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“Current,	in	navigation	…	a	certain	progressive	movement	of	the	water	of	the
sea,	by	which	all	bodies	floating	therein	are	compelled	to	alter	their	course,	or
velocity,	or	both,	and	submit	to	the	laws	imposed	on	them	by	the	current.”

—William	Falcone

he	last	time	I	saw	Granny	Dwyer	alive	she	was	sitting	in	a	lawn	chair	and
knitting	 a	 sweater	 while	 I	 did	 my	 thing	 at	 the	 regional	 track	 meet	 in

Matawan,	the	last	day	of	May.	My	thing	is	the	high	jump,	and	I	was	in	top	form
that	day.	Granny’s	chair	was	on	the	grass	at	the	edge	of	the	high	jump	apron,	and
she	clapped	and	cheered	whenever	I	jumped,	but	went	back	to	her	knitting	when
my	teammates	and	competitors	took	their	turns.
On	my	last	jump	I	cleared	the	bar	at	six	foot	seven,	a	personal	best	and	good

enough	to	win	by	three	inches.	That’s	pretty	good	hops	for	a	white	guy,	as	my
friend	Thaddeus	 Fly	 put	 it	 later.	He	 could	 probably	 do	 seven	 feet	 easily	 if	 he
went	out	for	track,	but	basketball	is	his	one	and	only	game.
Anyway,	Granny	waved	to	me	after	the	meet	and	said	she’d	see	me	at	home.	I

had	 to	shower	and	change	and	was	getting	a	 ride	from	Marvin	Renker,	a	shot-
putter	 on	 the	 team	 and	 a	 pretty	 good	 buddy.	 He	 dropped	 me	 off	 and	 I	 was
walking	 toward	 the	front	door	when	I	heard	a	 thump	from	inside	 the	house.	A
small	noise,	probably	nothing.	Maybe	I	didn’t	even	hear	a	noise,	but	just	sort	of
sensed	it;	when	I	thought	about	it	later,	it	didn’t	seem	possible	that	such	a	little
thing	 could	make	 a	 sound	 that	 I’d	 hear	 outside.	 In	 any	 case,	 I	 suddenly	 knew
something	bad	had	happened,	and	I	dropped	my	gym	bag	and	ran	inside.
Granny	was	lying	on	the	floor	in	the	kitchen,	legs	curled	into	the	fetal	position

and	her	left	arm	flung	straight	out.	When	she	looked	up	at	me,	her	eyes	looked
strangely	young	again,	 the	way	she	did	 in	her	old	pictures.	 It	 sounds	cold	and
unfeeling,	but	 I	knew	she	was	dying	and	 there	was	nothing	I	could	do	for	her.
Looking	down	at	her,	I	 just	knew.	I	never	tried	to	explain	it	 to	anyone	because
most	 people	wouldn’t	 understand.	They	 think	you	have	 to	 run	 around	 and	 say
“Oh	my	God!”	and	make	a	 lot	of	noise	when	someone	is	dying,	 like	on	TV.	It



wasn’t	like	that.
“Jackson,”	 she	whispered,	 and	 I	 swear	 she	 smiled.	 I	 kneeled	beside	her	 and

softly	touched	her	hair.	“You’re	a	good	boy.	You	and	Gerry	are	my	good	boys.
Be	happy,	Jackson.”	Then	her	body	seemed	to	relax	and	her	breath	stopped	and
she	was	gone.
Right	 then	 I	 should	 have	 started	CPR.	 I	 knew	 how	 to	 do	 it	 from	 a	 class	 at

school.	Kneeling	there,	I	tried	to	get	myself	to	start	three	or	four	times.	I	checked
her	 vitals—she	 wasn’t	 breathing	 and	 I	 couldn’t	 find	 a	 pulse—and	 I’d	 leaned
forward	to	start	mouth-to-mouth	resuscitation,	but	just	couldn’t.	I	wasn’t	afraid
or	freaked	out	or	anything	…	it	just	seemed	wrong.	That’s	the	best	I	can	explain
it.
Finally	 I	 got	 up	 and	 called	 911.	 “My	 grandmother	 collapsed,”	 I	 told	 the

dispatcher.	“I	think	she	died	…	I	think	she’d	dead.”	Felt	really	bad,	to	say	that.	I
gave	 the	 dispatcher	 the	 address	 and	 she	 said	 an	 ambulance	was	 on	 the	way.	 I
thought	some	more	about	 trying	CPR,	then	actually	said	“No!”	out	 loud,	 like	I
was	having	a	conversation	with	myself.	Maybe	I	was	freaking	out	a	little,	but	it
was	a	controlled	freak-out.
Even	with	her	eyes	open	and	 that	million-mile	 stare,	Granny	Dwyer	 seemed

content,	 in	 a	 way.	 I	 wasn’t	 going	 to	 change	 that.	 Deep	 down,	 I	 knew	 CPR
wouldn’t	do	her	any	good.	Might	make	me	feel	better,	brave	Jackson	O’Connell
doing	all	he	could	to	keep	the	Angel	of	Death	away.	But	only	for	a	while.	You
can’t	fool	yourself	for	long.
Maybe	 I’d	 feel	 guilty	 later,	 and	 I	 could	 do	 guilt	 pretty	 well,	 having	 been

worked	over	by	nuns	and	my	mom	and	other	professionals	in	the	guilt	business
when	I	was	young.	But	 right	 then	I	decided	 to	 just	sit	beside	Granny	and	hold
her	hand.	She’d	just	turned	seventy-five	a	few	weeks	earlier,	she	had	a	bad	heart,
her	 husband	 was	 long	 gone,	 kids	 down	 in	 Florida	 and	 North	 Carolina.	 She’d
been	lonely	the	last	few	years	and	we’d	become	good	friends.
I	opened	the	front	door	and	put	the	light	on	to	help	the	EMTs	find	the	place,

then	 went	 back	 and	 sat	 with	 Granny.	 A	 prayer	 seemed	 appropriate,	 and	 I
considered	the	“Our	Father”	or	“Hail	Mary”	or	one	of	those	other	ones	I’d	had	to
memorize,	 but	 they	 didn’t	 seem	 right.	 They	 didn’t	 mean	 that	 much	 to	 me
anymore.	So	I	winged	it.



