was his expression that made it so horrible—the way he 

looked at me like he could kill me right then, could break me in two, or like he already had and 
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was staring at the body of what was once his son. His arm muscles were flexed, his breath 

coming through his open mouth, the switch tight in his hand like a sword. My legs almost gave 

out beneath me. He broke the switch then, just snapped it in two with his hands, and dropped the 

pieces into the grass. He turned and walked inside, and I followed him, gasping lowly for air.20 

When I limped into the house, my mother was seated at the kitchen table, an empty glass 

in hand. “Goodnight,” she said as we both passed, although I did not know if she was speaking to 

me or my father. Neither of us answered her. 

  

                                                           
20 It wasn’t  You have to understand 
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Chapter Nine 

 

When she entered the study, Charles was working on his unfinished memoir at the other 

desk, a squat maple affair from the mid-twentieth century that was piled high with paper and 

various detritus. It was the first time she had come to work on her art since school had started, 

and the first time she had seen him working here since she moved in. He was hunched over a 

stack of pages, one arm curled around it protectively as if he had expected a snooping interloper, 

the other clutching a wavering pencil. June wondered if he had done all his books longhand, 

forcing someone to type every one out. 

 She stood in the doorway, framed in light from the hall. How could he even see to work? 

She had nearly six decades’ worth of eyesight on him, and she could barely make out the lumpy 

blob of paint, scrap metal, and clay sitting on the other desk, which she had come to either 

redeem or destroy. Looking at its pitiful lack of identity, she abruptly decided she did not want to 

spend any time on it tonight, so she chewed at a fingertip and waited, as if her grandfather was 

the sole reason she entered. 

 “Grandpa,” she said, when it was clear he was going to keep writing. “This family tree 

club I’m doing is important to me. And it’s your fault I’m not teaching art.” 

 He kept writing, down to the very end of the page. He flipped it over and started in the 

uppermost corner.  

 “This book Dad wrote is really bothering me. I want to know more about you, about 

Grandma, that Japanese woman, Dad, everything. I’m telling the kids to really dig, and I can’t 

just talk about it. One girl called a great-aunt she hasn’t talked to in six years. And she’s only 

twelve.” 
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 He continued to write. His hunched, grey head blocked what little light fell over the desk 

from the hallway, keeping the memoir in shadow. “People used to have privacy.” 

 “Maybe people used to give a care about their families.” That didn’t sound right to her—

give a care—and she wished she had cursed, even with him. She thought of three different words 

on the spot that would have filled the blank better. 

 “Respected their elders.” His head bobbed thrice, then he slapped down the pencil and 

picked up his fedora from where he had hooked it on the corner of the desk. He covered the stack 

of pages with it. 

 “For Pete’s sake, I’m not going to peek,” she said. 

“Just have to know everybody’s business. You and your father.” He started to rise, but his 

legs were too far under the desk and he had to roll the chair back first. “Can’t leave anything well 

enough alone.” 

“It’s your life. It’s not my fault you made it what it was.” She stepped over from the 

doorway, an arrow of released light slashing across the desk and the covered manuscript. 

“Soon enough it’ll be in the papers, I expect.” He stood, blocking her view of it, and 

pushed past her. “You want so much to paw through my life? Come on, then.”  

 She followed after him, her quick steps bringing her past his weary gait several times and 

forcing her to turn to face him, then sidle aside to let him lead the way. “I wouldn’t have to if 

you and Dad hadn’t made sure I had nobody else to talk to.” 

 “That’s right. It’s all about you.” He pushed open the door to the garage; it swung on 

loose hinges and nearly hit her on the rebound.  

“We both know it’s not,” she said. “That’s what makes it worse.” 
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Circling around the front of the car, he retrieved a small, brown steamer trunk from the 

top of a stack of boxes and cases in the corner. June thought he would hand it to her, but he just 

stood holding it by the edges. It was latched and faded. She reached for the trunk and he finally 

passed it to her, though he kept his hands on it even as she held it. She thought of a movie she 

had seen where the briefcase with the nuclear codes was passed along until it reached the 

president, as if her grandfather needed to unlock the handcuff from his own wrist before moving 

it to hers. A furry coating of dust made the traveling stickers on the trunk’s side illegible. Her 

grandfather let it go, and she was unprepared for its sudden weight, something shifting inside as 

it dropped. She caught it by the handle and it swung at her side, all its contents gathered at the 

bottom now, swinging until she held it motionless just below the hip, feet together, arms straight. 

She looked at him and tried to smile. 

 “I’m ready for my bus.” 

 He reached out, but his vibrating hand touched the trunk, not her. “It doesn’t matter 

anymore.” 

 Charles walked out of the garage, closing the door behind him. June thought that perhaps 

the steamer trunk could not be brought across the threshold to the house, maybe it was forbidden, 

and despite the heat she resolved to pore over its contents in the garage. She turned on a fan 

plugged into a wall outlet, spread out an oil-stained blue work blanket, and sat down with the 

trunk. When it opened, she imagined she heard a little gasp from its parting jaws, its metallic, 

buckled teeth and bracings long unused, and she knew she was violating something private when 

she pushed her hands inside. But it was too late. She pulled out stacks of photographs, a few in 

frames, and a pile of letters secured with a green ribbon. Underneath were two paper envelopes, 

both unmarked. Inside, she found a lock of hair in each, weathered and nearly disintegrated with 
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the years, one still clasped in a carved, black barrette, the other loose. One was straight and 

nearly as black as the clasp that held it, the other was curled and pale reddish-brown. 

 She looked through the photographs for a few minutes—there were many of a young 

woman that she eventually recognized as her grandmother, and some of children that she 

suspected were her father and her aunt—and a single photo of a young Asian woman, who stood 

next to a smiling, stocky American soldier who was not her grandfather. The man wore a plaid 

shirt with the sleeves rolled up, pleated pants and dark shoes, and he had a boxy camera on a 

strap over his shoulder. The woman, unsmiling, wore sandals and an A-frame white dress that 

was blowing about her knees, and she held a square handbag in front of her with both hands. 

June untied the ribbon holding the letters and began to read. 
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          December 18, 1945 

Charles, 

I hope you are well as you read this. I am sorry you were wounded in those last days—I 

hope it did not hurt too much. It is what I have been fearing these past two years, though it 

sounds as if it could have been worse. 

I am glad to hear you have made a local friend at the base who can show you around. 

She must be quite special, the way you describe her. You must show her your gratitude for her 

help—I am sure you can find a way—and you may as well stay in Japan for a while, if you do. 

You have been gone so long; what is a while longer? The children already start to forget you. 

Some last impressions: Jack learned to juggle watching an act on Ed Sullivan. Pearl lost 

her first tooth and is convinced it’s from the black death. If you decide to stay, I suppose in time 

they may not remember you at all. 

I am thankful for what you and the other soldiers have done. I am proud of the medal you 

received. If my husband still lives, his home is waiting for him. His blue star still hangs in the 

window. If he died in the trenches and another man is reading this, a man whose heart is not in 

the states, a man who thinks he would rather stay awhile abroad than come home to his wife and 

children, then I hope that man will be well, and perhaps send money from time to time if he is 

able. 

We will get by either way. 

Grace 
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          February 22, 1946  

Charles, 

Thank you for the money you sent, and for your letter. Yokohama Harbor sounds 

beautiful. I understand the importance of your assignment in Japan, although I think that one of 

MacArthur’s other 350,000 could do the job as well. It does not seem terribly difficult. 

 Your friend Sayoko sounds quite remarkable. It is almost a shame you have a wife back 

in the states. From what I hear, that sort of thing is frowned on in their culture as well as ours. If 

you choose to stay—as your letter hinted—you may face some paperwork. I will do what I can to 

speed it along if such proves necessary. 

 The children ask about you less often. Send a photograph with the money next time, if you 

like, rather than a note. It would be helpful to show them, remind them, if you will. 

 What is the weather like there? Do you still sunburn often? 

Yours, 

Grace 
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           April 3, 1946 

Charles, 

 Thank you for your letter. I think I understand you, and I hope that you know I have 

always wanted you to be happy. I still want that. I believe you are facing a choice, though, one 

that you seem incapable of making. I would like to help you make it, but I do not know if I can, or 

if I have the right. Do I? On the other side of everything? 

 Every so often someone leaves a box of clothes and shoes on the porch. I honestly do not 

always know who they are from, although I have my suspicions. Sometimes ladies from the 

church bring by a basket of fried chicken or a casserole, but they always want to sit and talk to 

me about you and your noble sacrifice and how God sees us in our pain and has sent His Son 

Jesus, and I know He has and I know He does but all I can think is that the food is getting cold 

and my children are starving. I hate those ladies in these moments. Is that terrible? 

 Please write again soon. I think of you in that far-away place and I wonder what time of 

day it is there, and not knowing is somehow worse than the many months I wondered whether 

you were dead or alive. Is it spring there? 

 

- Grace  
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           June 20, 1946 

Charles, 

 It has happened at last. I did not want to bother you, but I knew you would want to know. 

Pearl has played at it for so long, but has really always been so healthy. No more. The doctor 

says she has about a month, he thinks, before it will ultimately get the better of her. She still acts 

like it is one of her many ailments. I cannot stand her to talk about them. I cannot part the 

curtains because the light hurts her eyes. I have not told Jack. 

 Come back. I cannot do this myself. I need you here. You have finished your service 

abroad and must continue it at home. Take the first plane you can find, sneak aboard a cargo 

flight if you must. I will tell her you are on your way, trusting that if nothing else would bring 

you back to us, this at least will. I know how much you love her. 

 I am sorry. 

Grace 
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June and her grandfather did not speak the rest of the day. The next morning, he 

studiously avoided her eyes at breakfast, reading the back of the cereal box as if he might soon 

write a white paper on it. “Day’s worth of fiber, my foot,” he muttered at one point, but June was 

fairly certain this was not to her. 

When her grandfather walked through the door of the school’s music room at 3:35 p.m., 

wearing a grey blazer sporting a ‘Visitor’ sticker with an angry armadillo and his name on it, she 

just looked at him for so long that finally one of her students—one of the brothers, who had 

actually made it to the club that day although his sibling was sick—asked, “Is he supposed to be 

here?” 

“This is my grandfather, Charles Morgan.” She stood and took from him a stack of 

framed pictures he was holding with one arm, the top frame about to spill onto the floor. “What 

are you doing here?” 

“Guest lecturer.” He pulled from his back pocket a rolled tube of papers.  

Notes. He brought lecture notes. June cradled the frames against her side, not setting 

them on the table yet. “I already have material planned for today.” 

Charles passed the sheaf of papers to his other hand, unrolled it to let his eyes skim down, 

then re-curled it. He half-turned to examine the rest of the music room, the piled drums and bare 

music stands, as if there might be another genealogy club he could visit. 

“But thank you for coming,” June said. 

The boy, Corey, threw a paper airplane toward the wastebasket that instead struck 

Charles in the shoulder and then dropped straight to his feet. “Hey, Grandpa,” he said. “I hear 

you fought in the war a million years ago. Did you kill people?” 
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Charles lifted a shiny black loafer, then brought it down squarely on the airplane, 

crushing its fuselage and wings. “Many.” He pulled a sheet of paper from his roll and began to 

fold it. 

“But I’m sure they were all bad.” Corey leered at June like he had just maneuvered the 

club into off-limits territory, like he was going to get her fired. He began to fold another airplane 

in response to her grandfather, but Mai stood from her chair and leaned over to bring her fist 

down hard on his paper. 

“They weren’t all bad, idiot,” she said. “My great-grandfather fought against the Allies.”   

“Then he must have been bad,” Corey laughed.  

Mai stood in challenge, and when he resumed folding paper, she knocked his bag of 

Doritos off the table to spill across the floor. 

“Misguided, I’d say,” Charles said.  

June felt it all coming apart and imagined that the room itself, its poster-plastered walls 

and this aging table, spattered with dried glue on the top and dried gum on the bottom, might 

start disintegrating in the next moments.  Bits of wood and then chunks of insulation would fall 

down and throw up clouds of dust, and when they cleared, she would be standing alone in the 

rubble.  

Her grandfather finished his rudimentary paper airplane and threw it; its flight lasted 

about one second before it curved in the air and impacted with June’s left ear. 

“Grandpa, sit down!” She caught the airplane and slammed it on the table. Then she set 

down the picture frames, picked the airplane back up, and ripped it in half down the middle, one 

wing still trying to curl in on itself from where it had been rolled. “This is a class. This is my 
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class. All right? We’re here to study our family histories, and you can all act responsibly, or you 

can leave.” 

For a moment, no one moved. Then Corey snickered and slung his backpack over one 

shoulder. “You got it, Miss Morgan.” When June could come up with nothing to say, he left, and 

June stood examining the white laces of her shoes, which were always coming unlaced even if 

she double-knotted them. She was standing in her classroom, hers for the moment, with one of 

her laces undone, and a bag of potato chips on the floor, and fully half of her students had left.  

“Well.” She tapped her fingers against her hips and managed to look at her stack of 

prepared materials. Boring things. They would be better off making paper airplanes. 

“Is that Japan?” Mai asked. 

“Tōkyō-shi,” Charles said. “June told me you had relatives on Honshu. I thought you 

might like to see what the capital city looked like in 1946.” 

 “I’ve seen it before. We have family pictures.” 

June sank into a chair at the table. “She’s always like this.” 

“No, I like it,” Mai said. She was holding the frame with both hands. “Were you there?” 

“I was stationed on the base in Sapporo. On the weekends, we took trips, and once I 

caught a boat and a train into Tokyo to see the Imperial Palace, at least what was left after we 

bombed it. I took this just outside of MacArthur’s SCAP headquarters. I wanted to show 

someone, a lady friend.” 

June unstacked the rest of the frames, spreading them out on the table. There was a 

picture of a row of bombed-out government buildings, another of a river, and a third of a soldier 

she recognized standing before a large billboard that read, You are now entering TOKYO – Home 
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of the 1
st
 Cavalry Division. FIRST IN MANILA, FIRST IN TOKYO. June touched the young face 

of her grandfather, so dashing in his uniform. 

“What was it like?” Mai asked. 

“Pretty horrible. I saw these kids in the station with white boxes hanging around their 

necks, on these cords. The ashes of their families. People were starving everywhere—on the 

streets, in the stations. We got a jeep, and people crowded around or held out baskets wherever 

we drove. They wanted candy, or gum. Anything we could give. Not just children.” He finally 

took a seat at the table. “We hadn’t brought anything. I had a stick of gum in my pocket that I 

gave to this one boy, who ate it on the spot. I don’t think he was used to just chewing 

something.” 

Mai pulled over the picture of the wreckage. “Who was your lady friend?” 

“We met at the post exchange on base. They’d hired a bunch of the local girls for various 

jobs, paying them twice what they could get anywhere else, and put them up in their own dorm 

there. Now, at first they wouldn’t even talk to us. I found out later there were big signs in 

Japanese in the women’s dorm, telling them if they talked to an American soldier they’d be 

turned over to the police. Which wasn’t a problem, with what the women all thought we were at 

first.”  

“What was that?” Mai snagged the photo of my grandfather and drew it in front of her, 

looking down at it then up at him to compare. 

“Devils. Beasts. Pretty much the same we’d been taught to think of them. Of course, we 

weren’t supposed to fraternize with the local girls, either, unless it was over at the—” He broke 

off, glancing to June for guidance, but she stared back at him blankly. “Anyway, the brass 
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eventually lifted that, and they started having dance parties in the camp every weekend. Sayoko 

had a friend who wanted another couple to go with her and her G.I. boyfriend.” 

“I didn’t know you could dance,” June said. She had been flattening out the airplane her 

grandfather threw, smoothing the creases and matching up the jagged edges where she had torn 

it. It was flat on the table before she realized that she knew what it was, what was written on it in 

block penciled letters, without having to read it. 

“There’s much you don’t know about me,” he said. 

“And we know whose fault that is.” June held the two pieces together, and before Mai 

could ask another question, she began to read from her grandfather’s memoir. 

 

 

October 23, 1945 

I went into the PX to buy some coffee, and I saw they had hired a new girl. She was 

behind the counter in a loose shirt and the monpe pantaloons a lot of the women still wore. She 

was taller than most of the Japanese girls I’d seen, though her head would still scarcely clear my 

shoulder, and her face looked like a child’s to me. 

“Ohayo gozaimasu,” she said.  

“Cuppa joe,” I answered. 

“Beg your pardon?” 

“Coffee,” I said. “I’d like some coffee, please.” 

“No coffee,” she said, her head ducking. “Beg your pardon.” 

“Not a problem.” I leaned onto the counter, watching her. “How about chocolate, any of 

that still in?” 
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“Yes,” she said, meeting my eyes. Hers were impossibly dark, like I was not really seeing 

her pupils, but only the caves holding them in their farthest corners. 

