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1: Death of a Soldier
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“I WANT TO KNOW HOW my father died.”

The Honorable Stacy O’Brien stared at me. She represented the 8th Congressional District of Indiana in the United States House of Representatives, and as she sat behind a big mahogany desk, she was surrounded by the trappings of power. She wore a dark blue suit with a white blouse, and her blonde hair had been pulled up onto her head in a fancy French braid.

I felt underdressed, in a pair of khaki slacks and a long-sleeved button-down shirt that belonged to my partner Mike, under a crew-neck sweater I hadn’t worn in a decade. Representative O’Brien’s secretary had taken Mike’s parka, his scarf, and his gloves from me when I walked in. 

The winter weather in Washington DC had thrown this island boy for a loop.

“When did he pass away?”

“In October of 1968, a few months after I was born. His R&R in Honolulu was postponed because of the Tet Offensive, and when his leave came through I got an infection that turned serious. I had a fever, pneumonia and wheezing, and my mother couldn’t leave me with my grandparents as she had planned. My father went to Honolulu by himself.”

She took a deep breath. “He was killed there. The military police never gave my mother any information on how or why he died. I grew up believing that if I hadn’t been sick, my mother would have been with him, and he wouldn’t have died.”

“That’s a heavy burden for a kid to carry.” I thought of my own children and wondered what we were saddling them with.

“It made me strong,” O’Brien said. “The local chapter of the VFW adopted me as a poster child and gave me many opportunities I wouldn’t have otherwise had. All those competitions and prizes and internships led me here.” She waved her arm around the office, decorated with photos of O’Brien with all the nation’s most important politicians.

She was one of those, the chair of the House Defense Appropriations Committee. “You’re a powerful woman in Washington,” I said. “Why can’t you get this information through official channels? Surely you know someone in the Army who could pull some strings.”

She frowned. “I’ve tried, Detective Kanapa’aka.”

She fumbled the pronunciation of my name, as Caucasians often do, not realizing that the okina between the two a’s requires a glottal stop between them. “Just call me Kimo.”

“Kimo. There’s a fine line I have to walk as a public servant. I can ask favors, but I can’t ask anyone to compromise national security or do something illegal.”

But you can ask me, I thought. I’m just a lowly police detective in Honolulu. Expendable, if the shit hits the fan.

“I asked the Secretary of the Army for a personal favor,” she said. “He had one of his aides scour the records. There’s no indication of how or why my father died. All they can say is that he took a Pan Am flight from Saigon to Honolulu on October 28, 1968. He checked into a room at a hotel called the Waikikian, where many soldiers, sailors, Marines and airmen stayed while they were on R&R.”

“It was a very cool place,” I said. “Big swooping roof like from a Tahitian sailboat. They tore it down shortly after I graduated from college.” 

I noticed her right hand shaking, and she took a deep breath to steady herself. “Three days later, his body was found in an alley a few blocks away from the hotel. It was shipped back to my mother in Indiana and he was buried with full military honors.”

“Cause of death?” I felt awkward asking these procedural questions of such a powerful woman, and a victim as well, but that was part of the job. 

“None specified. If an autopsy was performed, I couldn’t get a record of it.”

I thought about my contacts in the Medical Examiner’s office in Honolulu. Could I get something the military couldn’t? But then, we were talking fifty years ago. No computers, and who knew what had happened to all those paper records.

I looked back up at Representative O’Brien, who was watching me closely. “Why do you think I can help, if the Secretary of the Army can’t?”

“Sandra speaks very highly of you and your abilities,” she said.

Finally, the penny dropped. Sandra Guarino was not only one of my oldest friends, she was the mother of the twins Mike and I shared with her and her partner Cathy.

I thought carefully about how to phrase my demur. “I work at the direction of the Lieutenant in charge of district one, in Honolulu,” I said. “My remit is to investigate homicides and other serious crimes that occur within our district.”