“Dear	God,”	I	said	softly,	“please	take	Granny	Dwyer	into	your	arms.	She	was
a	great	person,	really	kind	to	me	and	everyone	else.	She	led	a	good,	caring,	and
joyous	life.	Let	her	have	peace.	Thanks,	God.”
Pretty	informal,	but	it	seemed	appropriate.
The	 EMTs	 arrived	 a	 minute	 later.	 I	 yelled,	 “We’re	 in	 the	 kitchen!”	 when	 I

heard	 them	outside	 the	door.	A	young	guy	came	 in	 first,	with	an	older	woman
right	behind	him.	They	started	checking	Granny	over	and	asking	questions.	I	told
them	she	had	a	bad	heart,	then	about	how	I	heard	a	noise	and	found	her	on	the
floor.
“And	then	she	…	died,”	I	said.	“She	just	died.”
I	expected	them	to	ask	me	if	I	tried	to	revive	her,	but	they	just	continued	their

examination.	They	said	something	about	all	her	vital	signs	being	negative.	The
young	 guy	 asked,	 “CPR?”	 The	 woman	 shook	 her	 head	 and	 said,	 “Call	 the
coroner.”
She	stood	and	walked	a	few	feet	away	with	me.	“She’s	your	grandma?”
“No	…	well,	sort	of.	She’s	my	friend’s	grandma.	A	friend	of	my	family.	I	live

with	her	and	take	care	of	her.	And	she	takes—took—care	of	me.”	I	felt	like	an
idiot,	although	the	woman	nodded	and	seemed	to	understand.
“Any	relatives	around?”
“No,	they’re	all	out	of	state.	I	can	call	them,	if	you	want.”
She	patted	my	shoulder.	 “Sure	…	I	probably	don’t	have	 to	 tell	you	 this,	but

when	you	break	 it	 to	 the	 relatives,	be	 tactful	and	sensitive.	You	might	want	 to
just	tell	them	that	there	is	an	emergency	and	they	should	get	here	quickly.	And
try	to	talk	to	someone	who	is	strong	enough	to	handle	the	news.”
I	called	Mr.	and	Mrs.	Dwyer	in	Florida.	Would	have	called	Gerry	first,	but	he

was	traveling	in	Europe	somewhere;	he	e-mailed	me	once	a	week	or	so,	but	that
was	the	only	way	I	knew	to	contact	him.
Gerry	was	Granny’s	real	grandson.	He’s	five	years	older	than	me	and	a	good

friend,	and	he	was	my	English	teacher	until	February,	when	he	got	caught	up	in	a
scandal	at	school.	Gerry	said	the	stink	of	scandal	convinced	him	it	was	time	to
hit	the	road.
I	thought	about	Gerry	while	dialing	his	parents’	number.	Mr.	Dwyer	answered

the	 phone,	 to	 my	 relief.	Would	 have	 been	 harder	 to	 tell	 Mrs.	 Dwyer.	Maybe



something	in	my	voice	when	I	said	hello	alerted	him,	because	I’d	barely	started
to	tell	him	what	happened	when	he	cut	me	off.
“Is	my	mother	all	right?”	he	asked.
“No,	sir,	she	…	died.	The	EMTs	are	here.	You	can	talk	to	them	if	you	want	…

I’m	real	sorry,	Mr.	Dwyer.”
He	sighed	deeply.	“That’s	okay,	Jackson.	Was	it	a	heart	attack?”
“I	think	so.”
“Yeah,	she’s	been	getting	weaker,”	he	said.	“We’ll	be	on	a	plane	tomorrow.”
“Would	you	like	me	to	do	anything	in	the	meantime?”
“No,	we’ll	 take	 care	 of	 the	 arrangements	when	we	 get	 there,	 but	 thanks	 for

asking.”
“I’ll	e-mail	Gerry	and	let	him	know,	but	he	might	not	check	it	for	a	few	days.”
“Good	 idea.	 I	 don’t	 know	 how	 else	 to	 reach	 him.	 Thanks	 again	 for	 calling

right	away,	Jackson.	Good	night.”
“’Night.”
Gerry	would	feel	bad	if	he	didn’t	make	it	back	for	Granny’s	funeral.	I	got	up

and	sent	him	an	e-mail	while	I	was	thinking	about	it.	By	the	time	I	was	done,	the
coroner	had	arrived	and	had	started	his	exam.	He	asked	me	a	few	questions	 in
the	living	room.	The	EMTs	made	it	clear	they	didn’t	want	me	in	the	kitchen,	and
I	didn’t	want	to	go	back	and	see	Granny	that	way.
I	sat	alone	in	the	living	room	and	thought	about	Granny	and	how	close	we’d

become.	I	could	have	lived	with	my	mom	and	sister	after	my	family’s	meltdown,
but	 they	moved	to	Redbank	and	I	would’ve	had	to	change	schools.	Plus,	Mom
and	 I	 weren’t	 getting	 along	 that	 well.	 She	wanted	me	 to	 side	 with	 her	 in	 the
divorce,	tell	all	the	bad	stories	I	had	on	Dad,	but	I	didn’t	cooperate.	Would	have
been	real	tense	living	with	her	after	that.
When	 the	 divorce	 was	 going	 down,	 I	 called	 Gerry	 to	 talk	 about	 it.	 He

immediately	invited	me	to	live	with	him	and	Granny,	saying	they	had	plenty	of
room	in	her	house.	It	was	like	a	door	opening	but	I	didn’t	want	to	impose,	so	I
said	he	better	check	it	out	with	her	before	he	invited	me.	So	he	called	to	her	in
the	kitchen,	saying,	“Hey	Granny,	Jackson	wants	 to	move	in	with	us	so	he	can
keep	going	to	school	in	Highland.	Is	that	okay?”
“Sure,”	 she	 called	 back	 loud	 enough	 that	 I	 could	 hear	 her	 over	 the	 phone.



