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Praise for Josie and Vic




“With an authentic sense of place and time, Josie and Vic pulls the reader into the emotional depths of familial relationships and the pain of generational secrets. Author Debra Thomas has created characters who illuminate the essentials of the human heart in this story of love, loss, and renewal.”


—Johnnie Bernhard, author of Hannah and Ariela


“Debra Thomas is a magician. Her artistry, empathy, and gentle humor allow Josie and Vic, a novel grounded in the deepest of grief, to shine with hope, with compassion, with the reminder that connection and service offer us paths toward healing. An unforgettable, heart-filled, heart-filling novel.”


—Gayle Brandeis, author of The Book of Dead Birds, winner of Barbara Kingsolver’s Bellwether Prize


“There is so much hope and forgiveness laced throughout Debra Thomas’s examination of a family that has drifted apart and finally learns how to come back together. These characters stayed with me long after the final page. Bravo!”


—Mary Camarillo, author of The Lockhart Women


“Each member of this multigenerational family must seek forgiveness and reconciliation, as we too must do within ourselves, as well as across regions, countries, and continents. Thomas’s storytelling gift is one of empathy for her characters, both human and animal, and love of family in all its complicated conditions.”


—Gretchen Cherington, award-winning author of Poetic License


“A clear-sighted, moving, contemporary story of the familial support it takes to bravely move forward, Josie and Vic explores what it takes to heal a shattered self in favor of joining a greater whole.”


—Claire Fullerton, author of Little Tea


“Beautifully crafted and richly detailed, this is a novel with a conscience and something important to say.”


—Jeannee Sacken, author of Behind the Lens and Double Exposure


“With tenderness and empathy, Debra Thomas weaves decades of family secrets, betrayals, and tragedies. How do you find your way back home after unimaginable loss?”


—Eileen Harrison Sanchez, Freedom Lessons: A Novel


“An amazing story of love and loss, love and family, love and hope, this heartwarming novel is a compassionate tale of connections and explorations, underlining well-known truths and providing new insights as to how we navigate our worlds.”


—Romalyn Tilghman, author of To the Stars Through Difficulties


“Josie and Vic is about transcending tragedy and finding the way back, or the way forward, with the help of those you love. An incredibly touching, heartbreaking story, filled with heart and soul.”


—Lorraine Devon Wilke, author of the award-winning novel The Alchemy of Noise












Praise for Luz: A Novel




“Luz is a deeply generous novel, steeped through with compassion and written with an open, observant heart. Our narrator, Alma, is enamored with math, and this book becomes a beautiful equation in itself—pain and hope and love adding up to a timely, magnificent story.”


—Gayle Brandeis, author of The Book of Dead Birds, winner of Barbara Kingsolver’s Bellwether Prize for Fiction of Social Engagement


“This is a novel of great tenderness and great brutality—Debra is right inside of her character’s minds, bodies, spirits, their souls, and doesn’t spare the reader either tenderness or brutality.”


—Alma Luz Villanueva, author of American Book Award winner The Ultraviolet Sky


“Debra Thomas has deftly interwoven the horrors and indignities, as well as the triumphs, of the harrowing journey of Mexicans and Central Americans to the United States, ‘bringing to light’ the commonalities of what by appearances are insurmountable differences. With love there are no borders.”


—Luis J. Rodriguez, author of Always Running and It Calls You Back: An Odyssey through Love, Addiction, Revolutions, and Healing


“Debra Thomas has written a novel of beauty and the nobility of the human spirit in the face of brutality and overwhelming odds. It’s an adventure as well, full of vivid characters, most notably Alma Cruz, as wise and courageous a heroine as you’ll find anywhere in literature. Luz is a story we need to read now more than ever.”


—Elizabeth McKenzie, author of The Portable Veblen and The Dog of the North
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For my husband,


Bruce









Humankind has not woven the web of life.


We are but one thread within it.


Whatever we do to the web, we do to ourselves.


All things are bound together.


All things connect.


—Chief Seattle


Because truly being here is so much;


because everything here apparently needs us,


this fleeting world,


which in some strange way keeps calling to us.


Us, the most fleeting of all.


—Rainer Maria Rilke












Pangaea: the Supercontinent




Pronounced “pan-jee-uh”
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According to modern geology, millions of years ago all the world’s land masses were joined together into one supercontinent, Pangaea, surrounded by a single sea, Panthalassa. Through what we now call plate tectonics, the shifting of the Earth’s crust broke up this supercontinent into several pieces that drifted over the Earth’s mantle and, ultimately, formed our present-day continents.












City of Angels




January 2001




JOSIE





Vic had always been her hero. Before his work with immigrants and refugees—even long before Vietnam. Josie remembered well how her big brother, with his boisterous laugh and vibrant spirit, would bound into their tiny house in a cloud-covered corner of Upstate New York, and, within seconds, their mother would actually hum—quietly and only a few notes, but still, it was the promise of music.


Now, calla lilies in hand, Josie hurried through the maze of hospital corridors with the same ease and sense of purpose as the medical staff she passed. Nodding to the ward clerk at the desk, she turned into the second room on the right and was relieved to find no other visitors. With a grateful sigh, she sank onto the bedside chair and reached for her brother’s hand.