“Can I buy some?” 

She pulled out her other phrase, one of two that I later found out a friend had taught her, 

to be given different inflections for nearly any situation. “It’s my pleasure,” she said. She began 

measuring out chocolate, breaking off squares to wrap in wax paper, waiting for me to tell her to 

stop. When I did not, she measured out a pound and looked to see if I was satisfied with that. 

“Maybe a little more,” I said. I liked to take it with me anytime I left the camp, to pass it 

out to the children who ran up. It made me feel like such a hero. 

“Beg your pardon.” She added more to the paper, weighed and priced it. 

“Thank you so much. You’re very kind.” I gave her a smile in case everything else was 

lost, and to my surprise, it was returned. 

“It’s my pleasure,” she said. She reached for a square of chocolate that had broken off of 

the main block, and she tucked it into the parcel she had already weighed for me. She passed it 

over the counter, and as I took it from her, the paper came undone and for a moment our hands 

scrambled together to catch it. 

“Beg your pardon.” She stepped back, folding her hands. 

“It’s my pleasure,” I replied. Even though I normally only came once a week, I would be 

 

 

June turned the torn page over, then looked up. “You would be what?” 

“Back the next day,” Charles said. “Here.” He passed over the other three handwritten 

pages he had brought. “You read it well.” 
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back the next day. And the day after that. 

 

October 25, 1945  

Sayoko had a friend, Hisayo, who was already spending a lot of time with this thick-

bellied corporal from Omaha named Ron that really knew how to pour on the charm for the local 

ladies. We all quickly found out that it didn’t take much. If we stood up when they approached 

the table, or held their chairs or the door for them, even tipped our hats, they looked at us like 

we’d dropped down out of the clouds. This friend, Hisayo, told me it was hitome bore with her 

and Ron—which translates to ‘love at first sight’—but really, I think she liked to bring Ron to 

the PX because she could convince him to buy the things she longed for, like nylon stockings 

and cosmetics, the things their department stores weren’t carrying because there were shortages 

of everything. Food was still rationed at the grocery stores and even the fish shops. Like the rest 

of us, Ron was living large in Japan and bought her anything she asked for. He could afford to be 

generous; the dollar was mighty there—equal to about 360 yen. Hisayo was in her late twenties, 

almost a decade older than Sayoko, and she had taken English back when they still taught it in 

the schools before the U.S. joined the war. She ended up translating for us when needed, though 

she still spoke in Japanese most of the time and only understood about half of what Ron or I told 

her. 

I was visiting Sayoko in the PX for the third day in a row, stopping by on the pretense of 

buying some tinned peaches, and found Hisayo lounging against the counter. She started 

excitedly speaking to Sayoko, whose name I did not even know yet, and then Hisayo introduced 
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herself in her broken English and told me I would be taking Sayoko to the dance on Saturday if I 

so wished. 

I looked at Sayoko, at her long, lowered eyelashes. “It’s my pleasure,” I said, and she 

smiled. 

At the dance, she watched others jiving to the Western music—mostly jazz and tango—

while Hisayo wordlessly flirted with Ron. When “Sentimental Journey” started, Hisayo bounced 

up straight and told Ron she wanted to dance, then grabbed Sayoko by the hand and dragged her 

onto the floor. I could only follow. Sayoko had been watching the others’ feet for the last twenty 

minutes and she picked it up quickly, better than I did. 

After the dance, I came by the PX daily, and although she did not say more than “Yes,” 

“No,” “It’s my pleasure,” or “Beg your pardon,” I somehow knew she was growing to trust me, 

her body language gradually opening up to straight angles and hands spread on the countertop. 

After a week, I asked if she would like to see a movie with me—I tried to mime it ridiculously 

until she laughingly gave her assent, leading me to think she had understood me for some time 

but liked watching me try to act it out. The movie was Gone with the Wind, shown in English but 

subtitled in Japanese; it was perfect. The next weekend, we rented a rowboat and had a picnic in 

Nakajima Park, surrounded by red spruce and blossoming wild cherry trees. She brought along 

these small bags filled with rice, and when I tried to ask what they were for, she blushed and 

started to toss them in the air. She juggled the rice bags and sang in Japanese, there in the grass 

by the lake. She tried to teach me, but I could not do it, and I let her know that I was happy 

simply to watch and listen to her. 

“It’s my pleasure,” she said.  
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We walked by a stream she called Kamokamo Kawa, and through many gestures to the 

water and the brown ducks sailing upon it she let me know it meant ‘Duck Duck River’ or 

something of the sort. I understood long before I let on, but I liked watching her point at the 

ducks and yell “Kamo!” at me, laughing, her feet wet to the ankles. We picked berries from 

bushes that grew along the banks, and she took one between thumb and finger and slid it between 

my lips, watching for my reaction. It was the sweetest thing I’d ever tasted. 

 

 

 June turned to the fourth page. The other pages had been white, but this one was yellow, 

from a completely different notepad. Charles was sitting with his eyes closed, and Mai was 

leaning forward over her crossed forearms. 

 

 

July 6, 1946 

 There is nothing left but to go through with Sayoko’s plan. She has easily captured 

Frank’s heart, although she knows it is killing me to watch them together. He is my friend, and 

he has no idea, but I feel I could tear his head from his body. We continue to see each other in 

the afternoon before Frank gets off duty, on days that I can get away. I had promised her that it 

would not come to this, that I would choose her. She didn’t believe me, hasn’t for months, which 

is why she went after Frank. As soon as she learned his hometown. 

 It turned out Sayoko was right about me, about my choice. The letter came from Grace 

yesterday about Pearl. I have to go back. And I know once I’m home there’ll be no coming back. 

Or perhaps it’s the other way around. 
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 She understands. She says she will come to America. She will be his wife. She will do 

what she must to be near me. 

* 

 I wrote the journal entry above on the day before I talked my way onto a cargo transport 

plane headed back to the states. When you flash a purple heart and tell people your daughter is 

dying, they tend to look the other way. Of course, I found out it was a lie two days later when I 

made it home.  

I dropped my bags on the porch and ran in the house and there was Pearl, no longer a 

toddler but a little girl, playing with a metal Coca-Cola truck on the floor and healthy as 

anything. We just stared at each other until Grace came in. She said nothing to me, just brought 

my bags in from the porch and began to unpack them.  

 She never apologized, never even tried to justify it. For days, we would all simply act as 

 

 

 June stopped reading, and several seconds of silence settled into the still classroom before 

she found words for her objection. “This is not appropriate for class. I can’t—why am I reading 

this?” 

 Charles seemed to rouse, his hands unfolding to reach across the table for the pages. 

“You needed to hear it. You’ll need to know it.” 

 “So you thought this would be the right way to tell me?”  

 “It’s a family history class,” he said. 

 “You can’t understand anything I say. I have students here—we’re not sitting in private.” 

She looked at Mai, who was staring off somewhere past June’s shoulder. June drew in her breath 
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to calm herself and found she was studying the girl’s dark eyes, her broad cheekbones, her wavy 

black hair and small mouth. In the silence that fell, all three of them sat so motionless that June 

felt she had slipped into a still-life, or a time portal, that maybe outside this room they could step 

onto the streets of Tokyo and see the smoldering houses or crowds of GIs or walk down to a PX 

to buy a chocolate bar. Like they might run into Sayoko and the young version of Charles fresh 

from battle and Mai’s great-aunt who survived the bombing, and they would all shake hands—

young Charles making a crack to aged Charles about what a handsome old devil he was—and 

they could pass the day together without anyone thinking it strange. In that moment, June 

realized she was not picturing two women but one, Sayoko and Mai’s unnamed great-aunt a 

single person, and she gasped aloud with the utter certainty that her grandfather had loved this 

girl’s great-aunt, that they were all three of them sitting here today somehow family, somehow 

connected, and this moment was meant to be and had spun itself out with beautiful inevitability. 

“Miss Morgan?” Mai whispered. 

“Mai,” she said. “I think… I think we can call it a day a little early.” 

The girl drew on her backpack. She picked up Corey’s bag of chips that she had knocked 

to the floor, gathered the spilled chips, and carried them in cupped hands to the waste basket. On 

her way out the door, she looked back at them, and the look on her face made June feel both like 

a total success and a complete failure in a way that brought a sudden burning to her eyes. 

“Thank you, Miss Morgan. Thank you, Sir.” She hesitated. “I’ll try to send you a 

postcard, Miss Morgan.” 

When they were alone, her grandfather gathered up the picture frames. June sat staring at 

the final picture, one she had not yet seen—her young grandfather standing next to a beautiful 

young Japanese woman. 
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“At one point I thought I would have the memoir published by this time.” He turned the 

stack of frames sideways so they could both look at it. “Now I don’t think I’ll ever finish it.” 

 June studied the woman’s face, her subtle jaw-line and straight hair, and found none of 

the similarities she sought. And of course the girl would have known her great-aunt’s name, 

would have mentioned any similarity. She felt suddenly foolish, picturing the scales of maturity 

weighed down low on the childish side—too naïve and stupid to even teach a genealogy club, to 

find connections or realize how or why people met, fell in love, stayed, left, deceived, sacrificed, 

reconnected—it was all beyond her, and even this black and white portrait now seemed 

completely unrelated to her, a museum piece and nothing more. 

“Was all of that true?” she asked. She looked at the memoir page, still curling on the 

table, the jagged rip running right through its words. 

“True enough.” 

He gathered his pages as June picked up her own materials. They had done none of it. 

“Just how much is true enough, Grandpa?” 

He did not answer her until they were in the hallway. “True enough to fly home.” 

They passed the atrium with its frogs and turtles. They passed the auditorium, where the 

dancing class was being held. Loud laughter and pop music spilled out of the room. 

“But not true enough to stay there,” she said. 

“Few things stay.”  

They reached the front entrance, and she held the door for him. He peeled off his Visitor 

sticker and crumpled it into a small ball. Outside, even in September, they immediately began to 

sweat.   
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Chapter Ten 

 

 There were thin red welts and blotchy purple bruises visible on the backs of my legs the 

next morning between the edge of my short pants and the tops of my socks. My mother looked 

up from her coffee for about five seconds and then suggested that I change into trousers before 

going to school. My father had already left to get his lessons ready for the day. 

 At school, my friends told me they couldn’t come over any more until Pearl was well, 

and they were supposed to keep their distance from me at school. “I’m not even s’posed to talk 

to you,” Billy said. The day passed slowly. 

 When the bell rang, I was out the classroom door before most of the kids had swung out 

of their desks. I ran to my bicycle and without pause headed down the street. Jinx hollered after 

me but I did not slow down. After only a few minutes, my legs were burning, as the trousers 

rubbed back and forth against the welts and bruises while I pedaled. As much as possible, I 

pedaled hard and then coasted, the pedals gliding untouched in circles while I steered around cars 

and people as I turned onto Main Street. I swerved to miss an old-fashioned baby buggy with a 

young mother cooing over it so close she was half inside the buggy herself, then sent a flock of 

pigeons blasting into the air around me. My back hurt. I thought of Pearl, laying on hers for days, 

waiting for someone to believe her and bring her the cure, whatever it was. I thought of Sayoko’s 

aunt, Katsu, who had somehow survived the bombing. I then thought of Sayoko in that small 

room with her puzzle, away from everyone else, perhaps slipping into one of her old kimonos 

after her husband had gone to bed. I thought of my father following her into the darkened theater. 

 I went down the street, passing the J.T. Lucas Grocery Store and Funeral Home, then 

pausing to cross at the new streetlight, retracing the path I had followed before, until I reached 

the gazebo and market area. Small clusters of people wandered in and out of the drug store or 
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headed for the theater or hotel. I found Sayoko’s aunt standing again behind the table under her 

hand-painted sign, exactly where I had expected her to be. I don’t know what I would have done 

if she hadn’t been there. I slipped my feet off the pedals and rolled the last few yards up to her, 

where she sat under a red and white shade umbrella set up over her side of the table.  

Katsu was wearing the same blue kimono I had first seen her in, and she had her hands 

folded on the edge of the table. “Gyōza?” she asked when I stopped. “Japanese dumpling, very 

good.” 

“Okay,” I said. They smelled delicious. She pulled a lid off a large pot and ladled out a 

dumpling, sliding it onto wax paper, but before she handed it to me I felt a pang of conscience. “I 

don’t have any money.” 

Her hand changed direction, starting to slide the dumpling back into its pot, but then she 

paused, wrapped the wax paper snugly around it, and handed it across to me. “For you,” she said. 

I accepted it, almost dropping it from its heat through the paper, and unwrapped it enough 

to take a small bite. Even in the heat of the mid-afternoon, I could see tiny wisps of steam curling 

away as I bit in. It tasted very good, with a strong garlic flavor. 

“Where you father?” Katsu asked. 

“I don’t know,” I answered. Maybe he was still at the school, or maybe I would see him 

any moment, walking into the theater with his arm around this woman’s niece. “It’s very good.” 

“You tell Sayoko.” She gave a chuckle that sounded like the last water filling a pan. “She 

need rāyu more, cook it.” 

 “Is she with my father?” I asked. I hoped she would say she didn’t know, either. Instead, 

she reached for the umbrella, adjusting it so that its shade fell over me, and she stood in the sun. 

In the light, her scars looked like living wood, the twining roots of an ancient but still growing 
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tree. I looked at her once-melted flesh, and for a moment I believed that I could never ask, that 

there were no words for this and never would be, and I could not bring anything back to Pearl but 

the sad assurance that she was not alone. 

 “No say. Not my home.” She turned to face me again, her hands on the edge of the table. 

“In Yokohama, could say. Here, have no say to Sayoko.” 

 I slipped off my bicycle, then lowered my head and ate the rest of the dumpling. Katsu 

watched me, and although a young couple walked nearby, she did not wave me away or call out 

her pitch to them. When I had finished, she reached into the pot and scooped out another, 

offering it to me. I shook my head. Her hand came out then and touched my arm, touched a welt 

where the switch had caught as I fell to the grass. I raised my eyes to meet hers, and I knew then 

that I could ask and that the answer would matter, because somehow this woman had survived. 

 “The bomb,” I said, and I pointed to her scars. “The radiation, the fallout—my sister has 

it, too, and I think she’s dying.” 

 I said it all in one breath, and I wondered how much of it she understood. She leaned 

back in her chair, half in the shadow and half out, and I leaned forward over the table. “I need to 

know how you survived. How you lived through it. What the doctors did to save you.” 

 There was a small glass on the edge of the table with three cut flowers in it. She reached 

for it and arranged them, spreading their stems apart. I saw her gaze moving down the street, and 

I turned and looked, expecting to see my father and her niece strolling toward us. Perhaps my 

father would see me and pull a railroad tie loose from the Cotton Belt tracks, would beat me with 

it, strike me until I could not pedal home, for trying to save my sister in all the wrong ways. I 

saw no one I knew. 
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 “When burn, doctor gives,” Katsu said, and when I turned back to her, she had the 

expression of someone halfway between waking and sleep. She mimed giving an injection into 

her arm. “Many time.” 

 I took a few steps around to her side of the table. “And it saved you. They figured out 

medicine to save you.” 

 She appeared confused. One hand reached up to touch the red marks on the side of her 

throat. “No. No, doctor not know. No one know.” She rubbed her fingertips against the mottled 

tissue. “Some live. I live.” 

 The words fought their way out of me, past my stubborn tongue, coming out like they 

were spoken by someone else and overly loud in the space between us. “They didn’t find a cure. 

No one knows of a cure?” 

 She reached again to touch one of the flowers, which twirled in a half circle to rest 

against the rim of the glass. “Some live,” she said again. 

 I walked around the edge of the table to where my bicycle lay. The handlebars were hot 

to the touch from sitting in the sunshine. Katsu again adjusted the umbrella, its shade moving 

back across the table. I could not look at her again. I lifted up my bike and set off on a running 

start, taking several strides before jumping on, wishing that my father would appear now on the 

street ahead of me. I could run him down. I could ride my bicycle right into his arms. 

 “Gyōza,” Katsu called behind me. “Japanese dumpling. Very good.” 

— 

 I did not stop pedaling until I reached the neighborhood where Frank and Sayoko Sellers 

lived, and by the time I ditched my bicycle behind some bushes next to their house, my legs 

shook beneath me so hard that I grabbed at the bushes for support and got a handful of sharp 
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holly leaves. I had not seen my father’s bicycle out front, but that didn’t mean anything. He 

could ditch his wheels as well as I could. I had half-expected it to be behind these bushes, the 

new Morgan family secret bike rack.  

 The whole street was quiet. The men were still at work and the kids were still dawdling 

or playing at the park before coming home. I could hear a vacuum running from the house next 

door, and an advertisement for soap from a radio somewhere. From the Sellers house, there was 

not a sound. I walked around to the front, nonchalant, with the ready excuse that I was looking 

for my father, because he came here sometimes, and I had a question for him. It did not occur to 

me at the time that this was the truth, and I rehearsed it in my head several times before 

approaching the door. 