“You	tell	Jackson	he	has	a	home	here	anytime	he	wants.”
He	also	sold	his	folks	on	the	idea.	It	was	cool,	but	Gerry	told	me	he	had	selfish

reasons	for	inviting	me,	too.	He	was	close	to	Granny	and	had	taken	care	of	her	at
the	house	for	a	year	after	his	folks	retired,	even	though	he	really	wanted	to	move
out,	get	a	place	down	at	the	beach.	“I’m	in	the	same	bedroom	I	had	when	I	was
five,”	he	told	me.	“Some	of	my	friends	from	college	moved	back	home,	too,	but
none	of	’em	like	it.	It’s	not	Granny,	Jackson,	we	get	along	great—it’s	the	house
that’s	freaking	me	out.	Thomas	Wolfe	was	right;	you	can’t	go	home	again.”
He’d	drop	by	once	a	week	to	have	dinner	and	see	how	we	were	doing.	And	we

did	fine.	Granny	became	my	legal	guardian	and	kept	after	me	about	school	work.
She	had	 rules	 for	me,	 too,	 cleaning	up	after	myself	 and	being	home	at	 certain
hours	 and	 all	 that,	 but	 most	 of	 the	 time	 she	 was	 pretty	 easygoing.	 She	 was
starting	to	have	trouble	driving	and	her	knees	bothered	her	when	she	walked,	so
I	 took	 her	 around	 to	 places	 in	 her	 car.	 I	 teased	 her	 that	 I	 was	 “driving	Miss
Granny.”
We	also	talked	a	lot,	and	as	we	grew	closer,	I	found	I	could	even	talk	to	her

about	things	like	my	family	situation,	girls,	and	the	acne	army	that	had	invaded
and	conquered	my	body.	Kind	of	strange,	since	I	wouldn’t	even	talk	to	my	sister
much	about	stuff	like	that.	With	Granny,	it	was	different.	I’m	not	sure	why,	but	I
didn’t	feel	like	I	had	to	keep	up	my	guard	with	her.	I	trusted	her	completely.
I	didn’t	realize	I	was	crying	a	 little	until	 the	guy	EMT	patted	my	shoulder.	 I

wiped	my	face	on	my	sleeve,	pretty	embarrassed.	He	explained	 that	 they	were
taking	my	grandmother	to	the	morgue.	I	didn’t	explain	the	relationship	again.	It’s
true	that	she	wasn’t	my	real	grandmother—she	was	much	more	than	that.
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“He	always	thought	of	the	sea	as	la	mar	which	is	what	people	call	her	in
Spanish	when	they	love	her.	Sometimes	those	who	love	her	say	bad	things	of	her

but	they	are	always	said	as	though	she	were	a	woman.”

—Ernest	Hemingway

wo	nights	before	 the	 funeral,	Gerry	 flew	 in	 from	France.	 I	picked	him	up
from	 the	airport	 in	Newark.	We	shook	hands	and	 then	he	gave	me	a	hug,

which	made	me	a	 little	uncomfortable,	 if	 you	want	 to	know	 the	 truth.	 I’m	not
much	of	a	hugger.
“Thanks	for	being	there	for	Granny,”	he	said.
“Hey,	she	was	there	for	me,”	I	said,	feeling	my	throat	suddenly	tighten.
I	got	myself	together	while	we	walked	down	to	the	baggage	claim	area.	Gerry

was	 always	 a	 jock	 and	had	 an	 athlete’s	 lean	build,	 but	 now	he	was	downright
skinny.	His	jeans	and	T-shirt	seemed	too	loose,	hanging	on	his	bones	rather	than
fitting	him.
“You	hungry,	Gerry?”	I	asked.	“We	can	stop	for	a	bite	if	you	want.”
He	smiled	knowingly.	“Yeah,	I	dropped	a	few	pounds.	It’s	all	the	walking	I’ve

done	while	traveling	around.	Why	don’t	we	order	a	pizza	when	we	get	back	to
the	house?”
“Good	idea.”	No	one	ever	had	to	ask	me	twice	if	I	wanted	pizza.
His	only	luggage	was	a	huge	blue	backpack.	He	slung	it	over	his	shoulder	with

ease	and	we	walked	to	the	parking	lot,	found	Granny’s	brown	beast,	then	drove
back	to	Highland,	talking	a	bit	about	his	trip,	otherwise	sitting	in	silence.
Usually	 I’m	 pretty	 sloppy,	 but	 I’d	made	 sure	Granny’s	 house	was	 perfect.	 I

cleaned	 everything,	 even	 the	 windows.	 Gerry	 seemed	 pleased	 and	 impressed
with	the	condition	of	the	house	and	the	arrangements	I’d	taken	care	of,	and	that
made	me	feel	good.
Once	 the	 pizza	 arrived,	 I	 teased	 him	 as	 he	 removed	 the	 pepperoni	 from	his

half.	“Gave	up	meat,”	he	shrugged.	“I	should	have	told	you	before	you	ordered.
No	big	deal,	just	eating	down	the	food	chain.”



It	was	good	to	have	him	back.	I’d	really	missed	him	after	he	took	off,	even	felt
a	little	betrayed,	along	with	the	other	seniors	in	his	Honors	English	class.	Wasn’t
logical	or	anything.	We	knew	what	happened	wasn’t	his	fault.
Gerry’s	 a	 cool	 guy,	 and	 only	 twenty-three.	He	 got	 dragged	 to	 a	 party	 at	 the

beach	by	Marvin	Renker	and	some	other	seniors.	No	big	deal,	he	didn’t	drink	or
smoke	weed	or	anything,	but	later	this	girl	lied	and	said	they	messed	around.	She
eventually	told	the	truth,	but	Gerry	got	in	trouble	for	just	going	to	the	party,	and
Edwards	wanted	him	gone.	At	Edwards’s	 suggestion,	 the	 school	board	offered
him	three	months	severance	if	he	quit	in	late	February,	and	with	all	the	rumors
going	 around,	 and	 his	 fellow	 teachers	 looking	 at	 him	 like	 he	was	 a	 creep,	 he
decided	to	take	the	offer.	He	was	on	a	plane	to	Europe	a	few	days	later.
After	 dinner,	 we	 talked	 about	 the	 funeral	 and	 reception.	 Granny	 left

instructions	with	her	lawyer,	and	he’d	given	them	to	me	when	I	dropped	by	his
office	 in	Red	Bank.	 I	 didn’t	 like	 the	way	 he	 looked	me	 up	 and	 down	 like	 he
disapproved	 of	 my	 clothes	 and	 age	 and	 everything	 else.	 He	 gave	 me	 the
information,	though,	and	he	was	obviously	fond	of	Granny,	so	I	stopped	thinking
about	throwing	him	and	his	three-piece	suit	into	the	Navesink	River.
All	Granny	wanted	at	her	service	were	some	pictures	and	poems	displayed	and