“Vic,” she whispered, trying not to disturb this moment of peace, yet wanting him to know she was there. He didn’t stir, so Josie sat for a moment with her nurse’s eye noting that his color was good, his skin warm and dry, and the urine in his Foley bag a clear yellow. All good signs. Perhaps she could take him home by the weekend.


Home, she thought with a shudder. That word had changed for both of them with one chilling phone call. For Vic, home would never be the same, for he had just lost his entire family—his wife and two children—in a tragic accident. For Josie, home had always been the same town in Upstate New York for her entire forty-two years, but, at least for a while—several months, perhaps a year—she’d be living with Vic in Canoga Park, a small section of the sprawling metropolis of Los Angeles.


The bed beside Vic’s was still empty. Josie wished she could stretch out on the cool white sheets and take a nap. She hadn’t slept well in weeks, not since the funeral and then her dash home to pack up and get things in order. Clearly, it had been the right thing to do—move in with Vic, pack up her life and move across the country for however long it took. No questions. No hesitation. Her brother needed her, so that was where she belonged. Oddly though, despite the sadness that surrounded the situation, that hung heavy and leaden with pain, Josie had felt a strange lightness.


She felt it first right after the funeral, when the chaos abruptly ended and an empty void left them both stunned as they sat in Vic’s brightly colored living room. Staring at his open hands, Vic had asked her, “Now what do I do? What in God’s name do I do now, Jo?” Josie knew there was nothing she could say, but she could be there until he found an answer—if there was one. Vic refused to leave their little house, and she certainly couldn’t leave him there alone. At that very moment, all conflict in Josie’s life had lifted. No more wondering about what she should do next. Her own husband, Ben, had died four years before, and her nineteen-year-old daughter, Ellie, abruptly moved to Seattle the previous summer, leaving Josie rattling around her large house with only echoes of the past to keep her company. Sitting with Vic in his living room that day, everything was suddenly clear, like someone opened a door and simply said, “This way, Josie.”


But that feeling of lightness had disappeared with a second shocking phone call—this time about Vic.


Josie had been home less than a week, making quick decisions about what to store in closets and what to bring. She’d managed to lease her house to a very grateful colleague—a cardiac resident at the hospital, who agreed to a six-month minimum, one-year possible verbal agreement. And her greatest worry—who would care for her three beloved horses—had just been solved. Josie was about to sit down and take a deep breath when Vic’s friend Rodrigo called to say that Vic had overdosed on a combination of anti-depressants and sedatives—drugs prescribed to help him through his horrific ordeal.


Had Vic planned this from the start? Had his seeming strength been meant to send her on her way so he could neatly settle things before she had time to pack and move? Or was it just an unplanned, unbearable moment, a desperate attempt to end the gut-wrenching pain that accompanied such grief? Fortunately, Rodrigo had stopped by earlier than expected, giving the drugs just a short time to work their damage. Two days in intensive care had everyone holding their breath, but Vic had finally stabilized.


Sitting at his bedside now, Josie slowly released Vic’s hand and stood to replace the drooping roses beside his bed with the calla lilies. She first saw the white trumpet-like flowers in two framed prints on Vic’s living room wall—bursting from a sack on a man’s back and engulfed in the embrace of a brown-skinned girl. Diego Rivera prints, she learned. That morning at the market, these same flowers caught her eye—four white calla lilies, leaning separately in a large plastic container. As she arranged them now in the slender vase, they stood together, tall and proud.


Tossing the roses into the trash can, Josie sat back down and stretched her legs. Vic moaned softly and rolled to his side. His dark curls were now threaded with gray, but his sleep-softened face was still youthful despite its forty-eight years. Before the accident, Vic had barely a line on his face, except for a few when he laughed or smiled, but since December 18th, the lines were becoming more defined and dark circles were deepening under his eyes.


To lose your spouse was one thing—Josie knew that pain—but to lose both of your children as well was asking too much of any human being. How could anyone expect to recover from that? People at the funeral had murmured comments about Vic being young enough to start again, but Josie couldn’t help but feel that it meant he had a longer road ahead of him to carry that burden. While Josie still woke some mornings to an emptiness so profound that she could barely push herself out of bed, Vic had lost so much more—wife, little son and daughter —all at once, as a car careened out of control and crashed into the tiny space where the three stood waiting at a bus stop.


Josie cringed at the thought of comments made about God’s plan or His reasons for taking them all. Josie had given up looking for reasons long ago—reasons why her dad left, why her mom and Ben died too soon, and now Irma and the kids. No answer would make it any easier to bear, so why ask? The way she saw it, you sought comfort in the loved ones left and in those loved ones you hadn’t yet met.


Josie wished her daughter Ellie could see that, instead of running away. Ellie wouldn’t even come to their funeral; she just wept hysterically on the phone, saying there was no way, for she couldn’t imagine seeing Isabel and Miguel in little coffins, not after spending two weeks with them in the fall. All those vivid memories. Painting Isa’s little toe nails; blowing raspberries on Miguel’s bare belly just to hear that infectious giggle. Ellie just couldn’t do it. Vic had tried to soothe her, but lost it himself. In the end, Ellie stayed in Seattle. While Josie had been furious and profoundly disappointed, she’d also been relieved. She needed all of her energy for Vic.


