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“Y our sonsand daughterswereeatingand drinking
wineinthehouseof their eldest brother, when suddenly
agreat wind cameacrossthedesert and smotethefour
cornersof thehouse. It fell upontheyoung peopleand
they aredead.” - (Old Testament Book of Job, 11, 18-19)

Snow. Thetelevision said twenty-seven degreesand snow. Threedaysof snow. This, thethird day. Thesecond
|ast day before Christmas, M ag sl apped her dustcloth against her dress. Indespair shepunchedthemorning TV
weatherman. Hefaded from atalkingimageto awhistling dot. Shewatched thedot disappearing, popping like
good riddancefromthe center of the screen. Shehad read in the papersabout setsexploding. For amoment
shewasfrightened. Thentheset wasquiet.

Quietinfactlay likedust al around her. Thesilenceof theoverstuffed roomsmuffled even the soundsof
thestreet. Thecity suffocatedin snow blankets. Shefelt chokedinthesmall apartment. Shefelt asif shemight
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havedied and gonenowhere. But Magwasalive. Very alive. A tired old painin her back sharp asthepainin
her mindtold her shewasnot dead.

“JesusMary,” shesaid“l wishto God | was.” Shedusted and addressed asmall statue of Mother and
Child, “1 wish, Mother of God, that | wasdead.”

Inthestreet bel ow the apartment, car-moundsof snow inched their sick yellow eyesthroughthefalling
white. Mag folded her dustcloth and dropped it unshakenintoitsdrawer. No need to shakeit. Thiswasthefifth
dusting of themorning. “Andit’ sonly tenpastten,” Magsaid. “1I’dlaughat myself if | could.”

Shewanderedintothe parlor avoiding thetablewheretherippedtelegramlay inthreedays dust. She
vowed never totouchthat tableagain. | nstead she strai ghtened souvenir platesfromWisconsn Dellsand
Colorado Springs. Behind theglassdoorstotheir bedroom sheheard Big Jim cough. Theancient doublebed
groaned asheswung hisfeet tothefloor. Then hisroomfell silent ashers. Shere-straightened the straightened
plates.

“Why didn’tyouwakeme?’ Jimasked. Hisvoicestartled Mag. “Y ou know | wanted to hear theeight
o' clockMass.”

“I thought you’ d best dleep,” shesaid.

“I'll deeplong enough soonenough,” Big Jmsaid. Heturned away fromMag. “| should havebeen
dead beforehim,”

Mag touched hisarm. “Weboth shoul d havebeen dead beforehim.”

“It'still snowing,” imsaid.

“Parentsshould not outlivetheir sons,” Mag said.

“What’ stobedone?’ BigJmsaid. “ Thewill of God, that’ swhat, Mag.”

“God couldn’t havewilled our Immy dead.”

“Godletit happen.”

“No,” shesaid. “Itjust happened.”

“Godturned Hishead.” BigJdimsaid.

“Yes,” shesad. “Godturned Hishead.” Sheheld her handsto her face. “I don’tevenknow ifit’'s
winter or summer inVietnam. | don’t know if hewasfreezing or swegting ashelay dying.”

“I'think,” BigJdmsaid, “hediedinstantly. Hedidn' t know what hithim*

"Youdon'tknow that,” shesaid.

“I think that.”

“Peopleawaysknow what’ shit themwhenthey’ redying.”

BigJdmheldher.

“1 don’tknow,” shesaid, “whether it wasnight or day hesaw last. It’ snot fair,” shesaid. “1 saw the
look onhisfacewhen| borehimandfor thelast year of hislifel saw only hisphotograph. A year-old snapshot
with usstanding besidehim, meholding hisdiploma, youwearing hiscap. Hewasawaysclowning, never
seriousabout seriousthings.”

“ At nineteen aboy’ snot seriousabout too much.”

“How wouldyou know?’ shesaid,

“Oncel wasnineteen;” hesaid. “Once...” Hepaused. “ It wasanother tenyearsbeforel met you. By
then| wasserious.”