“a	few	kind	words”	from	family	and	friends.	Simple	and	honest,	like	the	way	she
lived.	 It	 took	 us	 a	 few	 hours	 to	 sort	 through	 all	 her	 photos.	 The	 framed	 ones
around	the	house	were	almost	all	formal	shots	of	family,	typical	boring	stuff.	The
more	interesting	photos	featuring	Granny	were	in	four	shoe	boxes	under	her	bed;
three	of	the	boxes	were	completely	filled,	the	other	halfway.
We	split	up	the	boxes	and	selected	the	pictures	we	liked	best	and	placed	them

on	the	kitchen	table,	along	with	some	of	the	poems	she’d	written	and	admired.	I
was	a	 little	bored	at	 the	beginning,	but	 soon	 found	 that	 I	kind	of	 liked	 sorting
through	her	photographic	history,	looking	back	at	her	life.
They	told	a	story	of	a	loving	and	adventurous	woman.	She	always	looked	like

she	 was	 having	 fun,	 especially	 when	 she	 was	 pictured	 aboard	 the	 family’s
sailboat.	I	mentioned	this	to	Gerry.
“Oh	 sure,	 you	 know	 she	 was	 a	 jock,	 and	 sailing	 was	 her	 sport	 during	 the

middle	 part	 of	 her	 life,	 something	 she	 could	 do	 with	 the	 family.	 I	 remember
sailing	around	Atlantic	Highlands	with	her	and	my	folks	when	I	was	small.	She



gave	 it	 up	 after	Grandpa	Ron	 died.	Guess	 she	 didn’t	 think	 she’d	 get	 as	much
enjoyment	out	of	it	by	herself,	and	she	was	getting	up	in	years.”
Gerry’s	grandfather	Ron	had	passed	away	fifteen	years	earlier.	Granny	never

talked	 about	 her	 late	 husband,	 and	 I	 had	 the	 impression	 from	 little	 things	 I’d
heard	 that	 their	 marriage	 was	 not	 the	 best,	 and	 part	 of	 the	 reason	 was	 her
stubborn	 pride	 and	 independent	 streak.	 Once,	 for	 example,	 not	 long	 after	 I
moved	into	the	Dwyer	house,	Gerry’s	father	winked	at	me	and	said	he	hoped	I
found	his	mother	easier	to	live	with	than	his	old	man	had.
Still,	Ron	and	Marge	Dwyer	looked	happy	together	aboard	their	sailboat.
We	had	piles	about	six	inches	high	by	midnight,	and	cut	them	in	half	by	one	in

the	morning.	We	looked	over	each	other’s	piles	and	good-naturedly	debated	the
best	 of	 the	 bunch;	 our	 taste	was	 so	 similar	 it	was	 kind	 of	 scary,	 like	we	were
brothers	or	something.	We	got	it	down	to	about	twenty	photos.
The	poems	didn’t	 take	as	 long.	We	picked	out	one	from	each	of	her	 favorite

poets,	Emily	Dickinson,	Robert	Frost,	and	Seamus	Heaney;	then	picked	another
five	of	her	own	poems.
“When	 she	 was	 in	 her	 late	 teens	 and	 early	 twenties,	 she	 tried	 to	 write	 one

poem	a	week,	and	she	submitted	some	of	them	for	publication,”	Gerry	explained
as	we	were	sorting.	“She	got	about	a	dozen	published,	but	stopped	writing	after
she	got	married.	Too	busy	raising	a	family	and	all	that.	Then	she	took	it	up	again
about	 eight	 or	 nine	years	 ago,	 and	had	 a	 few	more	published.	She	was	proud,
although	she	kept	 it	 a	 secret.	She	was	a	 little	 shy	about	her	writing	and	didn’t
like	 to	 boast.	And	 she	 thought—correctly—that	most	 people	 didn’t	 care	 about
poetry	and	wouldn’t	want	to	listen	to	an	old	lady	talk	about	that	sort	of	thing.”
“We	 talked	about	poetry	 sometimes,	but	 she	never	mentioned	 she	wrote	any

herself.”
“Probably	would	have	told	you	eventually,”	Gerry	suggested.	“Like	I	said,	she

was	a	bit	shy	about	her	writing,	and	her	other	accomplishments.”
I	nodded,	thinking	about	the	pictures	I’d	found	of	her	playing	basketball	as	a

young	woman.	The	shy-proud	look	on	her	face.
“Granny	 and	 my	 mom	 inspired	 my	 love	 of	 literature,	 to	 my	 dad’s	 eternal

shame,”	he	continued.	“The	old	man	thinks	literature	is	a	waste	of	time,	for	the
most	 part,	 maybe	 something	 women	 should	 take	 an	 interest	 in.	 He	 doesn’t



understand	why	anyone	would	want	to	read	poetry	or	a	novel,	unless	it’s	one	of
those	techno-thrillers	by	Tom	Clancy.”
Granny	and	Gerry	sparked	my	own	interest	in	books	and	literature.	My	parents

were	not	big	readers,	except	for	the	reading	they	had	to	do	at	work.	But	when	I
was	around	the	Dwyer	house,	his	mom	and	Granny	always	had	books	going,	not
to	mention	Gerry.	He	 took	a	 speed-reading	course	when	he	was	a	 freshman	at
Rutgers	 and	he	 could	 go	 through	books	 the	way	 I	 could	 go	 through	pizza.	 “It
helped	my	social	life,”	he	told	me.	“The	profs	pile	on	the	books	in	college.”
Granny	 and	Gerry	 introduced	me	 to	 some	 pretty	 cool	 books	 like	Lonesome