“Good morning, Jo.” Rae, the head nurse from the ICU, stepped softly into the room. Though a large woman, she always spoke just above a whisper and moved with the grace of a dancer. Josie had first met her after the accident, when Vic’s wife, Irma, was in the critical care unit. A registered nurse herself, Josie had been impressed not just with Rae’s competence, but also with the depth of her compassion. The two of them together had walked Vic through the whole medical nightmare of Irma’s last days. Weeks later, when Josie had rushed into the same unit for Vic, Rae had been waiting for her despite the fact that her shift had ended. Once he was moved out of the ICU to the medical floor, Rae continued to check in frequently.


“How are you today?” Rae asked, her eyes kindly probing.


“Okay—I guess. How’s Vic’s blood work?” Josie presumed that the chart she was holding was Vic’s, so she approached and stood beside her, looking at the open page.


“His lytes and BUN look great. White blood count down. Liver panel good. Vital signs all normal. Looks like they’re taking the Foley out today. I saw Dr. Wolfe this morning, and he said he’d be talking to you about taking him home soon. What do you think? Are you ready?”


Josie focused on Rae’s long French-tipped nails, striking against her dark brown skin. “Yes, I think so. I’ve stocked the cupboards and fridge with everything Mom used to make. I plan to fatten him up with lasagna as soon as possible.” She tried to suppress a nervous laugh, but it came out like a squawk. Vic stirred in the bed. They were silent a moment, watching him; then Rae looped an arm around Josie’s shoulder and guided her out the door.


Once they were seated on a bench at the end of the hall, Rae squeezed Josie’s arm. “Honey, you’re gonna be fine. He’s come out of this beautifully. And he’ll continue to see the psychiatrist, so …” She paused, left the rest unsaid, then whispered, “You’re gonna be okay.”


“Oh, Rae, can you imagine what he’s going through?” Josie shook her head.


“Sweetie, he’s lucky to have you. Some folks don’t have anyone, but he’s got you. That’s a blessing.”


Some blessing, Josie thought, frantically searching in her pocket for a tissue. Wiping her nose, she sighed. “To think I almost lost him, my big brother. Took care of me after my dad left us and my mom had to work extra shifts. Helped me when Ben died. I don’t know what I’d do without him.”


Rae nodded her head with each statement, but when Josie stopped to blow her nose, she said gently, “Josie, Vic’s still here. You haven’t lost him. He may have been knocked down hard, but he’ll get up. He just needs time—and you.” She squeezed her hand again.


It was true she hadn’t lost him, but something in Vic was gone—extinguished like a streetlight that abruptly loses power, leaving a startling darkness. Josie felt that loss acutely.


They both looked up as the ward clerk approached and said, “Sorry to interrupt, Rae, but ICU’s on the line.”


Rae stood, giving Josie’s shoulder a squeeze as she rose. “I’ll check back later. Let me know what Dr. Wolfe says. And Josie, I’d like to give you my phone number, to keep in touch. See how’s he’s doing. Maybe visit, if you like?”


Josie smiled up at her. “I’d love that. Have you over for lasagna?”


“Sounds wonderful,” Rae said, starting down the hall. “I’ll just have to check my Weight Watchers guide for points,” she added over her shoulder with a slight laugh.


Josie watched her round the corner until Rae was out of sight. Releasing her thick dark hair from its clip, she twisted it into a knot and fastened it again. Glancing at her watch, she caught herself computing the time in Seattle by subtracting three hours, something she’d been doing for months. It was a habit she had to break, now that she and Ellie were in the same time zone. 11 a.m. in LA, 11 a.m. in Seattle, too. Leaning back against the wall, Josie closed her eyes and wondered what Ellie was doing. Probably sleeping in after a gig last night—her musician daughter who always dressed in black. Like most musicians, Ellie was a night owl, the opposite of Josie, who loved the early morning and considered it a sacred time.


They hadn’t always been so different; in fact, they used to be the best of friends, doing everything together: trail-riding, hiking, even baking. Josie was exhausted trying to figure out when or why things went south between them. Was it after Ben’s death, or was it before, when Ellie declared she’d been abandoned both by her biological father—which to some degree was true—and by Josie when Ben got sick—which wasn’t exactly true. Or was it? At least that’s what Ellie had said, right before taking off on a band tour of sorts that ended in Seattle. According to Ellie, Seattle was a great place to be a struggling musician, so she and another bandmate decided to stay. Frantic with worry, Josie had been relieved when Ellie stopped to visit Vic on her way up the coast, and Vic convinced Josie that Ellie had a head on her shoulders and to let her find her way. If it hadn’t been for Vic, Josie would have been on a plane to chase her down, which might have strained their relationship even further.


“Oh, Ellie,” Josie said aloud, then, shook her head in frustration and tried to push her daughter from her mind. Glancing out the window beyond the hospital parking lot, Josie saw a peaked cloud in the shape of a mountain—a mountain graced with snow—and immediately heard her daughter’s voice. Mom, you should see the mountains here. You’d love it!