“By thenyouwerevery serious.” Shetouched hishand. “Let mego,” shesaid.

Hereleased her arms. Hurt passed over hisface.

“1 only want to pour your orangejuice.”

“WE Il eat supper latetonight.”

“Why?’ sheasked.

“I’mgoingtotheeveningMass.”

“We resupposedtogototheHanrattys.”
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“WecangototheHanrattys after Mass.”

“Whenwill weeat?’

“We'll eat early, Y oucanhear Masstoo.”

“I went thismorning.” Sheopenedtherefrigerator and held thedoor wideopenfeelingthecold. “God
didn’tturn Hishead,” sheannounced asshe pushed thedoor shut. “ Heturned Hisback.”

“Mag,” hesaid,“Maggie. Hush.”

Heturned Hisback, Jm. | went to Massthismorning and | heard Him say nothing. Exactly nothing.”

“He stestingus, Maggie.”

“1 went to Communionand | tasted bread.”

“Don’ttalk that way, Maggie. It swrong,”

“My mouthwasfull of bread,” shesaid. “ Alwaysbeforel felt God comeinto me. Buttoday | tasted
bread. | walked out of the churchwithout Godinmy heart.”

Hepulled abox of dry cereal downfromtheneat cupboards.

“Itwaslikeleaving abakery.” Shehanded himtheplasticmilk carton.

“It samostempty,” hesaid. “I’ [l walk tothegrocery beforelunch.”

“Youwon'tenjoyit,” Magsaid.

“Iliketowak inthesnow,” hesaid.

“I don’t meanthesnow.”

“Whatthen?’

“I mean,” shesaid, “thebutcher, thebaker, the candl e-stick-maker. | mean everybody whowill come
uptoyouand say how sorry they feel.”

“They haveto say something, Mag. They can'ttalk touslikewedidn’ t receivethat telegramthreedays
ago.”

“ldidn’ttell them,” shesaid, “| refuseto make public conversation about our son’ sdeath. Weare
privatepeople.”

“Itwasinthepapers,” BigJmsaid. For aninstant therecall hurt. Theterriblemoment openingupthe
paper hehad read all theeveningsof hislife, opening up the paper wherethingshappenedto other people,
opening up hisown evening paper to read about hisown son’ sdeath. Hethought of that articletuckedintohis
wallet: two paragraphsabout Marine Private JamesO’ Conal, Jr., 19, sonof Mr. and Mrs. JamesO’ Conal, Sr.
Thepaper had written solittle, but for anineteen-year-old boy therewassollittletowrite. Suddenly hefelt very
odd.

“What' sthematter,” Magasked. “ Themilkisn't spoiled.”

“Nothing,” hesaid. Inhismind hecould not believewhat he had done. He had clipped the obituary and
putitinhiswallet witholder ragged clippingsof Little Jim’ sswimming record and the newspaper noticeof his
Marine Corpsinduction. Had hebeen planningintheback of hismind to show theclipping likesomesports
record to be proud of ?

“Justwait until youhear,” Mag said, “how sorry they are. They’ reall thinking how gladthey areit
wasn'ttheir son.”

“Maggie,” BigJdmsaid, “they don’t meanthey’ regladit wasour boy. They'rejust gladitwasn' ttheirs.”

“Difference. Difference. What' sthedifference.” Maggiefilled thesink withwater and soap. Thelong
silenceimpal ed them both. Shetook Big Jim’ sorangejuiceglassand plungeditintothewater sothat soap
gushed downtheins desgeysering theorange pul p throughthewhitesuds. Shebegantocry. “ Difference.
Difference. Who' sgot thedifference?’ Her head saggedlow. “1 don’t know anymore, Jimmy, | just don’t
know. I had everythinginour livessorted out. | hadit al figured out. We' regood peopleand God ought to
blessus. Heshouldn’t havedonethis. Not to us. Not to our son.”

Jimsat stock till at thetable. “1 don’t know either, Mag. Maybeit’ ssomekind of test for us.”