Dove	and	Dune	and	Snow	Falling	on	Cedars,	stuff	I	never	would	have	picked	up
without	their	encouragement.	All	I	read	were	basketball	books.
“Take	a	look	at	this	one,”	Gerry	said,	handing	over	the	laminated	copy	of	one

of	Granny’s	recently	published	poems.	It	was	called	“Reaching	Out”:
I	fling	them	skyward
Like	baseballs	into	the	blue	beyond
Trailblazers	of	the	soul
Propelled	by	need
Freighted	with	hope
Uttered	with	care
Into	thin	air
Into	air
Ask	and	you	shall	receive
Seems	a	little	too	pat
An	electronic	teller	for
An	automated	soul
And	yet	I	ask	and	say	thanks
Thy	will	be	done
My	will	be	done
Thy	will,	my	will
Hearts	fill	and	words	spill
So	toss	up	another
To	Great	God,	Holy	Hero,	Dearly	Departed
And	wait	for	answers



So	often	oblique
Sunset	and	sunrise
Highlights	in	eyes
Symbols	and	signs
An	old	friend	told	me
She	asked	for	a	Benz
I	judged	her	unworthy
And	thou	shalt	not	judge
Lest	you	be	judged
Be	judged
Begrudged
Mystery	of	air
Ask	this,	get	that
One	from	A,	two	from	B
The	quiet	plea
Sailing	worn	trails
Above	earthly	wails
To	the	blue	beyond	baseballs

“Wow,”	I	said.	“That’s	really	good.”
“And	not	your	typical	Catholic	view	of	prayer,”	Gerry	noted.	“I	can’t	imagine

Father	Mike	appreciating	the	second	stanza,	about	the	Good	Lord’s	words	being
a	little	too	pat.”
“Yeah,	probably	won’t	like	the	Holy	Hero	part,	either,”	I	said.
“Well,	like	it	or	not,	that	one	is	going	to	be	sitting	on	a	table	in	the	church	for

everyone	to	see,	and	I’m	going	to	read	it	during	the	service.”	His	determination
gave	way	to	a	smile	a	moment	later.	“Granny	was	a	rebel,	wasn’t	she?”
I	nodded.	“A	rebel	with	a	heart.”
We	stood	and	raised	our	beverages	high.	“To	Granny,”	he	said	grandly.
“To	Granny,”	I	repeated.	And	together	we	said,	“A	rebel	with	a	heart.”
We	clinked	and	drank.	It	was	after	three	A.M.	and	I	barely	made	it	to	my	bed

before	collapsing	in	a	sleep	that	lasted	until	almost	noon.
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“I	must	go	down	to	the	seas	again,	
to	the	vagrant	gypsy	life

To	the	gull’s	way	and	the	whale’s	way	
where	the	wind’s	like	a	whetted	knife;

And	all	I	ask	is	a	merry	yarn	
from	a	laughing	fellow-rover,

And	quiet	sleep	and	a	sweet	dream	
when	the	long	trick’s	over.”

—John	Masefield

e	buried	Granny	Dwyer	on	Wednesday	morning.	My	girlfriend	Kelly	was
there,	 along	 with	 Marvin	 Renker	 and	 my	 Shoreview	 buddies	 Danny

Larson,	Thaddeus	Fly,	and	Angelo	D’Angellini.	And	I	was	surprised	to	see	my
mother	and	sister—ol’	Mom	told	me	she	and	Shannon	probably	wouldn’t	be	able
to	 make	 it,	 though	 she	 wouldn’t	 tell	 me	 why.	 That	 pissed	 me	 off.	 I	 had	 the
feeling	she	didn’t	want	to	go	because	I’d	grown	closer	to	Granny	while	I	grew
apart	from	her.
The	weather	couldn’t	make	up	its	mind	if	it	wanted	to	be	sunny	or	cloudy,	and

that’s	sort	of	how	I	felt.	It	was	great	to	see	everyone	together,	and	hear	the	stories
of	Granny’s	life,	but	of	course	she	wasn’t	able	to	attend	the	party.
After	Gerry	 finished	 reading	Granny’s	poem	and	saying	a	 few	words,	 it	was

my	 turn.	 From	 the	 altar,	 the	 gathering	 looked	 smaller,	 like	 the	 fans	 at	 a	 track
meet,	basically.	I	knew	Granny	wouldn’t	have	cared.	She	liked	to	joke	that	most
of	her	good	friends	were	dead	or	wrinkling	away	in	Florida,	but	I	thought	it	was
pretty	pathetic.	She	was	the	best	person	I	knew	and	deserved	a	standing-room-
only	crowd.
Usually	I	get	nervous	when	I	have	to	speak	in	front	of	people,	and	a	couple	of

times	my	voice	has	broken	 from	 the	 strain.	This	 time,	 though,	 I	was	 strangely
calm.	“I	called	Marge	Dwyer	Granny,	 like	 just	about	everyone,”	 I	began.	“She
wasn’t	my	grandmother,	although	she	treated	me	like	a	relative.	I	was	just	a	kid



from	 the	 neighborhood,	 playing	 sports	with	 her	 real	 grandson,	 and	 she	would
always	make	us	 lemonade,	 talk	 to	us,	 and	 listen	 to	us	 as	 if	we	had	 something
worth	 saying.	We	 became	 close	 friends	 after	 everyone	 moved	 away,	 and	 she
really	gave	me	some	good	advice	and	guidance.	I’ll	miss	her.”
Afterward,	I	looked	over	the	pictures	and	poems	in	the	back	of	the	church	one

last	time.	Kelly	came	up	and	put	her	hand	on	my	shoulder,	and	I	could	tell	she
felt	bad	for	me.	When	I	turned	around	after	silently	saying	goodbye	to	Granny,	I
saw	that	Kelly	was	trying	to	hold	back	tears.	I	hugged	her	for	a	long	time.
I	also	hugged	my	sister	Shannon,	who	I	could	see	had	been	crying,	and	while	I