That had been the closest connection she’d felt with Ellie in ages. Ellie’s brief phone message left shortly after arriving in Seattle: “Uh, hi Mom. It’s me. I’m in Seattle. I’ll let you know when I get a place. Uh … oh yeah: Mom, you should see the mountains here. You’d love it!” That last part played over and over in Josie’s mind, how Ellie’s voice came alive in those two sentences, perked up and spoke directly to her. For a brief moment, they’d connected.


Josie stood up and stretched. She felt stiff and out of shape. It had been weeks since she’d worked out or hiked. Her usually toned body was beginning to feel flabby and soft. Maybe she’d hit the exercise bike she saw in Vic’s garage or go for a hike. After a few side bends and toe touches, she headed back toward Vic’s room.


Since he was still asleep, Josie settled into her chair again, stretching her legs out on the foot of his bed. Closing her eyes, she tried to picture something peaceful—a cluster of birch trees shimmering in the midday sun, a swaying palm tree beside the ocean, a rugged coastline at sunset. Hearing movement, Josie opened her eyes.


Lying on his side, Vic was watching her, his lips turned up slightly, the closest he could come to a smile. “You were snoring,” he said, his voice flat.


She wondered if he was trying to tease her, but his eyes looked deeply sad. She leaned forward and tried to make sharp snoring sounds in his face, but it came out more like a grunting pig.


A flash of a grin appeared briefly on his face. Vic rolled onto his back and pushed the button to elevate the head of his bed. Josie jumped up to help, but he shook his head and waved her to sit back down. “I’ve got it!” he said, then added, “Sorry.”


Once he was settled, he ran his hand through his hair and let out a long exhale. Turning a weary face to her, he said, “Josie, I’m sorry about all of …”


“Don’t go there,” she interrupted, reaching out and touching his arm. “Enough of that. You have nothing to apologize for. Let’s just focus on now, on getting you better. I just want to get you home.”


She saw him wince. Home.


Delicately, she broached the topic. “Would it be better if we found a place to stay for a while, maybe by the ocean or in the mountains? Just for a few weeks?” She paused, then added, “It can’t be good for you … to be … there.” She thought of the small pink shoe she had found under the sofa that morning.


His face softened, and when he spoke, his words were as gentle as a prayer. “But everything about them is there. It’s the only place I want to be.”


Josie remembered the smell and feel of Ben’s flannel shirt that she slept with every night for months, even sought out, like a toddler’s blanket, to nap with briefly on the sofa. She nodded. “Okay.”


Vic closed his eyes. They sat in silence for a few minutes.


Josie thought he was asleep until he whispered something, so she leaned in closer and asked, “What did you say?”


He repeated it again, but she couldn’t quite make it out. Was it, “I see you, Jo” or “I need you, Jo”? Didn’t matter, for they both touched her deeply.
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Early the next morning, Josie woke feeling energized. Not only was Vic to be discharged the next day, but things back home had settled into place. Amir, the cardiac resident, had finished moving in, so Josie’s house was being cared for. But most importantly, she received a phone message that her horses had been safely trailered to their destination and were adjusting well.


From the moment Josie considered moving west to help Vic, the three horses that she kept on her property had been her main concern. Her greatest worry had been Fire Mountain, her oldest at almost thirty, for he was battling Cushing’s disease and suffering from ringbone and arthritis. Her miniature horse, Luke, had a stubborn streak and could be difficult to handle, and her quarter horse, Jack, panicked whenever either of his herdmates was out of sight. Trying to find someone to care for all three on short notice had been a challenge.


Amir was too busy at the hospital and inexperienced with anything horse related, so she knew she couldn’t ask him. She had called several friends, but even the most experienced horse people were overwhelmed at the prospect of taking on all three in the midst of a harsh Upstate New York winter. Farming them out to separate places could have devastating effects, considering how long they’d been together. When her equine veterinarian, Doc Lucas, finally returned her call and offered to keep all three at his place, Josie had actually broken down, sobbing with gratitude and relief. Once she pulled herself together, she thanked him repeatedly and started rattling off a list of instructions, including the fact that Jack was difficult to load into a trailer. Doc Lucas had stopped her firmly mid-sentence, saying, “Just go. Email me specifics. I have your cell. I can handle Jack.” He was terse and to the point, a trait that used to annoy Josie in the past, but which now brought such comfort.


But there had been another reason for her immense relief. The horses had clearly felt the loss of Ben, and then Ellie, from their daily lives, and now Josie herself was leaving, too. How might that affect them, especially her old horse, Fire? It tore Josie up inside to imagine their confusion. So having Doc Lucas agree to take them all in was more than a prayer answered, and not just because he was a veterinarian. Many times Josie had noticed, as Doc was handling them, how each horse would drop its head and let out that long sigh. They didn’t need words. They needed a certain touch, a strong and confident presence. That was certainly Doc Lucas—and that was why it had been less difficult to leave them.


So last evening, after talking with Amir and then listening to the phone message from Doc Lucas that the horses were safe and settled, Josie had fallen deep asleep—her first full night’s sleep in many weeks. 	Waking to birdsong, she had felt the first inklings of hope.