“For us?’ shecried: “* Why dowehaveto betested?’
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“For better or for worse,” hesaid.

“Butthat’ sfor us, Jm. That’ samarriagevow. It hasnothing to dowith our nineteen-year-old son. If
he' skilled sowecan betested, how’ sthat fair tohim?’

Intheir silencethesnow-bearingwindraiseditslonely wail. Inthealleyway below their kitchenwindow
awomanthey did not know desperately aternated her stalled car betweenforward andreverse. Thecar
rocked back andforth unableto moveineither direction, itsdriver shiveringandintears, caughtinamorassof
Snow.

“Job’ schildren,” Mag said.

“What?’

“Job’ schildren. Intheback of my mind |’ veawayswondered about them. About how God explained
tothemthat they weredead so Hecould test their father,”

“If they werewith God, that wasanswer enough.”

“Wasit?' Magasked. “Isthereever answer enough? Theolder | get thefewer theanswersandthe
morethequestions.” Sheraised her hands, wrinkled now by thelong soak inthewater. “ I’ mafraid, immy,” she
said.“I'venever beensoafradinmy life. I’ venothingleft.”

“Y ou' vegot me, Maggie. For better or for worse.”

“For better,” shesaid. Shetouched hischeek and flakesof sudsclungtherelike Christmassnow. “|
don’twant atreethisyear,” Maggiesaid. “ | don’t want to bother with one.”

“Itwon’t seemlikeChristmaswithout atree,” Jmsaid.

“Itwon’t seemlikeChristmaswithout LittleJim,” Maggiesaid. “1t’' || never be Christmasinthishouse
again.” Shewascrying asshetook hiscereal bowl and placeditinthewater. “ Oh, BigJim,” shesaid.“I’mso
afraid. We'reall solost. | thought | had theanswersright hereinmy hand.” Sheraised her palmswiththewater
straining through her fingers, the sudsmounded high assnowdrifts. “1t' sal air,” shesaid. Nothingisanymore
real thanthesebubbles.”

Jmsat quietly at theempty table.

“Oneday,” shesaid, “they sent our sonaletter. Another day, heleft thishouse. Another day and
someonewenever saw and never will seekilled him. A yellow son of ayellow mother who worriesthat another
day her owndear yellow sonwill die. Did our immy kill other mother’ ssonsbecausethey told himbehadto?
Whowerethey totell him, totell anybody tokill anybody else? They’ retheoneswho don’t believein God.
They don’tbelievein God, sothey actin God' splace. They say who should liveand who should die. And
another day the M arine Captain cameto our door with thetelegram. Andtoday isanother day. Andtherewill
beno day when hewill beburied. Becausethey could not find any of himto send home.”

“Maggie”

“It’ strue. | heard what the Captain said. Missingin action. Presumed dead. | know what that means. It
meansthat my son, theflesh of my body, ispart of theair, ispart of thesnow. And oneday whenthewindfrom
wherever thiswar isblowshere, hewill comedownintherainandinthesnow.” Maggiedried her hands, now
infull control of herself. Shespaced her wordsdeliberately. “ That’ swhy wewill not haveatreeinthishouse
thisChristmas. Our treemust stand outsidewheretherain canfreezeonit, wherethe snow can bendit down.”

Jmthought of thetreethey had bought theweek before. It would haveto stay untrimmed onthedrifted
back porch of the apartment.

“If youbelieveinJobandyoubelievein God,” Maggiesaid, “thenyou and God will havetohaveJob's
patiencewithme. If wehad somethingto bury, it might bedifferent. If wehad agravetovisit every Sunday until
theday wedieit would bedifferent. That’ sthedifference, BigJmmy. That' sall thedifferenceintheworld. We
havenothing,”

BigJmdroppedthemilk cartonintotheplastic-lined wastebasket.

“What | have,” Magsaid, “arethingsthey gaveme. | havehisbirth certificate. | havehisdeath certifi-
cate. | havesomecertificatesin between. All that certification and no son. | know that hewasbornat 12:28 on
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aTuesday afternoon, thetwentieth of June, 1950. Thecertificatesays12:26, but thecertificateiswrong. And
thedesth certificate? They couldn’t evenfind hisyoung body.”