 I stood before the white door, my feet planted on the scuffed welcome mat, but I could 

not bring myself to knock. It was not Frank that I feared would answer the door; I was confident 

he would still be on the job. I stepped away from the door and cupped my hands to the glass of 

the window, but the inch of visibility around the edge of the curtain only revealed one edge of 

the sofa, which sat empty. The lights were on.  

Going around the other side of the house, there was an identical row of holly hedges, 

trimmed, with a few spray shoots struggling above the rest, their red berries aloft. Tucked behind 

the hedges was another bicycle—my father’s. I touched the handlebar, ran my hand around the 

cool wire rim of the basket, and took the shiny zipper pull of his canvas satchel between my 

fingertips. An enormous yellow-brown grasshopper came crawling into sight over the top of the 

satchel, its antennae working, the kind I used to chase in the fields by the creek. I kept my hand 

still, watching its robotic, stuttered advance, waiting for the first ticklish contact when the barbs 

on its feet dug into the grooves on my skin. It paused, though, just shy of contact, and instead of 
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touching my hand it flew into the air, a flurry like tissue paper shredding, and at that moment I 

heard a sound from within the house, my father’s voice. 

I stood and listened but all was silent. I wanted nothing more than to leave, to be 

anywhere else, but instead I crept along this side of the house until I came to a window, a dark 

curtain falling down to obscure all but the edges on either side. I cupped my hands to the glass 

again and peered in, and I found myself staring at a photograph of my father. It was the same one 

that my father had framed and hanging in his office, of him standing with a group of men before 

a tall, crumbling building, some kneeling in front, two with white bandages around their heads 

and one leaning on a rifle like it was the only thing holding him up. I recognized my father right 

away, just to the right of the middle, his chin up, arms at his sides, looking like he just stepped 

out of a military parade, eyes leveled directly at the camera. This time, though, I realized that the 

man standing next to him was a younger version of Frank. I had never recognized him, but there 

he was, one arm draped around my father’s shoulders, a contorted grin on his face like he was in 

the middle of telling a great joke. Underneath the framed picture was a short shelf, and on it were 

a jar of dirt, a box, and a small case propped upright with a star-shaped medal inside. 

I could see the length of the wall—a bookcase, then a jewelry armoire, and then the 

closet. I stepped to the other side of the window and peered in, and from here I could see one 

side of the bed, and one side of my father and one of Sayoko, and half the pile of sheets at their 

feet, and one side of the footboard, and half of the lit doorway giving onto the hall, bright in the 

dimness of the room. I did not cup my hands to the glass, and their moving shapes had a 

shadowy unreality to them, my own face imposed over their bodies in the reflected glare. I saw 

my father’s body in a way I had not before, in a way that seemed vulnerable, open to attack, even 

his strong arms that could carry or crush me looked pale and exposed, and I wondered now that 
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no knife, bullet, or bayonet had ever pierced him, torn him open in his great fragility, and for a 

moment I shared my mother’s fury that he took his escape from death so lightly. My hands 

rattled against the brick of the wall. I wanted to cover him, to protect him and punish him, to 

save him. 

“Kid, what on earth are you doing?”  

 I half fell against the holly bushes, righting myself and staring at Frank Sellers, who had 

called from the edge of the front yard. I said nothing, and for a moment we just looked at each 

other, until he gave a little nod like I had answered and he was satisfied, before he jogged out of 

sight toward the porch. 

I looked back to the window, but nothing had changed. They had not heard. My father 

was brushing the hair back from her eyes, and she took his hand and held it to the side of her 

face. I knew I could bang on the window, I could warn him, and my hand raised. He kissed her 

forehead as she came off the bed to meet him again. My hand flattened against the warm window 

pane, and I said nothing. I saw half of Frank Sellers appear in the doorway, backlit. I turned 

away, and I heard cries from inside the house as I grabbed my father’s bicycle and dragged it 

into the grass. For a moment I stood there, listening to the shouts and muffled crashes inside, and 

then I jumped on the bicycle and began to pedal toward the street. Two gunshots sounded from 

inside the house, one right after the other, and then there was silence. I heard the radio shut off 

from one next-door neighbor’s house, but the vacuum was still running at the other. I hit the 

street hard, everything in me shaken from the jolt of the front wheel coming down off the curb.21 
                                                           
21 I served with a man who had been stationed in Pearl Harbor in December 1941. He had grown up right in 

Grapevine, we went to school together, then we lost touch after graduation. We met at a briefing held in an 

abandoned boathouse in Cherbourg. Small world, he said. We marched for nine hours out of the town and across the 

countryside, and he told me about his time in Hawai’i. 
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He had been working hard but living well as an airplane tech at Hickam Field, servicing the bomber wing.  

“They have this way of cooking pork in the ground out there,” he said. “Man alive, Charlie, it makes me 

want to dig a pit in my backyard when I get home.”  

He had a wife right there on the island with him, and a little girl, and they spent their time on the beach, 

visiting Diamondhead, or learning to surf. “I won’t say it was like a dream, but it was like one of those places where 

you go, and afterward you want to dream about it, and you do, but the dream never quite lives up.” 

He told me he was drinking coffee just outside the barracks a little before 8 a.m. on the 7 th, taking it easy 

because it was a Sunday, watching a couple dozen other men get several of the B-18s prepped for a training flight. 

They were all lined up wingtip to wingtip on the runway, out in the open to prevent sabotage. “When I heard the 

sound of planes coming in behind us,” he told me, “I thought it was that wing of B-17s we were all expecting from 

California. Then one of the hangers exploded, the heat nearly knocking me down, and planes came in low, those red 

dots clear as day—meatballs, we called ‘em—and then the Zeros started strafing even while the bombers were 

raining hell. They cut the men on the runway to pieces, just tore them to shreds right in front of me.  

“I came out of my daze and grabbed the closest gun, a bolt-action Springfield that wouldn’t do much, and 

others came out with Tommy guns. One guy just had his .45. One of the Zeros came in too close to the barracks as it 

got bombed, this huge fireball, and the blast caught one wing and sent it spinning ‘til it clipped the side of a hanger 

and went down hard on the runway. That plane just came apart, the engine flying loose and caroming off the runway 

and into a group of men that was trying to get some of the Fortresses into the air, hitting them like a mortar shell. I 

guess one of the men must have also been hit by the props as the Zero went apart, ‘cause you could see his arms and 

legs and head just lying there on the pavement. It hadn’t even been two minutes. It didn’t seem real, any of it. We 

ducked behind burning planes and whatever cover we could find and just went back and forth—we’d be cussing and 

crying, scared to death and trying to stay out of sight, and then we’d get mad and jump up and start firing again as 

they came back again, pass after pass. 

   “They hit us with two waves, just pounding us again and again, ‘til there was pretty much nothing left. 

Burned up all the men in the barracks, some of ‘em running out on fire. Pieces of bodies everywhere. Everything 

smoking, wrecked. Me and a few other guys finally got in a Jeep that was still running and headed down to the 

harbor, to 1010 Dock, and that’s when it really hit home just how bad this was. Seeing the Arizona slipping down 

into the water, the Oklahoma flipped over—ships burning and sinking and capsized every place you looked. 



 

279 
 

 

 I went straight to my room when I made it home. My mother was at the table with a drink 

and did not look up as I hurried through. The door to Pearl’s room was half-open but it was dark 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
“There was oil all over the water, and it was on fire, and there were all these dark shapes in the water, the 

men trying to swim through it to get to shore. You’d see their heads come up for just a minute, trying to gasp air in 

the middle of all that burning oil, and then they’d go back under, and each time fewer heads would pop up for air. 

There were so many bodies floating in the water, burning in the oil, and we got out and went down to the water even 

though there were still Japanese planes flying low, firing their machine guns at the men on the docks and in the 

harbor. As the men got closer they struggled harder through the oil, and we could see their faces, the whites of their 

eyes so red and their skin coming off and the oil sticking to them and burning. Some were being dragged up onto 

shore and loaded onto a dump truck and into a few officers’ cars to drive to the hospital. They were choking, 

steaming, dying. A plane strafed the dock not ten feet from where I was standing, and I didn’t even react, like the 

sound didn’t reach my ears until it was gone.” He unscrewed the cap to his canteen, took a long drink, and wiped his 

mouth. “We weren’t ready for them.” 

We walked in silence for a while after that. “When I first heard about it,” I told him at length, climbing 

over a fence in the fields, “I was walking home from work, and people on the street were shouting about the attack, 

some were running, and I kept having to ask people to repeat themselves. To tell me again. It didn’t seem possible, 

you know?” 

We parted company the next day, but we both survived the war and both came back to Texas. For some 

reason, I never spoke to him much after that, though, even though my son was friends with his daughter—we had 

both shifted, I suppose. 

June, I think my point is this: There comes a moment in every person’s life when you realize that what you 

thought was stable, safe, and indestructible is anything but these things, when you find that the one thing you 

thought would always be there will not. You can find other things to replace this with, or you can find a way to live 

on without it, or you can give up. These are your choices. I think you have had a series of these moments in your 

life, and perhaps you are having another by reading this book. I’m sorry I don’t have answers for you. But I want 

you to know you’re not alone in this. 
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and quiet inside. I sat on the edge of my bed, my hands on my knees and panting like I could not 

get enough air, and I was still sitting that way when my father came in perhaps ten minutes later. 

He spoke calmly, but he was breathing as hard as I was. 

 “Jack,” he said, pulling a chair out for himself from the table where I built models. 

 I could not look at his face. I could not look at his arms, either, covered now in the grey 

dress shirt he had taught history in that morning. 

 “I brought your bicycle home,” he said. “I see you found mine.” 

 I had left his bicycle in the garage, on its side, although he always left it carefully 

propped up on the kickstand. He kept the gears and chain oiled, and he checked the air in the 

tires every weekend. I didn’t so much as look at my tires until one of them got a hole in it. 

 “For a minute I thought I had lost my mind and forgotten which bushes I left it in.” He 

folded his arms across his chest like he was giving me a lecture, but his tone was subdued. “I 

guess you grabbed the wrong one by mistake.” 

 “Yeah.” I kicked one of my feet, knocking over a walking stick I had fashioned out of a 

fallen oak branch. My father caught it and held it upright again. 

 “Did anyone see you there?” 

 I had no idea if anyone had looked out a window and seen me ride away. “Mr. Sellers,” I 

said. 

 He ran his hand down the walking stick, breaking off little spurs and nubs that had been 

too thick for me to twist off. “All right.” 

 “I saw you,” I said. I meant that I had seen him weak, as someone who could be hurt, and 

it was a miracle of luck or fate or God’s protection perhaps that he was still here, breathing. I 

meant that I agreed with my mother for throwing away his war mementos, that he must never put 
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himself in harm’s way again, must always come home, must always stay home. I had no words 

for this. 

 He sat silent, picking off the jagged spurs of the stick until it was smooth, then he leaned 

it against the table. “I made a mistake,” he said. 

 “You should never have gone,” I said. “You should never have gone to war.” 

 He sat with his hands folded between his knees, not looking at me. I had the absurd 

thought after a moment that he might never say anything else to me, not another word for as long 

as I lived, unless I provoked him into speaking now. “I agree with Mom,” I said. “I’m going to 

tell her.” 

 We sat in silence. At length, he drew his hands from between his knees and turned toward 

the craft table, where a P-40 Mustang sat in pieces, half painted. He picked up the wingless 

chassis and held it between thumb and forefinger, and then he let it swoop in the air between us, 

its propeller motionless. I reached out and flicked the propeller with a finger, and my father let 

the unfinished plane do a couple more loops before he set it back on the table. We both watched 

it until the propeller ceased spinning. He rose to his feet. 

 “You don’t have to tell your mother,” he said. “I’ll tell her.” 

 I finally looked at his face, and it had shadows of the same look about it that I had seen at 

the Sellers house, like the smallest breeze could crush him. “You need to be careful,” I said. 

 “I will.” He continued to watch me, but it seemed neither of us had anything else to say, 

and he eventually left my room and closed the door behind him.  

— 

 Nothing unusual passed between my parents that evening, and I tossed in bed that night. I 

could not focus at school the next day, which passed in a blur. This was our last day to gather 
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together our letters and interviews for the time capsule—it was all due tomorrow and would be 

sealed in a special school ceremony. I could not remember if I had gathered everything I ought 

to, and I didn’t care. I did not stick around to talk to my friends after the bell rang. Apparently 

my father did not stay at school, either, because he came home about five minutes after I did. He 

had circles under his eyes and looked like he had forgotten to shave that morning. 

 “Have you heard?” my mother asked him, as soon as he came in the door. “Mary Rogers 

told me when she came over for eggs. I can’t believe it.” 

 “Yes.” My father walked into the kitchen and opened the cabinet, the low one next to the 

refrigerator where my mother had moved everything with the aid of a step ladder one day, 

because she was not tall enough to reach the upper cabinet. He pulled out a bottle of whiskey and 

poured himself a glass. 

 “I’m so sorry.” She touched his shoulder, and I thought it would then slump down like it 

usually did, like the air were let out of him, but it stayed up and tight. “I know he was your 

friend.” 

 My father drank. He drained the small glass and filled it again. To my surprise, he offered 

it to my mother, but she waved it away. 

 “I heard his wife saw the whole thing.” She put her hands back on his shoulders, both 

now, and then rested the side of her head against his back. “It could have been us, Charles.” 

 “It wasn’t,” he said.  

 From my chair at the table, I watched the alien way in which my mother was leaning 

against him, and I felt like I was not understanding anything passing between them. “What 

happened?” 
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 My father said nothing, and my mother turned her face toward me, her arms now around 

his waist from behind. “There was a burglar, Jack. I’m afraid he killed your father’s friend, Mr. 

Sellers.” 

 “Oh.” I looked to my father, but saw only his back. He was so still, his hands on the 

countertop. I tried to read my mother’s expression, but couldn’t. 

 My mother at last stepped away from him. “Charles,” she said slowly, “what will happen 

to Sayoko now?” She dusted her hands as if she had something on them. 

 “I don’t know,” he answered. 

 She placed one of her hands on top of his and held it there. “Maybe she should go back to 

Japan.” 

 I watched him, and there it was, his shoulders falling, his height reduced. “Maybe so,” he 

said. 

 “I’m going to check on Pearl,” I said. My mother continued to stand there with her hand 

over his, and my father didn’t move. 

— 

 Pearl’s room was semi-dark again, only a bit of light coming in from around the curtain. 

The coverlet was drawn over her, tucked in tight to either side, and a stack of books rested on 

one side of her, a doll with yellow yarn for hair on the other. I thought she was sleeping when I 

saw her, but she opened her eyes and smiled at me. I could see her veins through her skin, like 

Sayoko’s aunt, webbed in pale blue. 

 “Hey,” I said. 

 Her lips moved, but no sound came until she licked them and tried again. “Hey.” 

 “How you doing?”  
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 “Okay, I guess.” She took a slow breath, and patted her hand against her doll. “Mommy 

says I can run and play again soon.”  

 “That’s good.” I sat on the edge of the bed, feeling for her feet so I didn’t sit on them. 

She reached for a cup of water on her nightstand, and the books slid off the bedspread and to the 

floor. She struggled to lean over to pick them up, but I jumped off the bed and stacked them on 

the nightstand for her. 

 “Thanks,” she breathed. 

 “I found it,” I said. “I found where they dropped the bomb.” 

 She sat up, a little too quickly, and then slumped back against the pillow. She reached up 

to brush something from her face, although there was nothing there. “I knew it. I knew you 

would.” 

 I held the cup of water for her and helped her take a drink. It dribbled down her chin, like 

she had forgotten how to swallow. “So you’ll get better now,” I said. “They’re giving you the 

special medicine.” 

 I thought maybe she hadn’t heard me, but then her eyes closed as she rested back against 

the headboard, and she looked so peaceful. “You did it,” she said. My hand was resting on the 

bed, and she put her hand in mine. It was cool and light, and smooth, like a small animal just 

born. 

 “I messed up, Pearl,” I said. “I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t. I should have 

spoken up but I just stood there until it was too late.” 

 Her eyes opened halfway. She shuffled in the bed, sliding back under the cover and 

turning on her side to face me, her hand still in mine. 
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 “There was this cat there, where the bomb fell, and it was dying, but it wasn’t dead, and I 

could have helped it maybe, but I didn’t. I gave up on it, and now it’s dead.” I was gripping her 

hand too tightly, and she started to pull it back, but I held on. “I should have said something. I 

should have done something. But I just gave up.” 

 I let go of her hand then, and it lay still on the coverlet. 

 “I’m so sorry,” I said. I did not want her to see me cry, but I could not turn away, either. 