“But ultimately you work for the chief of police, don’t you?” She smiled, and I could see she was a woman accustomed to getting her own way.

“I do.”

“I am sure that he would be responsive if I ask for your help,” she said. “After all, there are an awful lot of military installations on O’ahu.”

I didn’t want to plunge into a case that was as cold as the top of Kilauea in winter, and one with deep political ramifications. But I didn’t see a way out. If Representative O’Brien asked the chief of police for my help, he was going to give it. I might as well accept that.

“I’ll be happy to see what I can find,” I said. “But there is something.”

“What’s that?”

“In my experience, looking for information that doesn’t want to be found often turns up uncomfortable truths. Are you prepared for that?”

Her gaze was steely. “What do you mean?”

“Suppose I discover that your father was engaged in criminal activity during his R&R,” I said. “That’s a good reason why the information surrounding his death would have been suppressed. If he was buying drugs, involved with a prostitute. Suppose he got drunk and got into a fight with a senior officer.”

I looked directly at her. “Can your public persona sustain that kind of a hit?” I took a breath, while she absorbed that idea. “Do you want to know that?”

She pushed a manila folder across the table at me. “These are copies of the letters my father sent my mother from Vietnam. I wrote down all I know about my father for you. I have been completely open and honest, and I intend to remain so.”

We sat there for a moment. I reached out and took the pamphlet and the folder. I could probably read it all on the plane before it took off to return me to Honolulu.

Her phone buzzed, and her secretary said, “Your 2:00 is here.”

I wondered if Representative O’Brien had a button under her desk she could push to cue that kind of call. I knew powerful men in Honolulu who did—but the trappings of national power around me told me I was far from home.

I could still accept a cue when it was presented, though. I stood up, shook the Representative’s hand, and told her that I would do everything I could to find out what happened to her father.

Then I stalked down the hall to Sandra Guarino’s office.
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2: Mentoring
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SANDRA HAD PUT HER law practice in Honolulu on hold and come to Washington the year before to represent our district in the House of Representatives. 

I had spoken to her receptionist several times on the phone, but I’d never met her. She was a very young woman named Kelsie, a graduate of Howard University in DC with an eye to serving in office herself. She had been smart to ally herself early in her career with a sharp, determined woman like Sandra Guarino.

I walked into the office and introduced myself. “It’s so nice to meet you,” she said, with a real warmth in her voice. “Your kids are so adorable.”

“All in the genes,” I said. “Is Sandra available?”

“She’s on a conference call right now,” Kelsie said. “But it should finish in a few minutes, and then I can squeeze you in. What brings you to Washington?”

“That’s a great question, and one I’m hoping Sandra can shed some light on. What do you know about Stacey O’Brien?”

She cocked her head. “She’s become a mentor to Representative Guarino,” she said. “It’s interesting because they don’t seem to have much in common. Representative O’Brien comes from a conservative district, she’s married to a man with his own building contracting business, and she has no children. She’s very interested in the military while as you know Representative Guarino is more focused on domestic issues.”

“And yet they clicked,” I said.

Kelsie nodded. “They have coffee together at least once a week, and Representative O’Brien has made a number of suggestions about how our office can operate more efficiently.”

I could tell from the look on her face that those suggestions hadn’t always gone over well with Sandra’s staff.

She leaned forward. “Forgive me if this is too personal, but I’m curious about how parenting works when there are four of you.”

“We’re all public figures in one way or another,” I said. “Sandra here in DC. Her partner Cathy runs a non-profit back in Honolulu. My partner Mike is a deputy fire chief, and I’m a homicide detective. So our lives are pretty open.”

I sat back in the chair across from Kelsie. The phone wasn’t ringing and no one else was with us, so I dove in. “Until Sandra came here, the twins lived with her and Cathy a few blocks from where Mike and I live. We have a very informal arrangement—Mike and I go over there a lot to see the kids, read to them and play with them, and we take them on field trips and have them for overnights.”