was	in	this	rare	hugging	mood,	I	figured	I’d	give	my	mom	one,	too.	She	looked	a
little	 shocked—we	hadn’t	hugged	each	other	 in	almost	 two	years.	 I	 introduced
her	and	Shannon	to	Kelly,	and	was	proud	to	add,	“my	girlfriend.”
“Jackson’s	told	me	all	about	you,”	Mom	said,	though	I	really	hadn’t	told	her

much	in	our	monthly	conversations.	We	usually	only	checked	in	with	each	other
and	then	she’d	hand	the	phone	to	Shannon.	We	talked	for	a	while	now,	and	then
headed	to	the	reception	at	the	Dwyer	house.
On	the	way,	I	told	Kelly	about	the	conversation	Granny	and	I	had	a	few	weeks

ago.	“I	didn’t	think	anything	about	it	at	the	time,	but	it	seems	sort	of	spooky	now
because	 she	 talked	 about	 death.	 We	 were	 reviewing	 that	 Shakespeare
assignment,	remember?”
“The	one	you	turned	in	late,	sure.”
“Right.	Well,	Granny	was	agreeing	with	Willie	Shakes	that	 life	is	a	play	and

we’re	all	a	bunch	of	actors,	performing	our	roles.	She	said	we	should	accept	our
roles,	although	it’s	not	always	easy.	And	she	said	her	role	was	to	die	soon.”
Kelly’s	eyes	went	wide.	“Yeah,	that’s	a	little	spooky.	And	morbid.”
“I	 thought	 so,	but	 she	made	 it	 sound	 like	death	was	no	big	deal.	You	know,

everybody	does	it.”
After	 a	 few	moments,	 Kelly	 smiled.	 “I	 just	 had	 a	mental	 image	 of	 Granny

walking	alongside	the	Grim	Reaper,	telling	him	to	cheer	up	and	join	the	party.”
The	reception	was	a	little	strange.	Right	off	I	noticed	that	sometimes	the	group

was	loud	and	festive,	other	times	quiet	and	somber.	While	eating	my	fill	of	the
spread,	I	noticed	Gerry’s	parents	and	went	over	to	say	hello,	since	I’d	only	talked
to	them	on	the	phone	the	last	few	days.	I’d	always	gotten	along	okay	with	Mr.



Dwyer,	so	I	was	surprised	when	he	hesitated	before	shaking	my	hand.	Then	he
gave	me	a	funny	look	and	excused	himself.
I	 shrugged	 it	 off	 and	 went	 over	 to	 talk	 to	 my	 buddies,	 who	 felt	 a	 bit

uncomfortable	 around	 all	 the	 older	 strangers.	When	 they	 were	 done	 eating,	 I
suggested	 we	 go	 and	 shoot	 some	 hoops	 in	 the	 driveway,	 and	 they	 looked
relieved.	 We	 took	 off	 our	 jackets,	 rolled	 up	 our	 sleeves,	 and	 shot	 away	 the
formality	 of	 the	 occasion.	We	 talked	 about	 graduation	 parties	 later	 that	month
and	plans	for	the	summer.	I	didn’t	have	any	plans	myself,	which	was	starting	to
worry	me	a	bit,	not	to	mention	Kelly.
They	left	a	 little	while	later,	along	with	Kelly,	my	mom,	and	Shannon.	After

saying	my	goodbyes,	I	shot	around	by	myself.	The	ball	felt	good	in	my	hands.
After	my	 season	ended	 strongly	but	 a	 little	prematurely,	 I	 played	a	 little	bit	 at
Danny’s	famous	home	court	in	Shoreview—we	call	it	The	High	Court—but	then
got	talked	into	going	out	for	track.
Coach	Moran,	 the	basketball	 coach,	 actually	pitched	 it	 to	me.	 I’d	 started	off

the	basketball	season	hating	his	guts	because	he	ruined	my	plans	to	be	a	star,	but
by	 the	 end	 he’d	 started	 playing	 me	 much	 more	 and	 sort	 of	 admitted	 that	 he
should	have	done	so	from	the	beginning.	I	understood	by	then	that	he	wasn’t	out
to	screw	me	over	personally,	he	was	just	giving	underclassmen	playing	time	to
build	for	the	next	couple	of	years,	and	as	a	lone	senior	I	was	out	of	luck.
Anyway,	he	told	me	to	come	into	his	office	a	few	times	after	gym	class,	and

ragged	me	about	coming	out	for	track,	which	he	also	coached.	“You	can	dunk	a
basketball,	O’Connell,	so	I	know	you	can	do	at	 least	six	feet	 in	the	high	jump,
once	you	get	the	technique	down.	Maybe	you	can	even	land	a	track	scholarship,
if	you’re	good	enough.”	He	knew	I	was	hoping	for	a	basketball	scholarship,	and
he	 sent	 the	 tape	 of	 my	 last	 game,	 when	 I	 was	 on	 fire	 and	 scored	 thirty-two
points,	around	to	a	few	colleges.	Two	junior	college	coaches	called	me	and	said	I
could	probably	walk-on,	but	I	didn’t	get	any	scholarship	offers.
So	I	didn’t	have	much	going	on,	other	than	hanging	with	Kelly,	and	she	is	one

of	the	busiest	people	in	the	world.	So	I	went	out	for	track.	I	was	already	in	shape
from	basketball,	but	I	started	lifting	weights	for	the	first	time	in	my	life,	and	my
body	 reacted	 well	 to	 the	 workouts.	 I	 also	 started	 working	 on	 my	 flopping
technique—short	 for	 the	Fosbury	Flop—every	day.	 I	was	still	perfecting	 it	my



first	meet,	 and	 finished	 third	with	 a	 jump	 of	 six-feet	 even.	 I’d	 improved	 a	 lot
since	 then.	 Even	 Moran	 was	 surprised	 at	 my	 progress,	 and	 suddenly	 a	 track
scholarship	seemed	like	a	real	possibility.
Finally	 I	was	pumped	about	 something	other	 than	basketball.	Kelly	couldn’t