 She patted my hand. “There, there,” she said. Her eyes closed. “It would probably have 

died anyway.” 

 I’m not sure how long I stood there. The house was quiet, and Pearl’s breathing grew 

slower and steadier. I eventually wiped my face dry and stepped back. “You’ll get better now,” I 

told her. 

 Once again, I had thought she was sleeping, but she opened one eye, and her fingers 

fluttered in a wave. Her mouth opened, and I leaned in to hear her. “Of course,” she said.  

— 

 The next morning, my mother was still in their bedroom as I got ready for school, and she 

did not appear while I ate my breakfast. My father had already left for work, even earlier than 

usual today. I went to knock on my parents’ bedroom door to let my mother know I was leaving, 

but there was no light coming from under the door, and the house was so still that I feared I 

would wake Pearl up if I made a sound. I went to the front door and picked up my book bag. 

 On the bookcase that stood next to the front door, in the same spot where my father used 

to leave the letters he wrote every night, sat a single envelope. I thought perhaps he had forgotten 

to take it with him, but when I looked, I saw my mother’s name—Grace—written on the outside. 
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 I stood there until I knew I would be late for school. I held the envelope and studied the 

carefully printed letters of my mother’s name. My father must have taken his time; his 

handwriting was usually unreadable. I finally slid my finger under the flap, tore it open and 

began to read. 

 When I finished, I stood by the door a while longer, looking back toward my mother’s 

room, giving her a chance to come out. I waited for her to awake and emerge, to catch me 

standing by the door with her letter in my hand. I sat down on the floor, holding the letter in one 

hand and the envelope in the other. I watched her door and listened to my own heartbeat. I could 

still smell singed bread where I had burnt my toast. I watched the light from the front window 

make its way in a golden line across the floor, and I told myself that if it touched my shoes and 

my mother had not come out, I would leave. The surprisingly cold light was halfway up my shins 

before I stood to go. 

 It was the big day at my school. I already had my mother’s and father’s homework letters 

for the time capsule tucked into my book bag, ready to be dropped in when my contribution was 

called for. I left my bicycle in the garage and walked to school instead. By the time I reached the 

school, where the entire student body had gathered under the sunshine for the principal to say a 

few words before they sealed the capsule, I knew what I was going to do. I slid my father’s letter 

to my mother into my book bag, between the other letters. Then I pulled them all out together as 

I approached my teacher. 

 “You’re just in time,” she said.22   
                                                           
22 When the letter was no longer where I left it, I assumed that Grace read and disposed of it. I waited for her to 

bring it up, watching her for signs, but she remained undisturbed, flat; not unemotional, but unyielding, such deep 

sorrow and regret that it drained away every aspect of visible emotion, even sadness. Once Pearl went to the 

hospital, Grace walked through the days with a face carved of marble. 
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Two days after I wrote the letter, Pearl collapsed on the floor while trying to go to the bathroom. Her legs 

just gave out, and she could not get back up. At the hospital, she tested positive for polio, and they wouldn’t let us 

near her. They told us they would give her a spinal tap and then hot packs for the pain. We were fortunate that there 

was a window in her room, and we could sit outside it and watch her, and she could see us, but there wasn’t any roof 

or anything outside, just a little patio with a couple of chairs that we pulled over. Pearl, of course, was terrified. 

Soon after she was admitted, the hospital started getting a flood of cases as it swept through the town worse than it 

had in years. It often fell to me to stay home with Jack, because Grace would not leave that window.  

The nurses were busy, rushing around, so at times Pearl would get nauseous or have diarrhea and it would 

be a while before they could come help her, and Grace would have to watch her daughter calling for help, and 

sometimes Grace would pound on the window but no one could hear. It was the third day before I convinced her to 

come home at night to get a few hours of sleep. She had sat at that window day and night, even in the rain until I 

drove over at 4 a.m. with an umbrella one morning after I heard the drops hitting in the chimney. I had fallen asleep 

in a chair in the living room.  

Pearl was in the hospital for a little over a week. There was a funeral for Frank during this time, and I 

wanted to go and find out about Sayoko, have even a few words with her—we had exchanged none since that day—

but when Grace asked if I was going, I knew my responsibility. I kept an eye on Jack at home or took him to the 

hospital to visit with Pearl through the window for as long as he could take it. It scared him, too. 

Pearl continued to play-act about the radiation sickness, although she had stopped claiming she had cancer, 

malaria, yellow fever, and all the other things she had read about. We never spoke about the one thing she really 

had. We could hardly hear each other through the window, in any case. 

They eventually put her in an iron lung. We were allowed to visit her once in there, her head looking so 

small sticking out, the noise of the motor sounding louder than it should have needed to be just to push and pull for 

those little lungs. It smelled like alcohol and sweat in there, like oil, and steam, and hot blankets. Pearl told me she 

had gotten in trouble for trying to talk to everyone, for calling to patients on the other side of the room in their own 

metal cases who weren’t responding to her. She was lonely and scared, and she wanted to come home.    

“Daddy,” she whispered, “I think I’m the only person here who’s had Roman Fever and the Black Death.” 

Grace was trying not to cry and couldn’t speak, so she touched my arm in a way that I knew what it 

meant—to speak for both of us. This would be the last touch of its kind. 
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“Right. I mean, of course, kiddo. So this is nothing.” 

I wished I could hold her, but there was no way. For a moment we all just listened to the swoosh-swoosh of 

the motor, like it was the tide coming in, rocking her to sleep. It was the last time we saw her.   

I left two weeks later. After Pearl passed, Grace did not seem to notice when I was home or gone, she was 

so consumed by her grief and her drinking. I tried to teach my students but found I had nothing to say. I tried to play 

with Jack, to give him comfort, but I found I could not be near him without turning into a man I swore I would never 

be again. Every little thing set me off. At Pearl’s funeral, Grace would not touch me at all, and I knew it was because 

she would never forgive me, that any chance I had to make right what I had done had died with my daughter, the 

reason I came home. Grace and Jack drove home from the cemetery and I walked, and Sayoko broke off from the 

crowd and walked with me. She held me. 

A week later, when I told Grace I was leaving, I thought she might finally grow angry. She had a right to 

be, I knew, for what I was doing broke every vow I had ever made. My final failure, all the worse because I realized, 

I think, what my leaving would do to them. Or I thought she might not even respond, simply stare into her glass. I 

found her at the table, reading letters I had sent her from Japan. It made sense to me that she was doing this, and 

when I told her I was going, it made sense to her. She nodded as if this was both reasonable and expected. “Tell 

Jack,” she said, sounding weary. 

He was reading in his room—Swiss Family Robinson, if I remember rightly. I explained to him as best I 

could. He looked confused, hurt, and most of all, worried. “You can’t go fight again,” he told me, standing up and 

dropping his book. 

“I won’t.” I held him to me, felt his heart beating hard against mine. “That’s not what I’m doing.” 

“You need to be careful,” he said. He had started to cry. 

“You’ll see me again.” I dried his face with my hand. It was the truth. 

He followed me to the car and watched as I loaded it. Grace and I embraced; I do not know if we would 

have if Jack were not there. It seemed important. Her movements were stiff, mechanical, but then she touched me 

once on the temple, two fingertips, and fixed me with a look that for but a moment flashed out of the dull ache that 

had wholly overwhelmed her. I have never known what it meant. 

I got into the car and drove away. I waved at the corner. They both waved back. 
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Afterword 

 June, at the beginning of all this I wrote that my goals were not to defend myself or 

exonerate your grandfather, but to give you a better understanding of who you are and your place 

in the family story. I don’t know that I’ve succeeded—there are some things I can’t write about 

yet—but I hope that you are at least empowered now with the questions to ask.  

 You know by now what will be found when your school opens the time capsule on 

September 10. I began writing this nearly a year ago, when I saw that the anniversary date was 

approaching. I couldn’t believe it when I heard that you had decided to go home and apply to 

your and my old school, of all places. I scrambled to finish the last parts before you heard it on 

the nightly news, instead. ‘Murder solved fifty years later through letter left in time capsule.’ The 

media will devour this. I will protect you as much as I can. 

At the time, the opening seemed a lifetime away and the best compromise I could offer 

him. Even with his secret kept, as you know, my father did not stay around. It’s hard to pinpoint 

the dates in my memory, but I believe it was only about three weeks later that he left, soon after 

your aunt Pearl’s funeral, when we were all still lost to our sadness. It was perhaps a month later 

that Sayoko left town, some said for Japan, and was not heard from again. 

 I have given you all I know. Maybe someday you can ask your grandfather to tell you the 

rest of the story.23  

 

With love, 

Dad 

  

                                                           
23

 Come speak to me. I know you have questions. 
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Chapter Eleven 

 

 June finished reading and dropped the pages on her bedspread. “Lord help me,” she 

whispered to no one. She waited to see what might happen next, to see if her grandfather would 

intuitively know to come speak to her, but he did not. Perhaps her phone would ring, and her 

father would be calling from Timbuktu or Abu Dhabi, somehow knowing that now she knew 

what he did. She sat on her bed, cross-legged, and after a while she realized that one of her feet 

had fallen asleep. She flexed it, then prodded it with the end of a hair band. It had no feeling. She 

wasn’t sure why, but this alone made her feel like she could cry. She stood up, although her foot 

would not support her weight, and when she kicked it against the bottom of her box springs she 

felt nothing. She choked out a laugh and kicked it again, this time feeling sharp pinpricks in her 

foot. She hobbled to the bedroom door, then turned and went to the closet instead. 

 Twenty minutes later, she entered the living room pulling her rolling, red suitcase. 

Charles sat on the couch, reading a book. Sinatra was playing from the stereo, and she stepped 

over and shut it off. 

 “You finished the book,” he said. 

 “Sure did.” She flexed her fingers on the suitcase handle. “Quite a read.” 

 “We can talk about it.” He picked up a glass of tea from its coaster and took a sip, then 

set it back down. “Is there, was there… is there anything you didn’t understand?” 

 June set her suitcase upright and let go of it. “Maybe I’d better check to be sure.” She 

began ticking off on her fingers. “You cheated on Grandma. You killed your lover’s husband. 

You then, what, let your twelve-year-old son cover for you, and you let him—how can I put 

this—you let him live with the guilt for fifty years.” She stepped closer. “And then you left your 
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wife and son, right after your daughter died, to go shack up with your lover now that she was 

free. Did I get all that right?” 

He closed his book, keeping a finger in it, then leaned forward to pick up a worn leather 

bookmark off the coffee table. He slid it into his book, then closed and patted it, his hand 

trembling. 

“Don’t let me interrupt your reading,” June said.  

“Did you read my notes?” he said. 

“I can’t believe you left them to be with her.” She started to pace, and on the second turn 

one of her swinging hands clutched at the suitcase handle, and she dragged it back and forth with 

her the length of the living room. “That’s what happened, isn’t it? I bet that’s what happened 

with my mom and dad, too. For heaven’s sake, are all parents like this?” 

“It was the other way around.” He stood, the book still in his hand, and walked over to 

the middle of the room, where her path would cross in a moment. 

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about.” He stepped in her path, and she saw the 

black tassel of the bookmark hanging down, and she snagged it with her fingers as she stepped 

around him to keep pacing. The bookmark fluttered to the floor, and she felt simultaneously 

vindicated and about three years old. 

“With your mother and father.” He stooped to retrieve the bookmark, his knees vibrating. 

She kicked it away. “You’re being a child,” he said. 

“I don’t care.” She walked over to his iced tea, picked it up, and then poured it into the 

flower pot of his cactus. She stood there, watching the brown liquid seep into the dry soil, and 

felt remorse then. It wasn’t the cactus’s fault, she thought. “I wanted to understand, but I don’t, I 

don’t understand anything, and I don’t know what the point is anymore.” 
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Her grandfather went into the kitchen, and a minute later he reappeared with a large 

plastic baggy filled with chocolate walnut cookies. He unzipped the outer pocket of her suitcase 

and tucked them inside. 

June picked up the potted cactus and turned it over, supporting the base of it with her 

hand although its spines pricked her. She hoped the excess tea would drain out, but it was all 

absorbed. 

“Too late now,” Charles intoned. “It’s soaked into the soil.” 

“Don’t,” June said. “Don’t make this into some stupid lesson. That’s what my dad would 

do. You don’t have the right.” 

She put the cactus down and stepped back to her suitcase. He didn’t stop her when she 

zipped up the outer pocket, or when she wheeled it to the front door. He followed her outside and 

watched her put her suitcase in the trunk of her car. It was a balmy Sunday evening, a mass of 

clouds clumped and grey in the distance, and one anvil-shaped loner glowering overhead. 

“I didn’t leave to be with her. That wasn’t why,” he said. 

“She went back to Japan?” 

“No. She came looking for me. I had enrolled in college in Boston, and that’s where she 

found me.”  

June climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. After a moment she rolled 

down the window and he leaned down into it, his head and arms filling the space, but neither of 

them spoke. June shifted into reverse. She eased her foot off the pedal and it rolled a few inches, 

making her grandfather shuffle sideways to keep his head and arms in the window. 

“I hope you had many happy years together,” she said. 

“You don’t mean that,” he said. 
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“No.” 

He drew back from the window. He looked up at the clouds, dark and swollen. “Sayoko 

died six months later. Tuberculosis.” 

June felt more anger, like he did not deserve to have this claim to loss. She clenched her 

hands on the wheel and then let them relax. “I’m sorry.” 

“You don’t mean that, either,” he said. 

“Yes.” 

Dots of rain appeared on the windshield, then streaked down it in lines. Her grandfather 

did not seem to have noticed, though dark spots appeared on his white collar. Of course he would 

stand out in the rain to wish her off. That’s where her father had gotten his stubbornness, she 

thought, his infuriating ability to be seemingly unaware that he made everything revolve around 

him. It made her think of the stories of her father and his sister as children.  

“I wish I had known her,” June said. “Aunt Pearl.” 

She gave him an opportunity to respond, but he just frowned like he was working some 

problem out in his head, the rain falling faster now, and she backed up out of the driveway as the 

wind shifted and it began to blow in through the open window. He stepped across the grass to the 

curb and finally spoke. 

“It was like she made it happen by writing the letter. The lie.” He shook his head, water 

falling from his eyebrows. “And like I made it true by coming home.” 

June watched him until his lined face was dripping, his thin grey hair slick against his 

skull, his shirt beginning to show his pale skin beneath. He looked exposed and frail. “I’ll be 

seeing you,” she said. 
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She rolled up the window and drove down the street. By the time she parked in the garage 

at her old hotel in Las Colinas, the rain had eased off but the ensuing humidity was thick and 

oppressive. She imagined that she might unburden herself to Paul, perhaps he would even want 

to console her, but he was not on the drive that night. Then she thought that Marlow might offer 

her the employee rate for old time’s sake, but she did not recognize the front desk manager, 

though it had only been a month since she quit. In the end, she drove back to Grapevine and 

stayed at a motel a few miles from the school. The ‘grand opening’ as her father had called it was 

two days away, and she had spent most evenings of the past week drafting her speech. She 

wondered if her father was in town yet, whether he might in fact be in the very next room over, 

working on a travel article with the television on and the sound turned off. At first the thought 

comforted her, but then it made her feel terribly alone, and when, still awake, she saw the light of 

dawn creeping across the windowsill, she thought it was one of the most miserable things she 

had ever seen. 
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Chapter Twelve 

 

 The first thing Jack thought when he saw her was that she looked exactly as Ellen had 

nearly forty years ago when they first met at the fair, her hair restrained in a loose ponytail with 

wisps curling loose, wearing a simple black t-shirt and a denim skirt, a hot dog cradled in one 

hand with chili and cheese sliding in slow motion off one end toward the ground. A worker on 

the midway had shouted at him to prove himself a man and win his girl a prize, and she played 

along because her boyfriend was off getting a beer, sliding a hand to the hair at the back of his 

neck and begging him to win her a stuffed elephant. He ended up in the first fight of his adult 

life, though it got him a girl’s phone number in eyeliner pencil on the inside of one forearm, like 

a prisoner tattoo. Ellen had taken off her shoe and used it to brush a prize-winning cow’s manure 

from his back where he had fallen—true love, he’d said even then—and they went off to ride the 

new Scrambler that everyone was talking about, his lip still bleeding. Five minutes and seventy-

four rotations later, her chili dog made a reappearance, and it was his turn to clean her off. It was 

the worst and certainly messiest first date he could imagine, and he came by her apartment every 

day for the next month. 

 “Hi, Dad.” June stepped away from the lunch counter at the airport, and a big glob of 

chili glided away from the hot dog, still attached by cheese for the first eighteen inches, and 

landed on her white sneaker. She paused and reached for napkins. 