I smiled. “Nothing much has changed, except that Sandra is here in DC for a couple of months at a time. The kids are enrolled in the same private school back in Honolulu where I went—along with President Obama.” I couldn’t help adding that detail, which I knew would impress anyone in DC. “We decided as a family not to uproot them, at least not at present. Sandra is campaigning now for her next term, as you know. So things may change.”

Kelsie glanced at her phone and saw the light from Sandra’s office had gone out. “She’s off the phone. Let me tell her you’re here.”

Kelsie had mastered the art of speaking into her phone so that no one else could hear, even though I tried. When she hung up, she said, “She’ll see you now.”

The door to Sandra’s office burst open and she hurried toward me. She was a short fireplug of a woman in a navy blue suit with shoulders that didn’t need padding, and I had to lean down to kiss her cheek. “I was hoping you’d come to see me.”

I followed her into her office and closed the door behind me. “How could you think I wouldn’t, when you’ve plopped me into the middle of a cold case with political ramifications?”

She smiled sweetly as she sat down, and I saw the same tiger look in her eyes that I’d seen in Stacey O’Brien’s. No wonder they got along, despite surface differences.

“I knew you could help her. The poor woman wants to know the truth about her father’s death.”

“The poor woman,” I said, putting emphasis on those words, “is one of the most powerful in this building. And she hasn’t been able to dig up anything.”

“That makes it that much more of an intriguing challenge for you.”

“God will get you for this, Sandra Guarino,” I said, but there wasn’t much malice in my voice. “And what do you think will happen if I go down in flames, if this turns into a clusterfuck? You are after all the mother of my children. What happens to me matters to you.”

“Then you’ll have to do a good job, won’t you? I want to be elected in my own right, and I want at least another term here in Washington. I’m starting to learn how things work, and how I can make a difference for the people back home. You need to help me with that.”

“By playing nice with Representative O’Brien.”

“As you’ve pointed out, she is one of the most powerful people in this building. And for some reason she’s taken a liking to me, and I’m learning a lot and getting the occasional handout for our district.”

“Do you think she’s a lesbian?”

“Kimo!”

“What, is this office bugged?”

“It’s not that. She’s married to a man. End of story.”

I could see I needed to stick around DC that night, get a couple of glasses of Scotch into Sandra, and see what else she had to say. “Can I stay over with you tonight?” I asked. “I don’t have a flight back until tomorrow afternoon, because I didn’t know why I was coming here or what I’d have to do.”

She got the implied complaint. She should have told me in advance why I had been summoned to Representative O’Brien’s office, or she should at least have answered my calls and texts asking her about it. “Absolutely.” She opened her desk drawer and pulled out a key. “You know the address.”

“Want to have dinner?”

“That would be awesome. I hardly get to eat here. Can you check with Kelsie? She knows all the restaurants and she can make a reservation.”

When she stood up again, I got a good look at her, and she had lost weight. Her normally well-tailored suit jacket hung from her shoulders and her pale pink blouse was loose, too.

I figured I’d have to do a little mothering of her that evening, too. After all, she was the mother of my children.
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3: I & I
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KELSIE KNEW A BELGIAN restaurant a few blocks from Sandra’s apartment, and she made us reservations for seven o’clock, and promised to make sure Sandra left in time.

I thanked her and began to walk through the convoluted hallways. Something about all that power concentrated in one building was suffocating me, and I needed to get outside.

I had never set out to be a public servant. For the first twenty-something years of my life, I wanted to be a surfer, and I did everything I could to make that happen. When kids like Sandra and Stacey O’Brien were running for student council and participating in debate competitions, my best friend Harry Ho and I were cutting classes at the aforementioned Punahou. (My English teachers there would be pleased that I can still use words like aforementioned.)