Easing out of Isa’s twin bed, Josie smoothed out the new ivory sheets and burgundy comforter that she recently bought to replace her niece’s Strawberry Shortcake bed-in-a-bag set, a gift Josie had sent for Isa’s last birthday. Rodrigo had moved Isa’s clothes and toys into Miguel’s room so Josie could unpack. He’d also removed posters from the walls, but had left, above the bed, a colorful wall-hanging made by Irma. It was an elaborately embroidered tree surrounded by pink and yellow flowers. Tiny cloth figures were attached throughout the scene. Called worry dolls, they were meant to take on Isa’s problems so she could sleep peacefully each night. He’d also left on one wall a few framed photos of Isa with family and friends. But the most striking reminder was the scent of strawberry that still lingered—Isa’s obsession with Strawberry ChapStick. Josie had found a few in the bedstand drawer.


As Josie made her way to the kitchen, she heard the gurgling sounds of Vic’s coffee maker, which she’d set for 6:30. Sliding open the glass door, she stepped out onto the patio. Glancing at the brightly painted yellow and green metal swing set, Josie choked up at the sight of the two empty swings moving gently with the slight breeze. Scanning the small yard, she saw that the redwood fencing looked sturdy and well-maintained, but the flower beds beneath were wilted and brown. The grass was fading as well. Josie made a mental note to talk to Rodrigo about a watering system and to ask about the nearest nursery. She couldn’t wait to plant some flowers, maybe even a tree in the empty corner.


After a few stretches, Josie took a deep breath. The air was cool and crisp. Perfect morning for a hike, something she rarely got to do in January back home. She decided to see if she could find that stunning trail that Vic had taken her to the summer after Ben died.
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It took a few wrong turns, but she finally found Chatsworth Park South and the trail that led to the Simi Hills. When she had first heard the name years before, she’d thought of them aptly as the “See Me” Hills, so different from anything she’d hiked before. Sky-scraping sedimentary formations dating back sixty to eighty million years ago, reddish-orange sandstone outcroppings, and magnificent boulders transported from another place and time—now at peace above the turbulent city of angels.


As Josie trudged up the steep trails and scrambled over rocks, she remembered that last time she had been here. After months of being tossed about in the sea of Ben’s illness and Ellie’s rage, and then swallowed up by Ben’s death, Josie had pushed herself further and further up the trail until Vic made her stop and take a few breaths. In fact, Josie now realized, that’s what he’d always done. Helped her slow down, catch her breath, and then move forward. Could she do the same for Vic? Was it even possible for him to move forward?


Hoisting herself up atop a smooth weathered boulder, Josie sat cross-legged and gazed up at the cloudless blue sky. A red-tailed hawk circled above. Closing her eyes, she took a few deep breaths and paused. At that moment, she felt calm and comforted, whole and self-contained, like no one’s daughter, wife, or mother, simply Josie Serafini, which was how she always felt when she was with Vic.












Pangaea




Binghamton 1971


The light hit her bedroom wall and fell seemingly through the floor. Josie tried to focus on the light and not the image of a car descending the hill beyond their house. It could be like counting sheep, she thought, kicking off the sheet and turning her face toward the small fan beside her bed. Warm air tickled her cheeks and blew about the few strands of hair that weren’t soaked with sweat. Another dash of light. “One,” she began, closing her eyes, but she couldn’t stop her ears from hearing the motor as it descended and approached the house. If it started to slow, as cars often did to take the dip in the road, she’d be tempted to jump out of bed and run to the window. It was a habit she couldn’t shake, not since her father left eight years before, and she and her brother, Vic, then five and eleven, would lie side by side on her bed, watching the wall for that flash of light and then listening hard. The cars never stopped; they only left a silence that was filled, some nights, by their mother’s muffled sobs beyond the wall that caught the light.


This car was noisy, pulling Josie up and out of bed. The linoleum felt cool to her feet as she hurried to the window in time to see a pickup roar by. She watched the taillights bounce in the distance. “Damn,” Josie said out loud. “Now I’m wide awake.” She’d known it was too early to be Vic. When he finished working on cars at the service station, he often met up with friends at Thirsty’s Tavern. Plus, that motor wasn’t anything like the coughing of his old Mustang, despite all the work he’d put into it. She knew the sound of his car, just like she knew the sounds of her mother coming home from the hospital at night—her heavy sighs, the hiss of a match as she lit up another cigarette and settled into the darkened living room. Josie had learned long ago not to interrupt that moment; it was her mother’s special time to be alone. When she woke at the sound of her mother’s keys, she never came down, but lay back and listened, wondering what her mother was thinking.


Josie pressed her forehead against the well-worn bulge in the screen. She didn’t have to wonder tonight. Though they chose not to talk about it much, the air was thick with one fact: Vic would be leaving for basic training, the army, and—most likely—Vietnam.