 The second thing Jack noticed when he saw his daughter was that all the fingertips on her 

left hand, the one clutching the chili dog, had band-aids wrapped around them. She had a habit 

when she was anxious, he knew, not of biting her nails but the skin around them, until they bled 

and she finally bandaged them. Her right hand looked fine; she had probably kept it on the wheel 

for the drive to the airport to pick him up. 
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 “It’s good to see you, June.” He picked up the large pink smoothie she had just paid for 

as she leaned over to mop at her shoe, more chili dripping down in the process to land steaming 

on the polished concourse.  

 “I got hungry. I’ve been here an hour.” She left the chili on the floor, and her sneaker 

now had a rust-colored streak across the toe. 

 Jack looked over his shoulder at the rest of the travelers still pouring out of the gate, 

harried and hurried. He had managed to be the first one off the plane after being delayed in New 

York. “Well, you know, I’ve just been sitting on the tarmac for an hour waiting until I felt like 

coming in.” 

 “That’s exactly what I figured.” She passed him a crumpled, chili-stained napkin to throw 

away for her. 

 He could think of nothing else appropriate to say, and she stood watching him 

expectantly like something should happen next, having transferred the dripping chili dog to her 

other hand. When he moved to embrace her, though, her free hand came up between them and 

pressed, palm out and fingers spread, against the front of his powder blue polo. Her hand was 

wet with chili sauce and the soaked bandages on her fingertips left little square imprints, with the 

rest of her handprint small and brown in the center of his shirt like a child’s father’s day present. 

 She took the smoothie from him and slurped it loudly, heading toward the baggage 

carousel. Beyond the window, he saw heat shimmers across the runway, where silver DC-40s 

taxied and overloaded luggage carts rolled by. He heard a squeal of delight as a couple about his 

age jumped up from a seat near the overhead television to run at a trim young man coming out of 

the gate and wearing a military uniform. The smell of citrus-based floor cleaner was strong and it 

fought against the odor of chili sauce.  
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 His first time in the DFW airport had been to fly to Maui for his honeymoon, by way of 

LA, although he had been here countless times since. Jack remembered his new bride’s anxiety 

about motion sickness during the nine-hour plane ride—ever since the incident at the fair, she 

was prone to it even riding in a car, though Jack insisted it was all in her head—as she remained 

nervous despite the Dramamine, the patch behind her ear, and the bracelet with a pressure point 

against the soft inside of her wrist. The end result was that she slept through the flight and woke 

up to palm trees. He wrote in the evenings, determined to get double use out of this trip and 

jump-start his career as a travel writer, and by the end of the six days she had a severe sunburn, 

he had an article, and they both had ‘Just Maui’d’ t-shirts and mouth sores from eating an entire, 

‘newlywed complimentary’ pineapple the morning of their flight home. Ellen’s favorite part had 

been snorkeling with sea turtles, listening to the click of their beaks against the coral as they fed, 

like Rice Krispies popping underwater, she said; his had been watching her sleep—the gentle 

rise and fall of her chest, loose hair across her forehead, flat on her back with one arm thrown up 

above her. June would turn out to sleep the same way. 

 “Are you coming?” June stepped back into view on the main concourse, smoothie in 

hand, as foot traffic diverted around her. 

 “Yeah,” Jack said, turning away from the gate to follow June around the corner and over 

to the baggage carousel. 

 “Sometimes I wonder if anyone would notice if I just took a ride on one of these things,” 

June said. She had one sneaker—the stained one—propped on the shiny rim of the carousel, 

while suitcases and duffel bags rolled by on the conveyor belt. 
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 “Thanks for taking my call this morning.” Jack took up a position next to her, looking not 

at her but down at the belt where the luggage emerged from a chute. “I wasn’t sure you could 

pick me up.” 

 “What are we looking for? Your old grey Samsonite?” 

 “No, had to replace that one. Finally came apart in Budapest.” 

 “Happens to me all the time,” she said. She began scraping the chili-smeared bandages 

off her fingertips and tossing them one by one into a nearby trash can. 

 He spotted his suitcase, tall and black with wheels, and wrested it off the conveyor as it 

rolled by. He rolled it toward June and she started for the exit, and from there across the street to 

a short-term parking lot. They were in her Corolla and she was driving, this time with her left 

hand so she could bite at the right, before he spoke again. 

 “How’s your Grandpa?” 

 He watched her bite hard at the skin on her thumb. “Oh, you know. Rinsing his dentures. 

Oiling his cane. Running from the FBI.” She waggled the bloody fingertips of her free hand at a 

driver who had slowed down to let her change lanes. “The usual.” 

 They left the airport and merged onto the freeway, and a few miles passed in silence. 

“June,” he said at length, “it was probably self-defense. You know that, right?”  

 “I guess that’s what you’ve told yourself all these years.” She accelerated, her thumb re-

appearing and her pinky finger soon caught between her teeth. 

 “Hey, I think that was the exit for my hotel. You can exit here and circle back.” 

 June gave no indication she heard. “Did Mom know? Or did Grandma ever find out?” 

 “There it is. Turn here.” He pointed at the hotel’s sign, visible off to their right past a 

string of restaurants.  
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 “I bet you could go on one of those sleazy daytime shows.” The car picked up more 

speed, passing the limit and then moving into the HOV lane, where she accelerated further. 

 “I don’t know if your grandmother ever found out. Probably not. She had her own 

issues.” Jack braced one arm against the doorframe. “Slow down.” 

 A red Porsche appeared behind them, closing fast, and June took their speed up to eighty, 

then ninety. “June,” he said. 

 “Who named me?” She shot him a look like he had punished her with her name, like it 

had been a life-long burden. “It doesn’t even make sense. I was born in March.” 

 “Your mother. The trip was her idea, too.” He spoke softly, and she finally slowed the car 

down, leaning a touch toward him as the road noise dropped away. “You were conceived in 

June. In South Carolina.” 

 “June Carolina.” She moved over three lanes and then exited. They coasted down the off-

ramp, through a green light, and then turned into a subdivision. “Thank the good Lord it wasn’t, 

like, February in Omaha.” 

 He chuckled at this, and after a moment her hand dropped away from her mouth to rest 

on the wheel. 

“I was convinced I was too old,” Jack said. “She was barely thirty, of course, but I had hit 

forty the year before, and I kept putting it off with financial excuses. We were finally doing okay 

money-wise, but I thought I was too old. She talked me into trying on Father’s Day.” Looking 

out the window, Jack realized he recognized the neighborhood, with its identical houses and 

parceled lawns. “Wait a minute,” he said. 

 “I was your mid-life crisis,” June said. 

 “Don’t do this.” 
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 “I’m the one driving.”  

 Jack looked at the curb and sidewalk sliding by just outside the window, as if gauging 

their speed and the danger of leaping from the car. “I’ll see him at the event tomorrow.” 

 “Don’t be a baby,” she said. 

 “Now you sound like your mother.” 

 She braked hard for a squirrel, both feet, and he lurched against the seatbelt. She hit the 

gas again and steered around a car coming the opposite way. June shifted gears fast, 

unnecessarily, and bounced her hand against the stick as they sped up again. “Like Mom,” she 

snapped, clamping her hand back to the wheel. “Is that a good thing? Is it a bad thing? I wish 

you’d tell me, because I really don’t know.” 

 “I know,” Jack said. He watched her, the way the visible pulse on the side of her neck 

sped up when she got angry, thrumming like a drumbeat, the way she breathed entirely through 

her mouth, the way she kept both hands on the wheel and both elbows tucked in close, protecting 

her vitals. Ellen had wrapped both arms around herself when she told him about the librarian 

from New Jersey—a librarian—and about her new job, about moving, about leaving. One arm 

had covered her chest, the other her stomach, like he might hit her for the first time, or like she 

feared it was the only way to hold herself together. That’s what she had looked like, like she 

were the one coming apart, telling him she could not wait until school let out for the day because 

she wouldn’t make her daughter go through a goodbye. There had been a half dozen shouted 

phone conversations before she changed her number, but that was the last time he saw her, the 

last image she left—so vulnerable and yet so contained. 
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 June pulled into her grandfather’s driveway and parked next to his Oldsmobile. Charles 

was sitting on the porch swing, as if he was expecting them. Jack fought the urge to push open 

the door and run down the street. 

 June rolled down her window. “Get in,” she hollered toward the porch. 

 “I’m quite comfortable here, thank you.” He raised a glass of iced tea as if to prove his 

point. 

 Jack leaned against the passenger door and barked a short laugh. “He doesn’t want to see 

me.” 

 “You don’t want to see him.” June leaned out of the window and honked her horn twice. 

“Hey, Gramps, let’s not make a scene. Get in the car.” 

 “Show some respect,” Charles answered, rising. 

 June laid on the horn, holding it down with her palm, the single note stretching out and 

out. She let up a moment, then pushed again, this time blaring the horn to the rhythm of “Jingle 

Bells.” 

 Charles picked up a cane from the porch and ambled over to the car, squinting into the 

driver’s side. June released the horn. “Mrs. Griffith is most likely sleeping,” he said. 

 Jack coughed. “Not anymore.” 

 “Get in.” June jerked her head toward the back seat and revved the engine.  

 “You can sit by her, Dad.” Jack pushed open the door and climbed out. “She’s in one of 

her moods.” 

 “I’m not elderly,” Charles answered. “I can ride in the back.” 

 “Exactly what age does one become elderly, Dad?” Jack kept one hand on the front car 

door, holding it open for him. 
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 June laid on the horn again. Charles climbed into the front seat and Jack shut the door and 

then slid into the back. 

 “This is kidnapping,” Charles said. 

 June shifted into reverse and the car bottomed out hard on the road before she righted it. 

“Put out an Amber Alert.” 

 Jack did not think he had ever been in the back seat of his daughter’s car before. It was 

grimy in places, with some thick black mass stuck to one corner of the seatbelt buckle, and there 

were near-empty plastic water bottles rolling around at his feet. He had bought her the car, but 

she had gone through driver’s ed while he was away on an extended project in the Greek isles. 

His mother, Grace, told him that she let June practice in parking lots. It seemed to Jack he left a 

girl riding around on her bicycle and came back to a young woman proud to drive him to the café 

for a coffee. They came out of the café that day to discover someone had put a ding in her car 

door, and she was beyond furious, despite the fact the car was so old you could barely tell.  

 “This isn’t going to work, June,” he said. “Once your Grandpa gets an idea in his head, 

nothing changes it. I’m the villain here. After all, I protected him, keeping his secret for years. 

Diabolical.” 

 “Nobody asked you to.” 

 Jack loosened his belt and leaned forward, between the seats. “I was trying to help you.” 

“That letter was for your mother. You had no right to take it.” 

“I didn’t see you writing another one.” Charles said nothing to that, and Jack sat back. 

“You could have spoken up at any time,” he added. 

June reached to turn on the radio. Charles shut it off. 
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“We were in the middle of losing Pearl.” His voice lowered until June was tilting her 

head and Jack was leaning between the seats again. “I couldn’t do that to her, not then.” 

“So you left,” Jack said. “That was your big, compassionate solution for Mom and me.” 

“Yes.” 

“This is insane. I shouldn’t have come here.” Jack looked outside for the first time since 

leaving the neighborhood, searching for familiar landmarks. They passed a supermarket and then 

a three-story apartment complex bordering a small artificial lake. “June, just let me out. I’ll find 

a cab and meet you tomorrow.” 

“No can do.” She flicked the power door locks, as if he was a child that could not unlock 

the door himself. 

“This isn’t working, June.” 

“You think that’s what I care about?”  

They turned past a sign that read Oak Grove Retirement Home. “No,” Jack and Charles 

said together. Jack had not been to this place in almost three years, when he had arranged for his 

mother to be moved here. He did not know how Charles knew why they were here, but his father 

had always been sharp. He felt certain in that moment that Charles would remain in the car, that 

even if Jack allowed June to talk him into going in to visit his mother—or what was left of her, at 

least—he would not have to deal with facing a reunion between his parents. 

“No,” Charles said again. 

June steered toward the visitor’s lot, next to a row of spreading oaks. “You don’t have a 

choice.” 

“I choose to sit in the car.” 
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Jack listened to his father, hearing a tone in his voice that took him back to his childhood. 

Under the surface he was somewhere between desperation and panic, but he sounded so 

collected. 

“I choose to sit in the car,” Charles repeated, only to his son this time, for June had 

parked the car, gotten out, and was coming around to his door. “Jack, this is ridiculous.” Charles 

twisted around, still in his seat belt, and Jack saw real terror in his eyes. “Is this some kind of 

revenge? I have my rights. I have full control of my faculties. I swear to you I won’t sign a 

thing—I will take this to court.” 

Understanding settled in for Jack, and when June pulled the car door open, he nearly 

laughed when his father kicked one foot at her. “June!” Charles shouted. “For God’s sake, I have 

a lecture series next week. I’m not some doddering old fool. You can’t just bring me out here.” 

June stood stunned for a moment. She leaned over to look at her father in the back seat. 

Jack licked his lips, took a breath, and then could only give her a weak smile, unable to come up 

with anything to say. Bringing Grace here had not been so difficult, though no less traumatic; she 

had already begun a slide into dementia. 

“Grandpa,” June said. “We’re not here to check you in.” 

Charles watched her a moment, then looked at his son in the backseat, and finally let go 

of the stick shift with one hand and an armrest with the other. “Then what in heaven’s name are 

we here for?” 

“You’ll see.” She beckoned him with one hand. “Come on, let’s just look around. I 

promise you don’t have to stay. You may be old and mean, but as long as you’re selling books 

and paying for your own house I can’t see what possible reason there would be to put you in a 

home.” 
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“My thoughts exactly,” Charles said. “I’ve got another twenty years of independent 

living.” He clambered out, stretching. “I suppose we can look around if it will make you feel 

better.” 

Maybe not so sharp, Jack thought. He exited the car and looked across at his daughter. 

She did not look self-satisfied; she looked pale. 

“Come on,” she said. 

 

 

June found herself surprised at how smoothly it had all gone. She lacked a plan for 

moving forward from here, because a large part of her—the voice that had spoken up all too 

often lately, raising a hand aloft until, exasperated, she called on it again—insisted that her plan 

would fail and she would not make it even this far. Her father walked grimly, as to a funeral, 

while her grandfather glanced about with mild curiosity, as if he had taken her at her word that 

they were only here to look around. 

“Probably an electrified perimeter buried underground,” he said as they passed two 

elderly ladies chatting on a bench. “Works with the shock collars.” 

Jack stepped forward and held the door for them, a big gliding pane of glass with a brass 

handle. “Where do we sign you up?” 

June was used to her father and grandmother bickering, but this was new and different. 

On the surface, it was more lighthearted, but it had a peculiar quality to it, a brawling edge to 

their words to each other, like they might physically begin fighting until one had shed blood. 

With her father and grandmother, there had always been a concerned facial expression mixed 

with the frustrated comment, a touch to the arm to soften the biting retort. If Jack called her a 
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foolish old woman, he then offered to do her dishes. It never gave June the feeling they were 

about to go into the backyard and lay into each other. 

At the front counter, a disinterested middle-aged woman had them sign in. Charles was 

standing off by a framed map of the grounds, studying the layout of the place, and June gave the 

woman Grace’s name in a whisper. 

“Room 14-B.” The receptionist pointed without looking up from her magazine. 

“This way.” June led them down the hallway, past framed landscape prints and potted 

miniature palms. “Real plants,” she said to her grandfather, half-turning to sweep one hand 

toward them. 

“The list of amenities is never ending,” he replied. 

The hallway curved, opening to an expanse of windows that looked over a patio and a 

well-kept lawn with a swept walking path, bone-white benches, and a number of scattered, 

plastic tables and chairs. At a table on the patio, flanked by a row of blooming lantana, two men 

sat on opposite sides of a backgammon board, each with hand to chin and frozen like a statue. 

“Just look at those geezers,” Charles said. “I’d say they’ve been around the block.” 

Jack strode forward to walk beside his daughter. “I’d say you were circling the block 

before those guys were born, Dad.” 

The numbers ticked by until they were standing before 14-B. The door was shut and 

undecorated. June looked at her father, but he kept his distance, and Charles was studying the 

numbered plaque on the wall as if it might reveal its secrets. June rapped lightly on the door. 

It was her first time to the retirement home, and the first time she had seen her 

grandmother since leaving for college. Her father had moved Grace to the home during June’s 

second semester and explained the situation to her in a letter, giving her the address in case she 
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wanted to write. June did, once, but she received no response and did not try again. The way her 

father had described Grace, it made June feel that a stranger would be intercepting her 

grandmother’s mail, one who might or might not pass on the message in its original form. 

June had thought about visiting a number of times over the past month, but she could not 

raise the courage with all the other changes going on around her and had promised herself she 

would visit once things settled down a bit. The thought of bringing her father and grandfather 

here had presented itself out of nowhere, like a telegraph clicking in mentally while she brushed 

her teeth that morning, minutes before her father called with his flight plan and request to meet. 