My actual major at UC Santa Cruz was English, which probably adds to the ability to use ten-dollar words now and then. My real major, though, was surfing. I belonged to the Asian American and Pacific Islander Student Alliance and the Surfing Club only to get to know others who shared my passion for the waves.

I am the third son, so by the time I graduated from UCSC I had two older brothers settled in the world, and my parents cut me enough slack to let me spend a year on the surf circuit, where I did moderately well.

Then I had sex for the first time with another guy, and my world tilted on its axis. I was so scared of the consequences of that act that I did the most macho thing I could think of – I joined the police force.

My family was suitably stunned, though God knows what they thought I would do when I realized I couldn’t be the surfer I wanted to be.

That began my long and quirky career protecting and serving with aloha, as our department’s motto spells out. And though I lived in my state’s capitol, Honolulu, and often walked the halls of justice there, I had never been to Washington.

The bitter wind hit me as a I stepped outside. As a descendant of native Hawaiians, I had an ambivalent feeling about the District of Columbia. Of course, I was an American citizen, and this was not only the seat of my government but full of historic sites I had studied at Punahou.

But it was also symbolic of the country that had invaded a sovereign nation, Hawai’i, deposed our ruler and confiscated our land. I walked down the marble stairs of the United States Capitol, a symbol of the government that had subjugated my ancestors, out to a paved drive that led toward something called the Peace Monument. It was a marble plinth with the figures of two sad folks in togas on the top.

When I got up close I read that it had been erected to commemorate naval deaths at sea during the Civil War. We had studied that war at Punahou, but only briefly. During that time, Hawai’i was a sovereign country, and the battles our conquerors had won before they toppled our queen mattered little to us.

I continued on Pennsylvania Avenue, and then Constitution Avenue, past the National Gallery of Art and the Smithsonian. On the plane coming out, I had read that there were exhibits of artifacts of the indigenous people of Hawai’i on display at the Smithsonian. I looked around me at the black, brown, and white faces hurrying in the cold, and wondered if their heritage was enshrined somewhere as from the “indigenous people” of wherever their ancestors originated.

I kept walking, my head down against the wind, Mike’s scarf wrapped around my neck and still faintly smelling like his lime aftershave. 

Finally I realized where I was heading, unknowingly. The long low wall of the Vietnam Veterans memorial appeared ahead of me, growing almost organically out of the grassy slope around it. 

When I reached the start of the wall, I stood there and stared at all the names etched in the black granite. I was sure that if I looked I would find some island boys, Keokis, Kimos and Kanoas. By the time of the draft, Hawai’i had become the 50th state, and its young men were conscripted as much as those from any other in the union.

My father had served during the Korean War, in the Seabees, the United States Naval Construction Battalion. I knew that he had worked on the construction of pontoon bridges and landing strips, but that was all he’d ever been willing to say about his stint in the military.

He had been proud, though, when he’d seen me in my dress uniform, whenever I won an award or was caught on camera at some event. There had been other times when I didn’t make him so proud, so I was glad to have been able to give those to him.

I stood there for a couple of minutes, hunched over against the cold, staring at the wall and grateful that neither my father nor I had been called to serve then. I realized that a man stood beside me, staring as I was. 

“It really brings home the cost of the Vietnam war,” I said to him.

“The Vietnam Conflict,” he said. “Only Congress can declare war against another country, and that never happened. So our little escapade in Southeast Asia was only a conflict, not a war.”

I turned to look at him. He was older than I was, maybe seventy or so, and he wore a VFW ball cap over a down coat, blue jeans, and sneakers.

“Did you serve then?” I asked.

“The Twelfth Infantry Regiment. The Red Warriors, they called us.”

Almost automatically, I stuck my hand out to shake his. “Thank you for your service.”

He shook my hand and nodded. “What brings you out here? Looking for someone?”

“No one in particular. This is my first time in Washington, and it felt like a place I ought to come.”