Two weeks before, on August 5th, Josie and Vic had listened together to the draft lottery on the radio. Since Vic had turned eighteen the previous year, his August 10th birthday was randomly assigned the draft number twenty-five, which meant he was certain to be drafted. After much thought, Vic had made the decision to enlist in the army, a four-year stint instead of two as a draftee, but it meant he’d have a better chance of applying for and getting a specialty training assignment as a helicopter mechanic. This way he could avoid direct combat and add to his skills as a mechanic. “Kinda like goin’ off to college,” Vic had joked. “Just four years.” So, on his unlucky birthday, he had officially enlisted and was set to leave in a couple of months.


Josie couldn’t imagine this house without his presence. Even when Vic wasn’t home, there was always the anticipation of when he’d sweep in. What he’d done. Where he’d been. He could make an aimless three-hour drive down to New York City sound exciting, even though he had simply driven around Yankee Stadium, stopped for gas, and come back. Josie swallowed hard at the thought of his leaving and pushed herself away from the window toward the door and the dull rays of light beyond the stairway.


Switching on the eleven o’clock news, Josie flopped onto the green sofa in front of the large fan. That’s where she would spend most of the day, devouring a stack of old National Geographic magazines that Vic had picked up for her at a garage sale the week before. He had come home early that day and stopped at the kitchen doorway, beaming like a boy with a secret, then stepped aside to reveal the two large boxes filled with magazines and said, “Ought to keep you out of trouble this summer.” He’d looked younger than his nineteen years, his bushy dark curls tousled and his cheeks flushed. Josie had wanted to fly at him and wrap her arms around him tight. Instead, she’d said, “Cool!” and bent down to look through the boxes as he walked away, whistling.


Her mother wanted Josie to be a nurse. The local hospital, where her mother worked evenings as a nurse’s aide, had a reputable school of nursing, and that’s where she saw Josie’s future. But Vic had always scoffed at that. “Josie’s no nurse. She’s a doctor,” he’d say. “Hell, she’s too smart to be just one of the crew; she’s gonna be the captain.” He’d make his usual comments and little jokes. But one night, just last winter, when he’d teasingly asked what book she was buried in this time, instead of answering with a wrinkled nose and continuing to read, Josie had taken a deep breath and said, “I’m reading about Pangaea, the super-continent.” Vic had stopped and looked at her for what seemed like a long time, until she started to talk and he sat down beside her.


She told him how the mountains were formed by constantly moving plates of earth. How scientists were uncovering facts every day that supported this theory called continental drift. Josie pulled out a map and showed him how the continents had once fit together like a puzzle. “Pangaea,” she said again. “That’s what they call it. But it all broke apart, over millions of years. And it’s still moving, still changing.”


Vic had bent over the books and maps with the same concentration he used under the hood of a car, so she’d kept talking. She showed him the articles that her science teacher had given her, and the ones she’d found on her own.


“What kills me,” Josie said, “what just kills me is that it’s always been there. All these rocks, and mountains, and these ocean trenches, all the secrets of our earth’s past just waiting to be uncovered and made sense of.”


When she finally paused to catch her breath, she saw that Vic was slowly flipping through pages until he stopped and asked, “Who’s this? With the hammer?”


He pointed to a picture of a thin young woman standing by a cliff. Her smile was slight, and forced at that, but Josie noticed how sure her footing was on the rocks, and how firm her grasp of the tool.


“You mean her name?” she asked.


“No. No,” Vic said impatiently. “What is she?”


“I don’t know. A geologist? Maybe a paleontologist?” Josie leaned forward to read the caption beneath, but her eyes blurred when she heard Vic say firmly in her ear, “Then that’s what you’re gonna be.”


Now stretched out on the sofa, too tired to read, but too hot to sleep, Josie stared at the bright TV screen. The drone of the fan blocked out the words of the newscaster, but his face was hypnotizing just the same. His eyes seemed to smile, though his brow was creased and his lips settled into a slight frown. Then scenes of the Vietnam War filled the screen. Soldiers in sweat-soaked fatigues, an old man peering up from under a large brimmed hat, the somber dirty face of a child. Josie shuddered. She just couldn’t see Vic there. Not at all.


Startled at the sound of the door and her mother’s raspy cough, Josie sat up. She watched as her mother walked wearily to the front of the fan, where she stopped, let the air blow on her face and neck, then leaned forward and let it billow down the front of her white uniform. Her short dark hair was tucked behind her ears. Her uniform, damp under the armpits, hung loosely on her ever-thinning frame. Her mother ate so little, Josie worried she’d waste away. Coffee and cigarettes were her main staple. When she did have time to make Josie and Vic a meal, she’d take one or two bites, scoot back her chair, and then light up another cigarette.


Turning slightly, her mother glanced at the TV and said in one long sigh, “Turn that off, Josie, for chrissakes. I don’t want to hear about that place.”


Josie jumped up and turned the knob on their beige console TV. Her mother looked at her expectantly, then with a slight, sad smile, she ran her fingers through Josie’s long dark hair.


“You too, huh?” she said. “All the patients were restless again tonight. Too hot to sleep, too hot to breathe. You should tie this up in a ponytail.” She gathered Josie’s hair up off of her neck, then let it fall gently over her shoulders.


Josie shrugged. “I did. Took it out ’cause it was giving me a headache.”


Her mother turned toward the kitchen. “Vic not home yet?” she asked.