The idea of orchestrating a triple reunion felt so perfectly fated that she hardly considered herself 

to be playing a role in it at all. 

The door opened to reveal Grace, and that same, unsettling feeling rose up in June—that 

a stranger had stepped in for her grandmother, was serving as a gatekeeper for her, and would 

not let them in to see her unless fully satisfied. Grace had far more than four years’ worth of 

extra spots and creases on her face, her eyes watered, and her mouth had a set to it that she 

formerly reserved for men peddling products on her front porch. 

“What is it?” she said, looking from one of them to the other. 

“Sorry,” June said, feeling like an intruder. “Hello.” 

In the letter about Grace, June’s father had treated June like an adult—exactly what she 

had fought, scratched, and begged for—and it bothered her, the way he wrote frankly about his 

mother’s dementia, about how it had been exacerbated, he thought, by her drinking problem, the 

way it had always gone unspoken in the family, and how it did not seem to cause too much 

visible trouble in her old age until she was taken off the alcohol by the staff at the retirement 

home. 
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“Sorry,” Grace parroted. “Hello.” 

“Hello, Mom,” Jack said. As he said it, he reached for his father’s arm and held it just 

above the wrist. There did not seem to be a reaction in Charles, except that his upper torso 

inclined toward the door, his head tilting to see around June, studying this frail bird of a woman 

still in her floral blue nightgown at 4:30 in the afternoon. 

“It’s Jack,” her father added. “And this is June, your granddaughter. We’re here to visit 

you.” 

“I’m not blind,” she said, although she did not step aside or into the hallway, and June 

continued to see no recognition in her eyes. “You might’ve called,” she added. 

“It’s not possible,” Charles said. 

June stepped back, smelling the familiar mixture of her mother’s Ben-Gay and Jean Nate, 

but on top of that a sour smell, something decaying, like the final time June came to stay with her 

grandmother before going off to college, and she called her father to tell him that Grace’s new 

cat was dead because her grandmother had apparently never fed it and it had begun to 

decompose under her couch. The smell, mixed with that of freshly baked chocolate walnut 

cookies, reached June before she had made it up the stairs of the front porch. 

“Sorry,” she repeated. “We just wanted to come say hello.” 

“I’ve already taken them,” Grace said, looking from one to the other. 

June saw Charles jerk sideways, a strange halting half-step, and Jack’s hand slid down to 

grip his father’s. 

“How have you been, Mom?” Jack asked. “Are you making friends here?” 

“Gretchen is eighty-four,” she said. She took a step into the hall, then back into the 

doorway. “She wets herself at night.” 
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June drew a deep breath. “I finished college,” she said. “I’m teaching school now, at 

Vernon Middle, where Dad went and Grandpa used to teach.” 

“No,” Charles said. 

“Yes.” June nodded. “I wrote you once, but I don’t know if you got it.” 

Grace peered down the hallway. “They burn all the mail.” 

“Mom, they don’t burn the mail. They’re very nice here.” Jack released his father’s hand 

and stepped forward. He put his hands lightly on his mother’s shoulders, but when she shrunk 

under them, ducking downward, he let her go. 

“Drink all the whiskey,” Grace said. “Won’t give you a decent drink.” 

Charles had a hand to his chin. June felt like the floor was tilting under her feet, and she 

stepped over and took her grandfather’s other hand now that her father had released it, but he 

shook her loose. He leaned his cane against the wall, under a Monet print of a bridge from when 

the artist had nearly lost his sight. 

June had the feeling a nurse or attendant might come running down the hallway, shouting 

at them for irrevocably damaging their patient’s mental health and well-being, then chase them 

out or arrest them, and it was all her fault for the idiotic thought of bringing them here in the first 

place. “We shouldn’t have bothered you, Grandma,” she said. 

Charles stepped forward, nudging his son to the side. “I’ll bring you a decent drink next 

time,” he told her. She eyed him for a moment, then ducked her head again and stepped back into 

her room. 

“Grace,” he said. 

She turned to face him. 
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“Grace.” He pushed the door open the rest of the way, revealing a rumpled bed, walls 

with a few photos of Jack and June, and a vanity with a few dusty old trinkets. She stepped 

backward, one hand reaching to touch the edge of the vanity. 

“Grace,” he said. 

She brought her fingertips off the vanity and touched them to her mouth, leaving a wisp 

of grey dust there. He stepped within the room. 

“Have you been watching Pearl?” she asked. 

Charles turned and reached for the doorknob. His eyes met June’s, and she was prepared 

for a backlash, but they looked restful, like they might appear behind his eyelids when he slept. 

“Some things still need privacy,” he said, and he closed the door. 

June stood in the hallway near her father, not speaking, but even in the quiet they could 

hear nothing from within the room. Three men walked by, talking disparagingly about the day’s 

lunch menu. 

“Do you want to get a coffee?” her father asked. 

He reached for her hand and she let him take it. She wanted something childish, 

something absurdly sweet with whipped cream and a cherry, and to let her father do all the 

talking. She said nothing as he led her back out to the car. 

 

 

There was a small coffee shop less than a block away. There was no discussion as to who 

would pay; her father told her to get anything she liked. She ordered a large, elaborate dessert 

coffee and a chocolate brownie. He ordered a black cup of the day’s roast. 
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She guzzled the first half of her coffee and had to excuse herself to use the bathroom. In 

the restroom, she allowed herself to cry hard for about five minutes, and was then able to shut it 

off and clean her face until it only showed in the puff below her eyes. Her father was looking out 

the window when she returned to the table. 

“What will happen?” She sat and broke off a corner of the brownie. “Tomorrow, when 

they open the capsule and read the letter.” 

Jack leaned back from the table and draped his arms over the back of the chair. “I don’t 

know, June. Probably nothing.” 

“You wrote that you heard him kill that guy. Did he confess to it in the letter to 

Grandma?” 

“That he killed him, yes, and under what circumstances.” He slung one arm off the chair 

and picked up his coffee. “But he could call that self-defense. I doubt Dad was the one who went 

for a gun. He may have even been protecting Sayoko.” 

“She’s dead, now, too.” June took a sip of her coffee. All the extra sugar had gathered at 

the bottom and it tasted too sweet to her now. 

“Yes. Dad told me once. So it’s just Dad’s word as to how it happened. And it was fifty 

years ago. Any good lawyer could get him off.”  

“So it’s not a big deal.” She took a chocolate chip from the inside of her brownie and 

dropped it into her coffee. The remaining pool of frothy cream buoyed it up. 

“It is to your Grandpa,” Jack said. “He never told your grandmother or anybody else 

about the affair, or about the killing. All these years.” He tapped a finger against the side of his 

empty coffee mug. “She must have had suspicions. But maybe not. We were all wrapped up with 

Pearl.” 
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 June picked at her brownie until it was a thin layer of chocolate spread over her napkin, 

then crumpled it up and dropped it into her cup. 

“It’ll be all right, Junebug,” her father said. 

She looked at him, studying his face, comparing it to the face of the man she had lived 

with the past month, as she had daily compared her face in the mirror to the photo of her mother 

she still kept on her nightstand. This photo was the last thing she packed up in her grandfather’s 

guest room and the first thing she set out in the motel. It was a candid shot June had taken of her 

mother, of Ellen leaned against a railing with a wine glass in hand and looking out over the city 

lights. June had always thought it captured the mystery and romance of her mother, her 

irrepressible heart. Looking at her father, June realized that she wanted to take it down. She 

wanted to give it to her father, perhaps to be put in the box with the kimono and the earrings. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. 

“It’s okay.” 

“I’m sorry Mom did that to you.” For a moment it seemed that he had not heard or 

understood her, but she could not think of how to elaborate or bring herself to repeat it. The 

knots in her back tightened all the way up to the nape of her neck, and she thought she might 

have to excuse herself to the restroom again. She watched him, his still face and then the 

movement of his mouth, until his hand touched hers on the table and she let her shoulders relax. 

“It’s okay,” he said again. 
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Chapter Thirteen 

 

The genealogy club made a poor showing of itself. She had finally let them know the 

school would only be opening the old capsule, but none of them seemed too distraught. Mai was 

now in Disneyland—a postcard had come to June at the school the previous day, showing a 

picture of Cinderella’s Castle with Greetings from the Happiest Place on Earth written below, 

and the girl had scrawled on the back, in a tiny and almost unreadable hand, a detailed agenda of 

the twenty-odd attractions she planned to visit that day. Wish you were here, she closed with, 

although June doubted it. The two brothers had not appeared at the club in almost a week and she 

was unsurprised, though a touch deflated, to realize she had no students present for the opening. 

If they were here, they were staying hidden in the ranks of their classes. 

June had been surprised to see not one but two local news crews set up, their vans taking 

up two faculty spaces each, sporting tall poles with dishes and antennae rising like church spires. 

Perhaps Principal Thompson had exerted himself on behalf of exposure for the school. This was 

the last event of the day, timed to finish just before school let out, and the collective student body 

was gathered impatiently in the grassy area used for Field Day while their teachers strode back 

and forth cajoling, correcting, or threatening detention. Rows of collapsible metal chairs had 

been brought from the auditorium and set up on the blacktop, a basketball goal at either end, and 

a large grey mat had been unrolled and spread out, on which there was a podium and a table for 

the capsule to rest upon. It was a copper box that had been soldered shut and encased in concrete, 

and June heard another teacher mention they had been carefully cutting it open for the better part 

of an hour in preparation. 

June reached into her pocket to touch the folded notebook page with her speech, though 

she knew it was there. It was the same obsessive gesture as when she felt for her purse while on 
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dark city streets, though it was clearly still on her shoulder. Her lips moved as she thought 

through the first lines. 

She did not immediately see her father or grandfather. It was a bright day, and sunlight 

flashed off camera lenses in front of her, focused either on the capsule or on Thompson, who was 

being interviewed. About sixty local residents—students’ parents, June figured, or family 

members of people who had taken part in the original sealing—were seated in the chairs, and a 

half dozen men sat sweating in suits on the front row. 

Someone caught her by the elbow, and she turned to see Mrs. Norbrook, the assistant 

principal, with a motherly smile and lipstick three shades too dark. “All of this attention,” she 

said. “Isn’t it wonderful? The mayor is even here.” She angled her head toward the front row of 

chairs. 

June reached into her pocket and fingered the crinkled edge of the paper. “Wonderful.” 

“Because the mayor is here, and two news crews, Mr. Thompson has decided it would be 

best if he handles the speeches.” She stretched her mouth as if to swallow a tennis ball and 

touched one fingertip to a smear of lipstick caught in the crack of her mouth. “You understand,” 

she added, when it was clear that June didn’t. 

“You don’t want me to give my speech or open the box,” June said. 

Mrs. Norbrook patted her arm and offered a few condoling encouragements that June did 

not hear, then went to take her place at the outer edge of the front row. June drifted toward the 

clump of teachers, aides, and students, unsure where to stand now, her hand moving again to 

hold her sheet of notes and clenching around it.  

She spotted her grandfather, seated in the third row of chairs. He was wearing his tweed 

jacket with the patches and had brought his cane. June skimmed the chairs but did not see her 
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father. She needed him to be there. As she found a spot to stand at the corner of the blacktop, the 

little ceremony started. Principal Thompson began, welcoming everyone and then launching into 

a speech he read off index cards that praised the many varied accomplishments of the school 

over the last fifty years, including a hefty dose of those he had personally implemented. People 

grew fidgety as he continued, and June heard a teacher behind her promise swift violence if her 

students did not stand still. As he read through his lengthy notes, June realized he had known in 

advance he would be stepping in.   

“And here is Mayor Hilferty,” Thompson finally said, “who will do the honors.” 

June felt that someone very unlike herself was stepping into her body, someone hysterical 

and livid, even a bit giddy at the force of her anger. She could not listen any more. She gave a 

small, sharp laugh, but no one noticed. 

The mayor, a middle-aged man who filled his navy pinstripe to bursting, wiped a cloth 

over the shining top of his head as he approached the principal and shook his hand. He leaned 

into the microphone. 

“Good afternoon.” He nodded to everyone gathered.  

“Good afternoon,” June barked out, the only one. 

“I have the privilege of being your mayor, and together we have accomplished great 

things in this community, as evidenced by Principal Thompson’s long list of achievements. It’s 

you, though, the people of this town, who make our community great. As we peer into this 

window to our glorious past, we must remember that then, as now, only people working together 

can achieve true progress.” 

June watched her feet moving over the blacktop like they belonged to someone else. She 

strode onto the gray mat, tasting something terrible in the back of her throat and trying to keep it 
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down as the mayor grew silent and lifted one hand from the podium. She reached for his hand 

and shook it, while Thompson stared at her with horror. 

“Mister Mayor, I’m June Morgan, and I lead the Family Tree Club here at B.T. Vernon.” 

He shook her hand, and as he half-turned toward her she slid between him and the podium, 

bending the microphone down to her mouth. She felt she could be out running in a downpour. 

Jumping off a roof. She heard the crack in her voice. “Principal Thompson actually asked if I 

would say a few words. Do you mind?” 

A flicker of hesitation crossed the mayor’s face, and then he swept a hand toward the 

crowd with a smile. “Of course not.” 

Thompson took a step closer, raised a hand, and lowered it as June pulled out her 

crumpled notes. She leaned into the microphone, flattening the page and forcing herself to speak 

soft and slow. She was aware of the cameras aimed at her. Her gaze traveled over the rows until 

she found her grandfather again, and she settled on his face—intent, curious, as if at a fascinating 

lecture—and then began. 

“The past is a strange thing. We think we can escape it. We run from it, label it, dissect it, 

ignore it, or pretend it never happened. We split it up with neat divisions and find official 

versions to place in textbooks. But then we find that it’s not really gone, that it never went away 

to begin with. It’s like that unwanted neighbor who drops by for coffee and never leaves.” She 

had written Pause for laughter on her notes, but only a few people chuckled. Her grandfather 

was not one of them. “This is hard because it means that many evils of the past are still evils of 

the present, just under different names. We stick words on things like poverty, prejudice, or war, 

like we can capture them in this way, maybe put them behind us where they belong. But the 
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words don’t stick. They fall off and the things remain. And we can think about them, write about 

them, make art about them, but they’re still there. They never left.”      

There was a glass of water on the podium, and June drank from it. It crossed her mind 

that it was probably meant for the mayor. She swallowed and continued, finding her 

grandfather’s face again, and now she thought she saw a smile forming. “But there is good news, 

too. The people we think are lost to us, lost to the things they fought or were overcome by, they 

never left, either. They live on. They endure. And as we look to our past and our future, they will 

continue to strengthen, inspire, and help us—to help us face all the things that remain when the 

words fall away.” 

She finished in a shaky whisper, her fingertips trailing off the edges of her paper. A slow, 

crisp clap sounded, and looking up she saw her father, rising to stand in the back row. He 

continued to clap, and others around him joined in. Her grandfather also stood, applauding, and 

then others followed suit. The ovation lasted several seconds, and Thompson moved toward the 

podium. He was smiling but the edge of his collar was darkened with sweat. 

June leaned back over the microphone even as Thompson put a hand on the podium. 

“Two of the people who lived on are still here with us today,” she said. Thompson started to 

edge her out of the way, but she resisted. “My father actually put something into this time 

capsule back in 1951. Dad, wave at everyone.” She pointed at him, and her father gave a little 

wave. “And my grandfather taught at this school during that time, and he’s still with us, too. A 

World War Two veteran and one of this school’s teachers when the capsule was sealed.” She 

pointed at her grandfather, who did not wave but lifted his cane a few inches. Applause followed, 

more than June had received. “So Principal Thompson, we have three generations here 

connected to this time capsule. A nice surprise for you and the news crews, isn’t it?” She noted 
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that some of the cameras were covering her father’s and grandfather’s reactions. “Shall I open 

the capsule now?” 

Thompson glanced back at the mayor, who still wore his vapid smile and nodded. June 

stepped around the principal, who took her place at the podium but seemed unable to think of 

anything to say, as June stepped over to the table with the copper box upon it. She let out a little 

laugh she had been holding in, thinking it would seem at least semi-appropriate now, although 

her stomach was cramping up and her legs felt wobbly. She was aware of growing dampness 

under her arms. 

There were white gloves waiting on the table next to the time capsule, and she pulled 

them on, although twice her fingers got stuck in the wrong places. The hard work had been done 

on the box, so all that remained was to take off the lid. She looked up and saw her father, who 

gave her a little nod. The cameramen closed in, moving behind her for a view of the interior. 