“Good for you. The mistakes we forget are the ones we’re like to make again.” He looked closely at me, and must have taken in my tanned skin and the slight epicanthic fold over my eyes. “Where do you hail from?”

“Honolulu.”

His eyes looked misty. “Did a spell of R&R there, back in the day. Beautiful place.” He smiled. “Course, we didn’t call it R&R so much as I&I.”

I must have looked confused, because he said, “Intoxication and infidelity,” and laughed. “I wasn’t married then, so though I had a lot of fun you could only call me on the intoxication part.”

A cloud moved over us, sending shards of light flashing on the long wall. “I’ve paid my respects,” he said. “Mother nature’s telling me it’s time to move on.” He smiled. “You take care, son.”

“You too, sir.” I watched him walk away, a slight hitch in his leg, and wondered if that was an old war wound. 

Or maybe just old age.

I walked along the wall, not looking at names, absorbing the emotions that had been carved into that stone, hearing the echoes of the tears and the shadows of the pain it all represented.

I held the file Stacey O’Brien gave me at my side, but I couldn’t bring myself to open it. I didn’t need to search the wall for her father’s name. I was sure it was there, but seeing it carved in black granite wouldn’t give me any more motivation to understand his death than I already had.
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4: Yoda Mama
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I CHECKED THE NOTE I had made on my phone. Sandra’s two-bedroom apartment was on the second floor of a house on 11th Street SE, off Independence Avenue.

Independence for some, I grumbled as I crossed it. Not for my people. 

Then I took a deep breath. I was as American as anyone passing me. My grandmother was a haole, or Caucasian, from Idaho. Everyone in my family, myself included, were citizens of the United States. These were my streets, my historic sites, and I was proud that Sandra was here at the center of power looking after all of us.

The apartment was back in the other direction, near the Capitol, and suddenly I was tired of walking. I had slept a couple of hours on the red-eye from Honolulu to Chicago, then run through O’Hare to catch a two-hour flight to Reagan National Airport. But my body was telling me I’d been awake too long and needed a nap. And hell if I was only in my mid-forties.

I splurged on a cab back to Sandra’s, let myself in, and collapsed on the double bed in the spare room, which had been decorated with the twins in mind. I didn’t wake up until Sandra called to say she was on the way to the restaurant, and where was I?

I grumbled something, washed up quickly, and still made it to the restaurant before she did. I ordered a Belgian raspberry beer and was perusing the choices in mussels when she slid into the chair across from me. “You look like shit,” she said.

“Right back at you,” I said. “At least I have the excuse of a cross country red-eye flight. What’s the matter with you?”

“I was a superstar in college and law school, and I worked twice as hard as any man to make partner at Hollings and Arakawa. But the House of Representatives is kicking my ass.”

“How so?”

“There’s so much to learn. So many arcane ways of doing things. And despite all the progress women and LGBT people have made, this is still a cisgender, straight, white man’s world.”

“Then come home. Cathy and the keikis miss you. Hell, even Mike and I miss you sometimes.”

“That’s sweet. Remind me to remember you in my will.”

The server arrived and we both ordered pots of mussels, and Sandra got a beer of her own, though not a fruity one. L and G only go together so much, after all.

When the server was gone, I said, “You didn’t answer my question. Why don’t you drop out of the race for your seat and come home when your term ends?”

“You’ll laugh.”

“So? That’s never stopped you from talking before.”

She kicked me under the table. “I think I’m doing something good. Not every minute. Not even every day. But this feels important. Like I can make things better in the world.”

“That’s why I’m a cop. And why Mike goes running into fires, though thank God not so much lately. And why Cathy devotes her time to programs for gay kids and teens and pretty much every overlooked population. This is what we do.”

“And I’m not going to give up so quickly,” Sandra said, after the server delivered her beer, and she’d taken a healthy swig. “I can see that I need to serve at least two terms to make anything happen. I’m getting to know people, establishing my contacts, laying the groundwork. And then I’m going to take off.”