“Maggie, I'mcallingthedoctor.” BigJim stood at the phone.

“Why?’ sheasked. “Tell mewhy,”

“Y ou need something to quiet youdown.”

"No,” shesaid.“I’vebeenquietal mylife.” Shepulled herself uptoher full height. “Now | will be
heard,”

“Maggie,” Jimsaid. Hestood, broken, over the phone, hishead hanging. “ I’ mafraid too. Jmmy deadis
part of medead. Whenaman giveshisson hiswholename, whenthey’ rejunior and senior, it' salmost likeit
takesboth of themto make onewholeman.” Helooked directly at her. “ Now thebest half of meisdead and
theother half youseedying,”

Magwalkedto her husband. Sheheldhimtoher,“Y ou’' renot dying,” shesaid, “ Y ou’ |l not dietoday.”

“lwantto,” Jimsaid.

“You'll diewithmeon sometomorrow. Onsomeday far fromthisChristmas. After we' vehadtimeto
think thisout.”

“I'mafraid,” Bigdmsaid,“Andyousaidyouwereafraid.”

“Everybody’ safraid.” Mag said, “ Peopleinlaundromatsand supermarketsand offices. Peoplein
restaurants. Even peoplein churches. Everybody’ safraid of something, deep down afraid of they don’t know
what. Every morning getting up afraid and every night beddingdown afraid.”

Thewoman|ed themanto thewindow.

“We regoingoutinafew minutes,” shesaid.

“Intothesnow,” Jmsaid.

“We regoingtogointothelaundromat. We' regoing to gointo the supermarket. We' regoingtogointo
thechurch.”

“Yes” Jmsaid,

“We' regoing to show peoplewe’ renot asafraid asweoncewere. Thedeath of our child wasone of
our greatest fears.”

“Andheisdead,”

“Butwedtill live,and weneedfear that fear nomore. Lifeissimpler.”

“That’ shard, Mag. Y ou’ returninghard.”

“Hardnesscan becalled strength, and until today | believedin God, and then | doubted, and now
maybel believeagain. BecauseHegavemethisstrength. Hemademehard.”

“1 don’tunderstandyou, Maggie.”

“1 don’t pretend to understand God,” shesaid, “ But thisl know. Godis, and weare, and our sonwas;
and noneof thefour of uswill ever bethesame. We' renot just private peopleanymore. God hasgivenus
publicthingstosay,”

“I don’t know why my sondied,” Jmsaid.”

“That he’' sgoneisenough,” Magsaid.

“Toomuch.”

“Tonightwe' |l eat early,” shesaid. “ Thenwewill gotoeveningMass.”

“ AndtheHanrattys?’

“Thenwewill gototheHanrattys,”

“ And whenwecomehomewill westill beso brave?’ Jim asked.

“Andwhenwecomehome,” Maggiesaid, “wewill hangaChristmasstar inthewindow and wewill
leaveitthere.”

“Evenafter Christmas?’ Jimasked,

“Forever,” shesaid, “ Sothat inwinter it will light the snow ontheledgeand on rainy summer nightsput
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ashineonthesill.”
“Itwill behard, Maggie,” Jmsaid.
“Yes,” shesaid, andinher voicewasalittletrace of theoldfear. “1 know.”
Hetook her hand.
“Butwe'll try,” shesaid. “God helpus. We' ll try.”
Onthetablethetelegramlay, needing never toberead again.

THEAUTHOR: “All Job’ sChildren,” ashort story especially for thisChristmas 1969, waswritten by
Dr. John J, Fritscher. Dr. Fritscher isassi stant professor of Americanliteratureand dramaat Western Michigan
university, Kalamazoo. Heistheauthor of many storiesand poemsand hiswork appearsfrequently in Catholic
magazi nes. Hedescribeshisforthcoming novel “What They DidtotheKid,” asa“truthtellingtaleof Catholic
sminaylife”
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