June felt as if perhaps she should say something else, something momentous now that she 

was here before the box, but she had poured everything into her speech. Her palms were 

sweating through the gloves. Gradually, with a slowness she thought appropriate to the event, 

she lifted the lid and peered inside. The box was half full of sealed envelopes, filled the rest of 

the way with still-glossy photographs of Main Street, the railroad depot, and children in school 

uniforms; newspaper clippings; local business cards; trade union documents; a teacher salary 

schedule; and a small book titled School Law of Texas. On the very top of all this was an 

envelope addressed To the Future Citizens of Grapevine. It was crisp but a touch faded. June 

drew it out, and as she tried to stuff a gloved finger under the lip of the envelope to tear it open, 

the principal handed her a letter opener—rather stiffly, she thought—and she sliced it cleanly 

through the top. 
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There was a single page inside, printed on an outdated version of the school’s letterhead. 

The type was dark and neat. A microphone was held before her, and she began to read. 

 

 

To the Future Citizens and the Honorable Mayor of Grapevine, whoever he may be, during the 

period in which this box shall be opened: 

  

We, the members of the Mustang Homestead Progressive Association, an improvement 

club, bid you greetings. When the contents of this box at last come to light, the many passing 

years may have faded these words to naught. Yet if human eyes regard them again, it may be of 

interest to know the conditions of our dear town in the year of our Lord nineteen hundred and 

fifty-one.  

 The honorable Mr. Gordon Tate serves as Mayor; serving as Aldermen are J. Daniel, J. 

Hemley, S. Payne, R. Shelton, and W. Yancey. Mr. O. Williams resigned as City Secretary in 

March and has been succeeded by Mr. H. Millican. 

 Our exemplary fire department, housed now in Grapevine’s new City Hall building, 

continues to protect our fair town. All structures damaged by last year’s fire have been repaired 

or rebuilt.  

 The Tuesday Study Club has announced plans to begin a Story Telling Hour at the 

Library, beginning in October. 

 The Grapevine school system continues to expand. Recent years have seen the Minters 

Chapel School consolidate with Grapevine schools, the opening of the Afro-American 

Elementary School, and plans for Grapevine High School to open on Worth Street. 
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 Construction of the Grapevine Reservoir Dam has gone smoothly and is nearing 

completion. The lake will cover 7,000 acres and is expected to spur economic growth and 

recreational opportunities when it opens next year. Ordinance No. 51-01, passed last April for 

the issuance of water works and sewer system revenue bonds, is also expected to spur growth. 

The current population of Grapevine is 1,846. 

 Throughout, the Mustang Homestead Progressive Association has contributed time, 

expertise, and resources to ensure the continued advancement and expansion of Grapevine 

toward ever greater prosperity. We have no doubt that as you read these words, fine mansions 

will cover the blocks surrounding this area, part of a thriving metropolis of the future. 

 To you, Honorable Mayor and Citizens of that Future, we dedicate this glimpse into your 

past. 

 

Signed, 

Wm. Pierce, President 

THE MUSTANG HOMESTEAD PROGRESSIVE ASSOCIATION 

 

 

June finished, refolded the letter back into the envelope, and placed it onto the white 

tablecloth draping the table. Unsure what was expected of her next, she began to withdraw items 

from the box and place them carefully onto the table. She heard one of the reporters nearby start 

up with her spiel. 

“I’m Sandra Layton reporting live from B.T. Vernon Middle School in Grapevine, where 

a fifty-year-old time capsule has just been opened. Students, teachers, and members of the 
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community joined Mayor Hilferty in a celebration of the past and a window into this school’s 

history.” 

The reporter kept speaking and moved over to where the mayor and the principal were 

standing. June heard the woman ask the principal if he had any idea that all three generations of 

the club leader’s family would be here for the unveiling. June heard Thompson’s “Actually,” but 

then something in the box caught her attention and the rest of their conversation was lost to her. 

It was there, a third of the way down in the stack of letters, between two other envelopes, 

identifiable by a single word: Grace. 

She touched it in the box, with the raised lid shielding her from the crowd and those up 

on the mat otherwise occupied. Her fingertips traced its edges. She imagined her grandfather 

sealing it, imagined her father slipping it between the other letters, and pictured her grandfather 

right now staring at the copper box. A breeze rustled by, riffling the papers she had set out on the 

table. She pulled off her gloves, pinching her fingertips in the process, and slipped the white 

envelope between the white gloves. She stood, holding them at her side, and walked directly off 

the mat and toward the corner of the school and the nearest entrance. No one tried to stop her. 

Behind her, the mayor stepped in to resume unpacking the box, and Principal Thompson took 

control of the microphone again, apologizing for “one of our busy teachers” as June left. 

One of the reporters had stepped over to talk to her father. As she passed them by, her 

father said “Excuse me” to the reporter and jogged after her. She turned to wait for him. He was 

wearing the same brown loafers he had worn the day before, the same khaki pants. Only the polo 

shirt was different—egg-shell white today. 

“Quite a speech,” he said, using his hand to shield his eyes from the sun. 
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“I don’t know what came over me,” she said. “I just hijacked that whole thing. I’m 

probably fired.” 

 He looked toward the stage, where Principal Thompson had joined the mayor and was 

holding up each item like it was treasure from King Tut’s tomb, and then back to his daughter. 

“You were a real star, though,” he said. “The camera loved you. You gave everybody a great 

story to talk about.” 

“It took me a long time to write that,” she said. Past his shoulder, she saw her grandfather 

now talking to the reporter, while around him the teachers lined up their students to go back 

inside to retrieve backpacks and homework before the bell rang. She wondered if the story would 

air later, and she knew that she would watch. She decided she would record it, and she could 

even show it to Mai and the two brothers, if they ever came back. If she was allowed to keep 

teaching her club or continue working for the school in any capacity. She would record the news, 

and it would be a kind of capturing of her own, of this moment. This perfectly strange, terrible, 

beautiful moment. She leaned against her father. 

“I think everyone was impressed by you,” he said and hugged her back, loosely. “We all 

saw what a wise woman you are. Your own person.” 

She leaned against him another minute, then drew back and pressed the envelope into his 

hands. Behind him, she could see her grandfather approaching, dismissing others who wanted to 

speak with him. “It’s your decision,” she said. “Your decision again.” 

June turned and headed toward the school, still holding the white gloves. She thought she 

might keep them, perhaps even use them ironically in some mixed media art project. A part of 

her wanted to stay and overhear the conversation between her father and grandfather, but a 

greater part of her was willing to let it go, to be content with certain limits and to piece it 
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together later. It was out of her hands, she thought, and that was all right. Some things she could 

not understand.  

She thought of recording the news later, and something made her wonder if there was any 

chance her mother would see it, wherever she was. Probably not, she thought. And perhaps that 

was all right, too. 

“Miss Morgan,” a youth said, falling in step next to her. It was Corey, one of the brothers 

from the genealogy club, wearing a loose-fitting athletic jersey and a cap turned backwards, its 

brim perfectly flat. 

She hesitated. “Yes?” 

“Just had to tell you,” he paused and beamed, “that was awesome.” 

 Past him, she could see her father and grandfather talking. The classes were filing their 

way into long lines. The copper box was fully unloaded onto the table, and members of the 

school’s journalism club were snapping pictures of its contents. 

“Yes,” she said. “And thank you.” 

 

 

The day before the grand opening, Charles had been silent when his son and 

granddaughter had returned from their coffee trip to pick him up at the retirement home. He had 

been grateful that neither one had pressed him for information, and the trip back to his house was 

the quietest drive he had ever taken with someone else. He had spent the rest of the day in his 

garage, with the steamer trunk he had shown to June. 

After the school ceremony, he met up with June in front of the school and asked her if 

she would drive him somewhere. She did not ask why he could not drive himself, or suggest that 
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he only wanted company, and he was again thankful. Jack had rented a car and said he would 

meet up with them both later if they wished to get dinner somewhere. He had said it without 

apology or explanation, like they did this every week, and all he and June could do was murmur 

assent. It would likely devolve into a shouting match, but it was something. 

The sky was bright and clear, only a few clouds artfully arranged at the fringes of the 

horizon. June drove to the retirement home without asking, with the windows rolled down and 

one hand drumming against the roof of the car. About a block from the home, she drew her hand 

in and rolled up the window. 

“She won’t understand,” she said, glancing at him. “The letter. She won’t understand it, 

Grandpa.” 

“You don’t know that.” He fingered the envelope in his inside coat pocket. He had not 

opened it after Jack passed it over at the school, saying only that it belonged to his father. 

“And what if she does? Is that going to make you feel better?” 

He thought her tone of voice surprisingly gentle, and when she moved her free hand to 

pat him on the shoulder, he felt the urge to weep. It startled him. He had cried few times in his 

life, not even yesterday in those long hours into the night reading and re-reading the letters, when 

eventually it hurt to blink, and he cried out in pain when at long last he straightened his legs and 

stood. Something about her tenderness, and the sight of the retirement home coming into view 

around a copse of oak trees, made him feel like something was unraveling that ought to remain 

tightly knotted. 

“It’s not about that,” he said. “I owe her the truth.” 

“Of course you do.” She drew her hand back, placing it on the wheel as she turned onto 

the winding drive and then off into guest parking. She was silent as she parked and came around 
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to offer him a hand, which he waved off, but she slipped her arm through the crook of his as they 

approached, not in the fashion of supporting him, but as if they were off for an evening stroll 

around the gardens. They passed under flowering cottonwood trees, their pollen drifting in the air 

and coating windshields and sidewalks with a thin layer of yellow even at this time of year, and 

June sniffed, then sneezed once. 

“I think I might be coming down with something,” she said, rubbing under her nose. 

“Could be serious.”  

He squeezed her arm against his side, his heart constricting. They walked to the front 

desk, signed in, and made their way to Grace’s room, where today the door was open. They 

stood just out of sight, still arm in arm, as if waiting announcement of their arrival to a ball. At 

last Charles put a foot forward and led them into view. Grace was seated before the vanity, 

looking into the mirror, but she was motionless and pitched slightly forward, as if she had 

forgotten what she was there for and could find it in the strange image reflecting back. She was 

dressed today, in a buttoned, pink shirt and a plain cream skirt. Her fine, grey hair was loose, and 

her right hand rested on the back of a brush sitting on the vanity. 

“Grace,” Charles said, and he waited until she looked up before speaking again. “I 

brought someone.” 

Grace looked at her granddaughter, then up to Charles, quizzically. “Pearl?” 

“No,” he said, leading June by the arm and into the room. He closed the door behind 

them. “Your granddaughter, June.” 

June touched her grandmother’s shoulder, then leaned in and embraced her with the other 

arm. “Hello, Grandma.” 

“Oh,” Grace said, looking to the mirror again. “Oh.” 
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June stepped back, and after looking around for somewhere to sit, she perched on the 

edge of the unmade bed. 

“My program will be on soon,” Grace said, into her reflection. Her eyes looked back at 

them from the glass, watery. 

“It’s all right,” Charles said. He reached into his coat and produced the envelope. “We 

won’t keep you long.” 

Grace half-turned, keeping one hand on her hairbrush, pinning it down. “I don’t want to 

miss my program.” 

Charles unfolded the letter. He cleared his throat as he skimmed the first lines. They were 

easy enough, compared to what followed. He looked over at June, sitting on the smallest possible 

piece of the bedspread, her hands on her knees. She really did look exactly like his daughter-in-

law had looked, her mother, although the girl could not help that. A memory came to him then, 

of Ellen looking up at him, seated in her wedding gown and catching her breath, while her new 

husband—Jack—shook hands and told the photographer to take a quick break. Another memory 

followed this one, of a phone call from his son some nineteen years later, calling him early in the 

morning from some very different time zone, his voice shaky with drugs or alcohol or sleep 

deprivation as he told his father about Ellen leaving him for another man six months before. Six 

months. Half a year that he had not even known, did not share his son’s pain, had even sent them 

a Christmas card during this time—the first in a decade—addressed to all three. “Thanks for the 

card,” his son had said. 

June looked at him, eyes big, moist like her grandmother’s, and he felt that seizing in his 

chest again. He skimmed the rest of the letter. Much was similar to how he had remembered it 

over the last fifty years, although parts were quite different. 
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“I have a letter for you, Grace,” he said. 

She swiveled fully around in her chair, moving like a doll with only a few movable joints. 

He tightened his grip on the paper, remembering the forced embrace with her on the driveway 

when he left, remembering the way she touched him. He drew a breath, held the page up before 

his face, and closed his eyes. 

The ceiling fan clicked. Grace sniffed once and wiped her mouth with her palm. 

“Dear Mother,” he finally said. “I’m sorry I have not written in so long. I have been 

having so much fun playing with my friends that I forget to write you.” 

He opened his eyes and saw that June had lifted her chin, a wrinkle appearing in the same 

position there and on her forehead as she watched him. 

“I am doing well in school and learning many new things. I am very happy. Although, I 

am sad to report that I have come down with the chicken pox, mad cow disease, and a bad case 

of the plague.” He lowered the paper to see Grace, the room seeming to swell and collapse with 

his breaths, but then she let out a cry, which turned into a laugh, long and cleansing, and she 

dried her face with the back of her hand. 

“Of course,” she said. “Of course.” 

He returned his eyes to the page, scanning down to its middle as if finding his place 

again. “I am sure I will be fine, though.” Grace continued to laugh softly to herself, and Charles 

found his voice was betraying him. He coughed once, tried to go on, and had to clear his throat 

again. He did not know how to continue. 
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“I’ll finish it,” June said, taking the page from his hand. She stood beside him, and after 

only a moment’s hesitation, her finger began tapping at the page and moving along it. “Lori has 

taught me to use the hula hoop and now I am almost as good as she is. I think someday I should 

be a dancer. Either that or a doctor, helping other little girls who are sick.” 

“A doctor,” Grace said, her hands moving to her lap. “Yes.” 

“I am so glad to be your daughter. I am lucky to have you and Daddy for my parents.”  

Charles sank to the bed, sitting in the space June had just left. 

“Both of you loved me in your own way. We had a lot of good times together, and I’ll see 

you again. Until then, know that I miss you and I think of you every day.” June lowered the 

letter. “With love, Pearl.” She folded it, and stood for a moment between them.  

Her grandfather remained seated lightly on the edge of the bed, but every part of him 

seemed focused on Grace, watching her as she looked from one of them to the other. They 

waited in the silence, and then June stepped over to take her grandmother’s hand. Grace pulled it 

back, pointing at Charles. 

“Where is she, then?” Grace stood, looking toward the door as her voice rose. “I want to 

see her. I want to see her, Charles.” 

June tried again to take her grandmother’s hand, and this time Grace let herself be led to 

the bed to sit next to Charles. She was rigid, skin sliding loosely over stiff bones under June’s 

grip. 

“Grace,” he said, “she can’t—” 

 “You’re keeping her from me,” Grace said. “You. You’re the one.” She was pointing at 

Charles, but her gaze had moved back to her granddaughter, and June let go of the old woman’s 

wrist and backed toward the door. She met her grandfather’s eyes, and they shared something 
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then, she was certain of it—a pain she couldn’t name, perhaps more painful because of it—and 

she wished there was something she could do even as she knew there was not. She turned and 

walked from the room without another word. Closing the door behind her, she looked back and 

saw them both sitting with their hands in their laps, the thin space between them lit up sharp and 

white by the light from the window. 

In the hallway, June dropped the letter into the first wastebasket she passed. She found a 

bathroom, dampened a paper towel and wiped her face, then checked at the front desk to be sure 

that a taxi would not be too difficult for her grandfather to arrange later. She felt the urge to get 

to a television, although she had no idea when the school story would run on the various local 

networks. It occurred to her that she had no way to record it in her hotel room, and she might 

have to buy a VCR solely for this purpose. She needed her own place, perhaps also a new job. 

She would start looking this week, she decided. Perhaps she would simply record the news all 

week to be sure she did not miss anything about it. 

She hoped she would be allowed to finish out the week at the school, if nothing else. 

Principal Thompson, after much pleading, had consented the previous week to allow her 

genealogy club to carefully read through the letters from the time capsule once they had been 

catalogued and placed in protective sheets. Maybe the brothers would come this week now that 

there was a bit of celebrity and excitement attached to the club, and Mai would be back from 

Disneyland by Thursday or Friday. Perhaps she would bring her favorite teacher a souvenir. 

June hoped to read the letters, particularly the others collected by her father, which she 

had left in the box. Regardless of whether she was able to, today would be the start of something 

new, she decided, something different. She passed through the great glass doors and onto the 

front drive, where bluebonnets grew peacefully and the quiet was broken only by the distant 



 

330 
 

sound of airplanes approaching the international airport where she had met her father only days 

before. She looked up, seeing one cut a precise diagonal across the clear sky. It was supposed to 

be beautiful weather all week. 

  



 

331 
 

Chapter Fourteen 

 

Begin transcript. 

Mai: Hi, Aunt Fumiko. How are you? 

Fumiko: Oh, as well as can be expected. I advise against getting old, Mai. The only thing that 

can be said for it is that it is better than the alternative. 