“No,” Josie answered. Then she heard herself say, “Maybe he won’t go.”


“Go where? Where’d he go?” Her mother stopped.


“To Vietnam, I mean. Maybe he won’t go.”


Her mother’s face filled with color as she turned back and said in a hushed tone, “What’d he tell you?”


That was one way to get her attention, Josie thought. Where’d he go? What’d he say? Who’s he seeing? Sometimes she told and sometimes she didn’t.


“Is he planning to run? Go to Canada or something?” Her mother was holding Josie by the arms now, looking hard into her face.


“No,” Josie said. “That’s not what I mean. He didn’t say anything. I just keep thinking that maybe he won’t have to go.”


Her mother grunted and let go, then heading toward the kitchen, she said, “Oh Josie … I thought … oh, Christ.”


Josie considered following her and telling her what little she did know, but the most Vic had actually said on the subject was, “What the hell else am I gonna do?” and there wasn’t any comfort in that. So Josie settled back on the sofa and tried to make out the blades of the fan as they whirled.
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She was dreaming of children running down a long tunnel that began to turn, first slowly, then faster and faster until the children’s laughter became shrieks of terror. When Josie opened her eyes, she couldn’t be sure if she’d been one of the kids or just a spectator watching.


A high-pitched squeal filled her ears again, followed by her mother’s uncharacteristically cheerful voice saying, “Now Vic, cut that out. You’re embarrassing me.”


“Well, you are, you know,” Vic was saying. “The foxy lady of my life. She is, Jay, and a great dancer, too. Come on Mom, dance with me. Come on.”


“That’s enough, Vittorio.” Her voice was firm now. “You’ve had a bit too much to drink tonight, and you know my feelings on that. Now if you boys’ll excuse me, I’m going on up to bed.”


Josie sat up. Boys? Who was here? she wondered, then lay back down when her mother’s shadow filled the doorway. “Jay, in case my son doesn’t follow through on his hospitality, there are towels in the closet at the top of the stairs … Vic, stop it, for chrissakes, I swear.”


Josie smiled at the giggle of her brother’s otherwise deep voice, then closed her eyes and feigned sleep as her mother passed by, stopping to linger for a moment beside the sofa. Thinking what? Josie wondered. Then she felt something laid over her legs, heard her mother’s slow panting as she climbed the stairs, then the water running in the bathroom.


Kicking off the afghan, Josie stood up and smoothed out the oversized T-shirt that she slept in. It covered the gym shorts she wore underneath and was longer than most of her miniskirts, but when she edged to the doorway, the stranger’s dark eyes that met hers swept down to her legs and stayed there. He was sitting on the opposite end of the Formica kitchen table, holding a can of Genesee beer and looking like an ad in a magazine—his handsome face, neatly trimmed mustache, and slight smile, as he held up the red and white can that matched their dinette set.


Then Vic was beside her, his voice booming. “Josie! Sleeping beauty. This here’s a new friend of mine, Jay.”


Vic was always making new friends. He drew people to him like some movie star, she thought, yet he’d never been a star at anything. He just seemed to pull people in. Being near him made you feel good. That was it, she decided, as he hooked an arm around her neck and led her into the brightly lit kitchen: He made you feel as if you were the star.


“Now Josie’s goin’ to college, too, someday,” he was saying. “I’m seeing to that. Hell, she’s so smart she’s gonna get her picture in the National Geographic magazine one day.” Then he pulled her down onto the red and white chair beside him and said, “Jay here goes to Penn State. He’s from Wilkes-Barre but is on his way to Syracuse to visit his girl. Car broke down on 81, got towed to our service station. I’ve been showing him the town a little.”


Briefly glancing at the dark eyes, Josie laughed and said, “I’ll bet you’ve seen the real high parts of Binghamton tonight.” She was glad she had left her long, wavy hair loose, covering her breasts on both sides. Without a bra, she felt exposed.


“Yeah,” he said with a slight laugh. “It’s a nice town though, kind of like my own.” Then he shrugged and looked down at his hands. When he looked up again, he tried to smile, but his lips seemed to settle in a frown.
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The next day felt like the longest day of her life. Josie was certain that something had happened the night before. She felt it, though she couldn’t put her finger on what it might be. She’d slept till ten and woke to find that “The boys’re already down-at-the-station,” as her mother said in one quick breath, “working on Jay’s car.” Josie had left them at the table the night before talking baseball, although there’d been tension, some awkward pauses, that Vic seemed to be easing with small talk. But later, she’d heard their voices rising and falling, a continuous ebb and flow that seemed to vibrate up the walls to her room long into the night. She wondered if they’d slept at all.


Her mother left for work early to run a couple of errands, then called at four to say she’d be working a double. That meant she’d be gone until the morning.


“I called Vic at the station,” she said. “Told him not to stay out too late.” Her mother paused and Josie said, “Mom, you didn’t have to do that. I’m okay alone, and anyway …” But she couldn’t finish. They both knew calling Vic would not be an option soon.


When his Mustang pulled up shortly after nine, Josie met him at the door. “Vic, you don’t have to stay. God, it’s only nine! Mom is nuts. You can go out. I’m fine.” But he just walked past her to the sofa, where he sank down, head back, eyes closed.