Sandra had the most extensive contact list of any lesbian in Honolulu, and maybe even any straight woman as well. It was the way she worked. Get to know someone, do them a favor, invite them to a party, connect them to someone they ought to know. Spin a web of people who all were going to need something someday.

“Tell me what you know about Stacey O’Brien,” I said.

“She and I think alike. It’s hard to explain, because on the surface we don’t have a lot in common.”

“So Kelsie said.”

“But underneath? There’s something in her that I react strongly to, and she reacts the same way to me. I can’t tell you what it is. It’s not sexual. I can’t explain it, not even to Cathy.”

“How did I come up?”

“We were talking one night about Hawai’i. She told me that her husband wanted to go on their honeymoon to Honolulu but she couldn’t do it because it was where her father died, and she’s still never been.”

The server brought two big pots of mussels and dug some out onto our plates. As we began eating, Sandra said, “Her father’s death has been a big hole in her life. Not just because she grew up with a single mom, but because she was always paraded out as the daughter of a dead veteran.”

“She mentioned that to me.”

“And I think it’s because no one would ever talk about her dad, that he got to be a bigger presence—or absence, if you will – than he might have been otherwise.”

“I’m still waiting to hear how I came into this.”

“We kept talking. She and her husband are childless by choice—she had this calling to politics and she couldn’t fit in being a mom. She told me I was lucky I had a wife for that.”

She frowned, and I knew why. People had criticized Sandra in the past for continuing to work after the twins were born. But she was the moneymaker of the pair, and to be honest, Cathy was the more nurturing one. Sandra had only carried the twins because her wife had a biological screwup that prevented her from doing it.

“For what it’s worth, and I’m certainly not an impartial observer, but I see how you act with Addie and Owen and I know you love them fiercely.”

“Thanks. I try. And I do miss the little hooligans when I’m here.”

She helped herself to more mussels from the pot. “She was fascinated by the arrangement the four of us have. She even asked the question we all hate.”

Yeah, I knew that one. Who were the biological parents of the twins? To those with random curiosity, we told them that all four of us were parents. End of story. To our family, we were more honest: Cathy’s eggs had been fertilized by a combination of sperm from Mike and me. 

As the kids grew older, we began to spot characteristics, and I was pretty sure that my sperm had mated with one egg to create Addie, while one of Mike’s sperm had done the same for Owen. Mike and I had discussed it on occasion, but we loved both twins equally and were never going to let those suspicions rule or even guide our behaviors.

“What did you tell her?”

“I gave her the standard answer. She kept digging, though. She wanted to know everything about you and Mike, had we chosen you because you were both mixed-race, because you were gay, too. All that kind of thing.”

“She sounds like a nosy bitch.”

Sandra nodded. “She is. That’s why I like her. She wants to know everything she can about a person before she makes a judgment.”

“So you told her that I was a cop.”

“A detective. An amazing detective if you want to know the truth. Yeah, I brag on you and Mike. You’re the daddies, after all. If I imply you have superpowers, well, I’m entitled.”

I groaned. “So Stacey O’Brien thinks I’m the Superman of the HPD. Awesome. No pressure to solve this cold case then.”

I didn’t need a dessert, not after the beer and all the mussels, but Sandra looked like she could use the calories, so I insisted we both get the triple chocolate mousse. “When do you fly home next?”

“What day is it today? Tuesday? The last day of the session is tomorrow. So I fly home on Thursday and spend every minute between then and the time the polling locations close next Tuesday trying to get enough votes to secure my own term.”

“What do the focus groups say?”

“I’m ahead by about ten points, but most of that is because I’m the incumbent and people don’t want to rock the boat if they don’t have to. And there’s a four-point margin of error. So no resting on her laurels for this lesbian.”

By the time we staggered out of the restaurant, we were both full and exhausted. A bitter wind swept down the street and I shivered under all my layers. I was glad I’d be home the next day, and I could forget about icicles hanging from roofs and the way the cold snaked under my scarf and chilled my neck.