Mai: Thank you for doing this interview. I’m sure it will make my teacher very happy. 

Fumiko: I was glad to hear from you. 

Mai: I’m supposed to ask you about your life. Like, how you grew up, and how things changed. 

With the war and all, especially, would be good I think. Where were you born? 

Fumiko: I grew up in Tateyama-machi, which is Toyama City now. In Toyama Prefecture. I 

could see Mount Tateyama looking out our back window. 

Mai: Did you go to school there? 

Fumiko: Until I went to the jogakkou, the women’s high school, in Tokyo. This was toward the 

end of the war, and they closed the school during my first year and sent all of us to work at the 

factories. My brother had been drafted and was fighting somewhere in Soren. The Soviet Union 

now. My younger sister was still at home and got sent to the countryside. A resettlement center. 

They told my parents she could keep up her schooling, but she spent most of her time gathering 

food or working on nearby farms. 

Mai: Missing school doesn’t sound so bad. 

Fumiko: It is if you are starving. We were told to show our “tokko spirit.” I am not sure how to 

translate it, but it was all over the newspapers and radio. On posters. “Luxury is the enemy.” 

“Deny yourself and serve the nation.” I still remember. We were supposed to be one hundred 
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million hearts beating as one. But we were starving. I sold my kimono and jewelry for food. We 

called it takenoko seikatsu—the bamboo shoot existence. We were just peeling off layers until 

there was nothing left. 

Mai: They talk about Pearl Harbor a lot at my school. Like it’s a pretty big deal, which I guess it 

is. I wanted to ask you about that. 

Fumiko: What about it? 

Mai: I don’t know. How you felt about it, I guess. 

Fumiko: How I felt. I remember on the radio they were saying “News special, news special,” and 

the man’s voice was high-pitched and talking very fast. We could hardly understand. But then 

we did and we were excited, all of us. That’s how it was. Everyone was so inspired everywhere 

you went. People were saying, “We really did it!” It felt incredible, then. 

Mai: You thought it was… I don’t know… justified? 

Fumiko: Yes. We were told how Japan had struck a blow for freedom. 

Mai: That’s strange. 

Fumiko: Is it? 

Mai: Did you try to help with the war effort? 

Fumiko: Of course. I joined—well, in English, it would be the National Defense Women’s 

Association. We made care packages for troops. I also stood on street corners to make sennin-

bari haramaki. We had these belts, Mai, and we would ask every woman that passed to make 

one stitch on the belt until we had a thousand stitches, and the soldiers would wear them under 

their clothes. The faith and trust of a thousand women. It was supposed to be a charm, keep them 

from getting hurt or killed. 

Mai: Wow. Do you think they worked? 
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Fumiko: Perhaps they were not wearing them right. 

Mai: Are you being funny? 

Fumiko: Not really. 

Mai: How did you feel when the Emperor made his announcement? I actually learned about that 

in history class last year. 

Fumiko: You have to understand, Mai. We had never heard his voice before. He was a living 

god. We had been at war for fifteen years. We… believed it was all part of our destiny. A nation 

of heroes. Fighting for the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. Liberating Asia from 

Western control. (A long pause.) But we were starving. I remember the authorities put out this 

research report with emergency diet guidelines. It told us how to work things like peanut shells 

and dried pig or horse blood into our food. Silkworm cocoons for protein. Sawdust mixed with 

flour. I am not making this up. It said “Endless Supplies of Food by Ingenuity” or some such 

nonsense. 

Mai: I don’t even like to eat broccoli. 

Fumiko: We were prepared to die. Gyokusai… prepared to defend to the death, or even for 

collective suicide. Or resigned, I should say, not prepared. We were exhausted. Despairing. 

Kyodatsu was the word for it. So when we heard the Tennō Heika, and his voice was so strange 

and sad, and he told us to endure the unendurable… he never used the words “surrender” or 

“defeat.” He said the war situation had not developed to Japan’s advantage. We were crowded 

around a radio in the factory. People started crying. I did not know what to feel. I was in shock. It 

was not just unthinkable defeat, Mai, not just… I cannot say. The failure of a god? It was a 

rescue from death. Can you understand that? And guilt, I think, for feeling relief. I cannot 
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explain it to you. I took the blackout paper off the windows of my little room and threw them 

away. 

Mai: What happened to your sister? 

Fumiko: By 1945 she was working in a factory, too. All the newspapers told us to prepare for 

looting, for raping. Violence from the Americans. She went home, and my parents shaved her 

head and put dirt on her face. If they took her to town, they dressed her as a boy. They wanted 

me to come home, but I liked living by myself. I did not want to go back to being what they call 

hako iri musume. 

Mai: What is that? 

Fumiko: Daughter in a box. 

Mai: (A long pause.) Did things get better? 

Fumiko: It depends on what you mean by ‘better.’ The Americans brought food, things like 

peanut butter, bacon, and this long rice that no one knew how to cook. But we were still starving 

for a long time. You could see vegetable gardens planted right in the middle of the city, where 

bombs had fallen. Where buildings used to stand. You saw children folding newspapers into GI 

hats. Not samurai helmets anymore. They all learned to say “jeep” and “give me chocolate.” 

Mai: I wanted to ask you about surviving the bomb. But you don’t have to talk about it. I didn’t 

really— 

Fumiko: You should be asking. We should be talking about it. I am not really a bomb survivor, I 

was not in Hiroshima or Nagasaki when they dropped. I even missed most of the bombing of 

Tokyo. A group of us girls got on busses and went to Nagasaki to help the nurses. We changed 

dressings and mostly watched people die. We were there two days after the bomb, so I was 
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exposed. I am what is called in Japanese hibakusha. I was fortunate. I was seventeen. I had much 

life left. 

Mai: I’m glad you’re okay. Really glad. 

Fumiko: Thank you, Mai. 

Mai: Did your brother come home? 

Fumiko: We got word he was still alive. We waited for years for him to come home. They had 

called him and the other boys issen gorin, that is what I kept remembering. Issen gorin. Like that 

was all he was worth. Why they could not be bothered to let him come home. 

Mai: I don’t know what that means. 

Fumiko: One sen, five ren. That is less than one of your pennies. 

Mai: What? 

Fumiko: They called them that because that was how much the draft notice postcards cost. We 

waited for him for two years. This is after the war. 

Mai: Where was he? 

Fumiko: They recruited him into the Soviet army. He did not have a choice. We did not know 

this until 1947. Our family felt like the little boy in Sazae-san. And then there was this radio 

program, Returnee News. It was not enough. They started another one, Missing Persons. We 

used to listen to it. I used to imagine him showing up on my doorstep. We never found out how 

he died. The worst part was not knowing, for so long not knowing. 

Mai: I’m so sorry. 

Fumiko: It was not like our family was any different. You could walk down the street and see it 

was the same. In the city there were these notice boards on street corners that people had put up. 

They were desperate for any information about their missing family. Loved ones. Sometimes 
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there were pictures. Handwritten notes, looking for someone, or sometimes the writer giving 

information about where he was. So many missing. No one knew anything. Those pictures and 

fliers, they were like a picture of the whole city. It felt like we were all lost. Like we would stay 

that way, because no one could make any sense of what happened to us. 

Mai: Did you ever? Make sense, I mean? 

Fumiko: I am not sure that making sense was ever a possibility. 

Mai: (A long pause.) I don’t have any other questions. Thank you for talking to me.  

Fumiko: Thank you for asking. Say hello to your mother for me, will you? I miss the taste of her 

sukiyaki. 

Mai: I will. Thanks again. Bye. I mean, sayonara. I know that. 

Fumiko: Sayonara. 

End transcript. 
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Homework Assignment 

Mrs. Wilcox’s Sixth Grade Class of 1951 

Gather letters from your parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, or neighbors. Have them 

respond to these essay prompts: 

 

1. What does being an American mean to you? 

2. What future do you see for America? 

3. What do you want future generations to know about this important time in our history? 
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September 3, 1951 

Jack, 

Being alive—not just being American—is not about freedom, it’s about sacrifice. What 

are you willing to give up. What is the man next to you willing to give up. What is worth the 

sacrifice and what simply isn’t. I don’t see this changing in the next fifty years. 

 I saw a man walk into a field of wheat like he was going threshing and get shot twenty 

times just to show us where the nest was. I met a woman who hid two families she did not even 

know under the floorboards of their kitchen. I found a young boy who had walked forty miles to 

find help for a brother who would be dead long before he returned. I heard soldiers say, “Him 

first,” to the medic. 

 There was a unit we crossed paths with in southern France, the 442
nd

, that was made up 

entirely of Japanese-American enlisted men, and they were on what seemed like a suicide run to 

rescue a ‘lost battalion’ that was surrounded by German forces on all sides, east of Biffontaine. 

A lot of the men in my platoon wouldn’t even talk to them. Made cracks about the ‘Japs’ well 

before they were out of earshot. 

 I ended up chatting with this young Nisei private, fresh-faced, sporting a thin black 

moustache that couldn’t have been more than a week old. He wasn’t married, he said, but his 

parents and sisters had been put in an internment camp out in Utah called Topaz. Forced to 

leave almost everything. The internment made sense to me, well enough I suppose, but his family 

had been treated like the enemy, and here he was. On his way to charge the guns and take the 

hill. And then whatever came next. 

 “What if we have to invade Japan?” I asked him. 
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 He looked at me like he was trying to decide whether to answer the question. “I better 

always keep my uniform on,” he said. 

 I looked into his unit after the war. They successfully rescued the surrounded regiment 

but took extreme losses. One of the unit’s platoons was cut down to twenty men, another to only 

two. The 442
nd

 became the most decorated unit in the entire history of the U.S. Armed Forces. I 

could not remember that private’s name and had no way of knowing if he survived, but I thought 

of him after the war, when I accepted an assignment in occupied Japan. I remembered the look 

in his eyes when I saw it again, this time in a young woman after I asked her what her parents 

would think of her being seen with an American G.I. It was a look that went far beyond defiance. 

 Her name was Sayoko, and she was dating my friend Frank, who served alongside me in 

France. Sayoko and I were the best of friends before Frank came to Sapporo, and I introduced 

them. Sayoko’s mother had mixed reactions to him but eventually gave her approval. It was 

happening so often, there seemed to be no stopping it. 

 She had to give up so much, to leave her home and come here. At the time I had some 

foolish thought that their race had sacrifice built in; that it was why their pilots could fly their 

planes into our ships. I later learned that labeling it this way did Sayoko a disservice. Her 

sacrifice was personal and intentional. She made a choice to come here, and I’ll never know 

what it cost her.  

 We all sacrifice. You have to choose what your sacrifice will be for. Cut out a part of 

your heart and offer it. If you try to keep it whole you will lose it all. By the time you read this, I 

believe you will have learned.  

 You were never a part of my offering, though, Jack—never a piece of the cost. 

- Your father  
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          September 3, 1951 

Dear Jack, 

Of course I will write you a letter. I think this is a wonderful project. I do not know if I 

am still around now, when it’s being opened—I hope I am, and hello to you, my future self!—but 

you and Pearl are there, I know it, and you are reading this, and hearing my voice in your heads 

again, and that is something. If your father is there, then he, too, is hearing it, perhaps after an 

even longer time, but I have no words for him that I know will still hold true in fifty years. 

I am adapting Mrs. Wilcox’s prompts somewhat to my own purposes. Of course I am 

proud to be an American, and I think our nation did what was necessary to end the war. I see a 

bright future in many ways and I think we will all come through these times to a better 

tomorrow, without fear for our children, and can one day write letters to them in the twenty-first 

century without a hint of irony or naivety (I remind myself that you are adults reading this, far 

older than I am now, and can be addressed as such). You will no doubt have solved the major 

problems of the world. Perhaps you will live in floating cities, or perhaps this ink on paper will 

be horribly old-fashioned to you, a museum relic, because you simply beam your thoughts to one 

another’s minds like in your comics. Perhaps you are President (or perhaps Pearl!), and 

perhaps you can be yourselves without fear of censorship or attack. Perhaps being American 

will mean something different. Perhaps your father’s sacrifices will be worth something, in the 

end. 

You and your sister have always had my love. Your father’s, too, even when he did not 

show it. What bright future do I see for America? I see you, Jack. I see you. 

- Your Mother 
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           9/9/51 

Marie, 

 It’s a strange thing, to look into the future. To think about what life will be like, where 

we’ll be, how we’ll work and play and raise our families. If I’m still alive, I will be eighty-four. 

So very old. It’s a strange thing to listen to the news and read the paper, to know that life in 

America could be reduced to glowing embers any day, any hour. Despite what the Department of 

Defense says, I’ve seen the devastation of war, and I’m skeptical that we would survive. When 

you read this, you’ll be looking back as a woman in her sixties, and you will understand the fear 

that your mother and I tried to shield you from. Every day there are new technologies, new 

advances, new adventures for the human frontier; yet every day, so many new fears, new 

worries. We almost didn’t have your baby brother. 

 I think about what has changed in the past fifty years and am amazed. My grandfather, 

you know, worked a farm, he lived and died never riding anything faster than a horse and buggy. 

Never saw an airplane or automobile. Fifty years later, we’re crossing the globe in a matter of 

days. How much more will things have changed in another fifty years? 

 A part of me looks forward to this future—and rests in the confidence that this letter will 

be opened, that it will be read and shared, maybe even studied and learned from. A greater part 

is sure that it will lie in the debris long after I am gone, and you, too, when the accomplishments 

of man are dust and there is only the “Why?” that remains in the shadows of the rubble. 

 I’m sorry. I’m not answering the prompt very well. You know how I get. It’s hard to look 

ahead, knowing what people are capable of doing to each other. You reach a point when you see 

something you never thought you would see—not ever, not here, not in your lifetime—and 

something inside you shifts. Something inside everyone who sees it shifts. And you’re left with 
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these questions without answers, and a big hole you can’t quite fill. So you take it out on 

anybody you can blame, and you wrap yourself in fear, or you lose your faith. In humanity, or in 

America, or in God. And maybe none of them are to blame. Maybe all. I don’t know. 

 For me, that point came in Oahu, 1941. Other men I know reached it in the Philippines, 

or Wake Island, or Normandy. A fellow I came across in a boathouse in France—the father of 

your friend Jack, actually—told me about his point; it came in a barn when he saw a sheepdog, 

gutshot by some stray bullet, that had crawled in there to die, and its puppies were still trying to 

suckle while it lay there bleeding to death, and there was nothing to be done. Now, he’d seen 

skulls caved in and limbs hanging in trees and holes blown in men big enough to crawl through. 

But he told me seeing that dog with half its belly blown off trying to nurse its puppies just made 

him sit down and weep. After that, I don’t know if he’s had much hope for anything anymore. 

You and your mother and I were at Pearl Harbor, as you know, though I know you were 

much too little to remember it. I know I’ve told you the story of the attack at Hickam, and then 

helping pull the bodies from the oil down at the harbor. But I haven’t told you about how this 

Japanese pilot had crashed his plane into a hillside, and they dragged the body from the 

wreckage, and there was nothing else handy, I suppose, so they put his remains into a galvanized 

iron trash can and left it there all day, sitting right on the front walk next to the sick bay 

entrance. Of course, there were plenty of our own friends’ corpses taking up space in the 

makeshift morgue they’d improvised inside. But I opened the lid and looked in that can and saw 

what was left in there, and something about it made a part of me turn off inside.  

Later, some of the men were indignant because the pilot was given a dignified military 

burial and interred along with American soldiers who’d died that day. Then late in the night, 

after lights out, after martial law had been declared and some of us were manning guns or 



 

343 
 

standing guard, we were jumping at shadows. We all thought there could be another attack, and 

rumors flew that they had been spotted. We were ready to kill anything.  We finally went to our 

bunks and could not sleep. We talked in low voices about what we would do to the bastards who 

attacked us. To their little villages. To their women and children. 

 After the planes came, we were not the same, and we wondered if ever we would be 

again. We moved on with our lives, and we won the war at a terrible price, and we did worse 

even than we’d promised—perhaps not to those who had attacked us, but at least to those with 

similar skin color and eye shape. And perhaps it was necessary. Perhaps not. I lived to pass 

many other points that, had mine not already come on that island, would have filled the role. And 

I came home to you and your mother, back in the states, and although I did not know that you 

were what I was fighting for, because I’ve never known such a thing, as it was one of those 

things that was lost that morning, not gained, I at least knew you were what I had to be living 

for. Waking up for. Bringing home bread and milk for. Looking fifty years into the future for. 

 I hope you have learned to outgrow your nickname, “Jinx.” You have been nothing but 

good fortune to me. I hope you have never reached one of these points yourself, and I hope you 

never will. But if you do, I hope you keep in sight who you are, and what it is that makes this 

place worth coming back to, this homeland of ours. You don’t have to be told what this is. There 

are not any words for it. 

 

With love and hope, 

Your father 