believe	it.	A	few	days	into	track	season,	 for	 the	first	 time	 in	six	years,	 I	didn’t
shoot	 at	 least	 three-hundred	 shots.	 In	 fact,	 I	 didn’t	 shoot	 any.	 I	 thought	 I’d	go
through	withdrawal,	and	I	did	a	little	bit,	but	not	like	I	was	expecting.	I’d	gone
over	 to	 The	High	Court	 a	 few	 times	 on	 Sundays	 and	 shot	with	Danny,	 but	 it
wasn’t	 the	 same.	 Angelo	 was	 working	 a	 job,	 Thaddeus	 was	 rehabbing	 and
playing	 for	 an	AAU	 team,	 and	Danny	was	busy	with	baseball,	 so	we	were	all
kind	of	drifting	away	from	the	game.	I	knew	this	coming	summer	wouldn’t	be
like	last	year,	when	we	played	games	almost	every	night.	Still,	I	thought	I’d	start
practicing	on	my	own	after	track	was	over.	I	wasn’t	ready	to	toss	the	towel	in	on
my	hoop	dreams	yet,	despite	the	setbacks.
It	 felt	 good	 to	 hold	 the	 leather	 ball,	 dribble	 it,	 spin	 it,	 slap	 it,	 and	of	 course

shoot	it.	I	hadn’t	lost	my	touch,	despite	the	semi-break.	Once	you	really	learn	to
shoot	 a	 basketball—and	 I’d	 define	 that	 as	 making	 at	 least	 ninety	 out	 of	 one
hundred	 free	 throws	on	 a	 consistent	 basis—you	 can	get	 the	 stroke	back	pretty
quick.
Gerry	wandered	over	from	the	front	 lawn.	I	 threw	the	ball	 to	him.	He	shook

his	 head	 and	 tossed	 it	 back.	 “Thanks	 for	 taking	 care	 of	 the	 arrangements,”	 he
said.	“My	folks	appreciated	it,	too.	Don’t	worry	about	it	if	they	act	a	little	cold
toward	 you,	 Jax.	 They	 got	 a	 surprise	 in	Granny’s	will	 and	 are	 having	 trouble
dealing	with	it.”
I	 remembered	 the	 look	 Mr.	 Dwyer	 gave	 me.	 “What’s	 up	 with	 the	 will?”	 I

asked.
“Granny	 changed	 it	 a	 couple	 of	 months	 ago.	 She	 had	 her	 lawyer	 put	 in	 a

codicil—an	addition—that	left	you	a	thousand	bucks	and	her	car.”
I	stopped	spinning	the	ball	on	my	finger.	“You’re	kidding?”
“Nope.	And	that’s	why	my	folks	are	a	bit	put	out.	I	 think	it’s	great,	and	told

them	so,	and	we	ended	up	yelling	at	each	other.	They	want	 to	contest	 the	will
over	 that	 petty	 point,	 but	 they	won’t.	 The	 lawyer’s	 fee	would	 cost	more	 than
what	she	left	you.”



“It	doesn’t	matter	that	much	to	me,”	I	said.	“If	 they	want	the	money	and	car
that	bad	…	”
“No,	Jackson.	Granny	wanted	you	to	have	those	things,	so	 take	them	and	be

thankful.”	He	tossed	me	the	car	keys.	“Plus,	you’re	gonna	need	it,	buddy.	My	old
man	is	going	to	sell	this	house,	and	he	wants	you	out	as	soon	as	possible.	I	told
him	to	give	you	two	more	days,	but	that’s	all	I	could	talk	him	into.”
I	felt	a	little	worried.	I	could	stay	at	my	mom’s	place,	but	didn’t	want	to.	We’d

been	 getting	 along	 better,	 up	 until	 she	 pulled	 the	 stunt	 about	 maybe	 missing
Granny’s	 funeral.	 Moving	 back	 in	 with	 her	 would	 be	 like	 a	 step	 back	 into
childhood.	She’d	want	 to	 treat	me	 like	 I	was	 still	 a	 little	kid,	boss	me	around.
Danny’s	place	would	be	much	better.
Gerry	didn’t	seem	in	the	mood	to	shoot	around,	but	he	did.	Maybe	he	sensed	I

was	 sort	 of	 freaked	 out	 by	 everything.	 “I’m	 going	 to	 be	 getting	 an	 efficiency
apartment	near	here	until	 I	head	off	 to	grad	school,”	he	said.	“You	could	crash
with	me,	but	I’ll	warn	you	it’s	going	to	be	tight	with	both	of	us.”
“No,	 I	 think	 I’ll	 pack	up	 tonight	 and	 stay	 at	Danny’s,”	 I	 said.	His	girlfriend

Rachel	had	pretty	much	moved	 in	with	him,	but	 I	knew	he	wouldn’t	mind	 if	 I
parked	 in	 the	driveway	of	The	High	Court	 and	crashed	 in	my	“new”	car	 for	a
few	days	until	I	figured	things	out.	The	old	brown	beast	probably	had	more	room
than	the	efficiency	Gerry	was	moving	into.
“You	sure	that	would	be	okay	with	Danny	and	his	folks?”	Gerry	asked.
“Yeah,	no	problem	at	all.”
“Okay,	good	…	Sorry	to	spring	this	on	you	all	at	once,	Jax.”
“That’s	okay.	Just	tell	your	folks	I	had	nothing	to	do	with	Granny	changing	her

will.”
He	smiled	and	nodded.	“Didn’t	want	to	mention	it,	but	that’s	exactly	what	they

think.	They	must	be	hanging	around	a	bunch	of	bitter	and	paranoid	people	down
South,	you	know?	I	told	them	you	wouldn’t	have	put	Granny	up	to	anything	like
that,	especially	for	such	a	relatively	measly	sum.”
“So	I	might	have	put	her	up	to	it	for	a	larger	sum?”
“No,	no!”	he	said	before	he	saw	I	was	smiling.	“Got	me,”	he	laughed.	“Your

deductive	 reasoning	 and	 sense	 of	 humor	 are	 fairly	 well-developed	 for	 a	 C
student.”