“You okay?” she asked, sitting across from him on the edge of the coffee table.


Vic opened his eyes and looked at her a long time. “You’re growing up,” he said in a soft, strange voice. “Most times I look at you and don’t really see you. I just see my little sister. But you are.”


Josie hit him on the leg. “Cut it out,” she said. But he kept on staring at her with a seriousness that made her uncomfortable.


“That guy, last night, Jay, he didn’t look at you like you were some kid,” he said with a slight smile. “I could tell.”


“Why? What did he say?” Her voice sounded childlike, yet a part of her felt older inside, like she was two people in the same body.


“He didn’t say anything. I could just tell … just like I knew he wasn’t on his way to visit some girlfriend.” He studied his hands for a minute. When he looked up, she saw his eyes were wet. He leaned forward.


“He was on his way north,” he said slowly. “Goin’ to Canada. When we finally got it all out in the open last night, he almost had me talked into goin’ with him. He’s got a place to stay, a job waiting. It’s all been arranged. He flunked outta Penn State. I guess he was on one of those college deferments. And now his lottery number is pretty low, like mine, and …” He paused and shook his head. “His dad doesn’t believe in the war, so he worked it all out for him.”


Josie heard the words and tried to sort it all out in her mind. “Why?” she finally asked. “Why didn’t you go?”


Vic shook his head and lowered it into his hands. “I can’t. I just can’t. It’s not right … for me. It’s not my life.”


“What do you mean?” she cried. “My god, it’s a way out of that war. That’s not your life, Vic. Why didn’t you go with him?”


“I almost did,” he said, pushing up from the sofa and pacing around. “Right up until he drove away. But all I could think about was … him. Two kids and a wife and just running off with some bitch!”


The mention of their father, so unexpectedly, hit Josie like a blast of heat. Her face felt hot, but her hands felt prickly and cold. She struggled to catch her breath.


“But it’s not the same, Vic,” she said. “It’s not. You’ve been given a chance, a choice. And … and you said he has a place and a job. That’s not running away.”


“He, Josie. Jay has the place and the job. That’s his life, not mine, that I’d be chasing.”


Josie shook her head. She knew he was wrong, irrationally wrong. She wished there was someone or some way to convince him.


“All right then,” she said, standing to face him. “What you’re saying is I’m crazy to dream of being anything but a nurse. Staying in this town, at that hospital, as a nurse. That’s what you’re saying then.”


Vic looked at her a moment with a tenderness that made her want even more to send him north. “Oh Josie, that’s just it. You have a gift that has to come first. You have to see that through to the end. Not doing it would be your desertion. But me, this is where life’s put me. And Jay’s been put in a car heading north. That’s his life. And he’s not so crazy about what he’s got ahead either. He’s leaving a girl behind, a family, a town. Man, he’s scared of all that too. But that’s his life. He’s gotta face it, and I gotta face mine. That’s all there is to it.”


What silenced Josie more than the words were the set of his chin and the hard look in his eyes. Vic seemed to age years right before her.
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What she regretted most was agreeing not to tell their mother. Several months later, after Vic had shipped out to Vietnam, she ached to talk about it, wondered if perhaps together she and her mom could have persuaded him to ride it out in Canada. Then, at least, she wouldn’t feel so responsible, especially on those long, empty nights when her imagination, fueled with graphic news footage from Vietnam, created endless visions and versions of his possible death.


One such night, Josie fell asleep on the sofa and awoke in complete darkness just as her mother came in the door. Expecting her to turn on a light, Josie quickly closed her eyes, but instead, her mother carefully made her way in the dark and eased down on the sofa by Josie’s feet. She heard the click of a lighter, a deep inhale.


Through squinted eyes, Josie watched the angry glow in the darkness. One drag on the cigarette … then two.


Josie shifted slightly, resting her feet on her mother’s lap.


“You okay, baby?” her mother asked.


As Josie tried to answer a simple, “Uh huh,” instead a croaking sound leapt from her throat, split right through the air with an unexpected force. It startled her at first, pulling her forward, eyes wide open. For a moment, she felt suspended, until the shaking began, convulsive sobs that seemed to come from deep inside her chest. At first, there were no tears, but soon they came, cascading down between gulps and gasps.


Her mother was holding her, rocking her, crooning like she was a baby. “Jo-Jo,” she kept saying. “Jo-Jo.”


When the shaking eased a bit, her mother softly said, “Oh, I miss him, Josie. I miss him, too.”


Josie heard her own voice whimper from somewhere far away. “But it’s not fair. It’s just not fair. Why did he have to go? Why?”


“I don’t know, baby,” her mother said while she smoothed Josie’s hair back again and again and again.


Suddenly it struck Josie that, perhaps, if she started out small, a chip here, a chip there, it might somehow all make sense.


She looked up into her mother’s weary face and asked gently, carefully, “Tell me, Mom. Tell me about Dad. What was he like … before things got bad? Tell me any little thing that comes to your mind.”


Her mother was startled at first, a quick intake of breath, then slowly, haltingly, she began. Together they talked until dawn.
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