“You’re going to find out who killed Stacey O’Brien’s father, aren’t you?” Sandra said to me as we started down the street. Restaurants shone like beacons of warmth, and even the windows of closed stores were lit up tantalizingly—we’re here, but you can’t come in.

“I’m going to try.”

She shook her head. “There is no try, only do.”

“Thank you, Yoda Mama,” I said, and I kissed the top of her head.
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5: Layers
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I GOT UP VERY EARLY Wednesday morning and let myself out of the apartment while Sandra was still asleep. I bundled up Mike’s coat and scarf and walked through the bitter morning sunshine the couple of blocks to the Metro, where I rode with early commuters out to Reagan National Airport. By the time I got to the gate they were already calling my flight to Los Angeles, and I texted Mike that I was in the jetway while I waited to board.

I felt awkward undressing in public, but I stood in the aisle beside my seat and pulled off Mike’s parka, which I stowed in the overhead compartment. Then I ducked into the window seat and buried his scarf, gloves, and sweater, in my backpack at my feet.

Only when I was down to my regular khakis and shirt, with the sleeves rolled up to my elbows, did I feel like myself again. The business-suited man in the middle seat was obsessed with his phone, his thumbs moving rapidly across the screen, and the young guy on the aisle, his track suit festooned with gold chains, put in his earphone immediately and began nodding his head in time to the music he was listening to.

I felt like the only one with nothing to do. So I pulled out the manila folder Stacey O’Brien had given me and opened the notes she had written.

Both sets of her grandparents were born in Oolitic, a small town in central Indiana. I discovered that oolitic meant a kind of layered limestone—something I assumed had been mined in the area. Stacy’s father, Connor O’Brien, grew up in an apartment above his family’s bar, while her mother, Barbara Baines, lived on a small dairy farm on the outskirts of Oolitic.

Connor and Barbara met in seventh grade when they both started at middle school, and dated all through high school. Connor was nineteen when he was drafted, and right before he shipped out, he and Barbara, eighteen, were married in the Church of Our Lady of Perpetual Help.

She included a photo of her parents on their wedding day, and I peered closely at it. They looked impossibly young, but that’s what life was like back then. My mother was nineteen when she married my father—though he was twenty-four and already a veteran of the Korean War.

It was hard to tell from the photo, but Connor looked to be about five-nine, standard for the era, and Barbara was a few inches shorter. Both had the bland good looks of the corn-fed Midwest. His brown hair was already military-short, and she wore a veil that only revealed a few blonde curls. They looked happy, if uncertain.

Stacey O’Brien had included a photo of the O’Brien family bar, Pat’s Bar and Grill. The neon signs of the time were in the window, many of them brands that were defunct, like “Rheingold, The Dry Beer” and the Olde English lettering of something called Old Crown.

The final photo was taken the day Connor reported for duty, him flanked by his parents in front of the bar. He was a head taller than either of them, and skinny as a stalk of Midwestern wheat. His father had the lined face and bulbous nose of a habitual drinker, and he was as hefty as the image of Falstaff behind on a beer sign. His mother was on the plump side, too, though it was hard to get a feel for her because she was looking down, rather than at the camera.

Perhaps to prove her own legitimacy, Stacey had included a copy of her birth certificate, which had taken place approximately nine months after her parents’ wedding day.

Connor was in Vietnam then, and according to Stacey’s notes, he and Barbara had begun planning to meet during his R&R in Honolulu. Stacey had been struck by a fever right before her mother was to leave, though, so Connor had gone to Honolulu on his own.

Her mother got a letter soon after, posted a few days before, and then the next day there were soldiers at her door to let her know that he was dead.

I could barely imagine what that was like, to be nineteen years old and a widow with an infant. How devastating that must have been, to have lost everything she and her young man had planned for.
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