“Ouch.	But	anyway,	a	thousand	bucks	is	not	a	measly	sum	to	me.”
He	nodded.	“You	have	any	plans	for	the	summer?	Work	or	anything?”
“Not	really,”	I	shrugged.	“I’m	thinking	about	junior	college	in	the	fall,	maybe

playing	ball.	So	I’m	going	to	want	to	practice	for	at	least	a	couple	of	hours	a	day.
Danny	said	he	might	be	able	to	get	us	jobs	working	for	his	dad,	but	I’m	not	sure
if	that	will	pan	out.”
“Well,	 you	 might	 have	 another	 option,”	 he	 said.	 “I	 saw	 an	 old	 friend	 of

Granny’s	at	the	church	and	had	an	idea.	He’s	kind	of	an	old	bastard,	but	he	might
be	able	to	give	you	a	job.	Let	me	go	get	him.”
I	could	tell	he	felt	bad	about	what	his	parents	were	doing	and	wanted	to	make

it	up	to	me.	Much	as	I	was	pissed	at	his	parents,	I	knew	that	he	was	a	real	friend.
He	walked	back	over	with	an	old	guy.	The	man	wore	a	black	suit	and	tie	and

would	have	been	as	tall	as	me	if	he	could	have	straightened	his	legs,	which	were
extremely	bowed.	He	had	a	full	beard	and	long	gray	hair	tied	in	a	pony	tail.	His
eyes	were	an	intense	blue,	which	made	him	look	a	little	pissed	himself.	He	was
smoking	a	cigar	when	Gerry	introduced	us.	He	put	it	in	his	other	hand	to	shake.
“Jackson,	 this	 is	 Conrad	 Dean,	 a	 friend	 of	 Granny’s.”	 His	 hand	 was	 large,

strong,	and	crisscrossed	with	scars.	I	said	hello	and	looked	him	in	the	eye,	but	it
was	hard	to	hold	that	glare	he	had.
“Marge	was	a	good	friend	to	me	and	my	late	wife,”	he	said.	“I	taught	her	and

Ron	to	sail	a	long	time	ago.	I	understand	from	young	Gerry	here	that	you	took
care	 of	 Granny	 while	 he	 was	 off	 roaming	 the	 world	 in	 search	 of	 love	 and
adventure	and	the	meaning	of	life?”	His	tone	was	half-amused	and	half-critical,
but	Gerry	gave	him	the	benefit	of	the	doubt	and	chuckled.
“Yes	sir,”	I	said.	“And	Granny	took	care	of	me,	too.”
“All	well	and	good,	and	I	appreciate	your	sentiment	for	her	…	but	now	you’re

old	enough	to	look	after	yourself,	right?”
I	shrugged,	a	little	annoyed	by	his	tone.	“I	guess	so,”	I	mumbled.
“What’s	that?”
“I	said	I	guess	so.”
Conrad	Dean	glared	at	me.	“Look,	kid,	Gerry	and	Marge	both	 liked	you,	 so

you	must	be	okay.	But	 if	you	have	something	 to	say,	say	 it	 loud	and	clear	and
don’t	put	your	head	down.”



A	flood	of	anger	hit	me,	and	I	wondered	if	old	Conrad	could	catch	a	basketball
rocketed	at	his	face	from	three	feet	away.	He	must	have	noticed	something	in	my
eyes,	because	he	smiled	and	nodded,	as	if	to	say,	“Try	it,	kid.”	Gerry	broke	the
tension.
“I	mentioned	 to	Conrad	 that	 you’ll	 need	 a	 job	 and	 a	 place	 to	 stay	 soon.	He

runs	 a	 boatyard	 down	 at	 Manasquan	 and	 was	 looking	 for	 some	 help	 this
summer.”
“Someone	reliable,”	the	old	man	added.	“Went	through	five	young	fellas	last

summer.	One	 lazy,	 another	 took	 off	with	 his	 girl,	 one	was	 a	 thieving	…	”	He
seemed	to	remember	the	occasion	and	stopped	himself.	“They	were	unreliable,”
he	 said.	 “I	 pay	 a	 good	 wage	 for	 good	 work,	 and	 you	 can	 live	 aboard	 an	 old
Buccaneer	I	have	at	the	marina.	All	you’ll	have	to	pay	is	the	monthly	moorage
fee—hundred	and	twenty	bucks.”
It	sounded	pretty	good,	but	I	wasn’t	sure	I	could	get	along	with	this	guy.	They

were	waiting	for	an	answer,	and	I	didn’t	want	Gerry	to	think	I	was	an	ingrate,	so
I	said—loud	and	clear—that	I’d	take	the	job.
“How	much	school	you	have	left?”	Conrad	asked.
“Uh,	two	and	a	half	weeks.”
“So	 on	 school	 days	 you	 can	 get	 down	 to	Manasquan	 by,	 what,	 four	 in	 the

afternoon	or	thereabouts?”
“After	this	week.	I	have	track	practice	tomorrow	and	Friday	and	a	state	meet

on	Saturday.”
“Track	practice?	You	a	runner	or	something?”
“No,	high	jumper.”
“Should	 have	 guessed,	 lanky	 as	 you	 are.	 Being	 an	 athlete	 could	 help	 you

around	boats.	Okay,	let’s	make	Sunday	your	first	day.	You’ll	work	seven	to	five
on	 weekends,	 four	 to	 eight	 next	 week	 and	 the	 week	 after,	 and	 then	 full-time
when	you	finish	school.”
“Sounds	like	full-time	now,”	I	murmured.
“What’s	that?”	Conrad	snapped.
“Sounds	like	fun,”	I	said.
He	scowled	at	me.	“Work	on	 that	direct	speech,”	he	said.	“See	you	at	 seven

sharp	on	Sunday.	I	liked	what	you	said	about	Marge	at	the	church.”



He	walked	 off	with	Gerry,	who	 turned	 and	winked	 at	me.	 I	 knew	he	meant
well,	but	I	wondered	what	the	hell	he’d	gotten	me	into.
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