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THE WRONG WISH

Dewey still marveled at the freedom she had on the Hill. In St. Louis, Nana had only allowed her to walk to school and back—four blocks—and no dawdling, because Nana knew just how long it took. It wasn’t safe, Nana said. But it was safe here. There were guards, so inside the fence, she could go anywhere she wanted, anytime. Even at night.

Her favorite thing was that no one ever told her she asked too many questions. In the nine months that she’d lived here, Dewey had explored almost every inch of the project, except the parts that were secret and had extra guards. And everywhere she went, there were men just as smart as Papa—or as clever—who would help her figure out how to fix a busted clock or radio or motor, take it apart, and explain how it worked.

It was wrong to think, but sometimes she hoped the war would go on and on and on, so she and Papa could stay here forever.
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TALKING WITH ELLEN KLAGES

THE AUTHOR OF THE GREEN GLASS SEA 
TALKS ABOUT HER AWARD-WINNING HISTORICAL NOVEL. 
By Hazel Rochman

 

Ellen Klages won the 2007 Scott O’Dell Award for Historical Fiction for her first children’s book, The Green Glass Sea, which is set in Los Alamos from 1943 to 1945 and told from the viewpoint of almost-11-year-old Dewey Kerrigan, who joins her father in the isolated scientific community. With her passionate interest in science and mechanics, Dewey is in trouble for not knowing her place as a girl, and her personal story tells the dramatic history without preachy messages. What is the mystery about her dad’s war work? What is the “gadget” that he and other eminent scientists, including J. Robert Oppenheimer, are working on? The secrets that drive the plot are about the nuclear weapon that changed the world.

 

HR: In your acceptance speech for the Scott O’Dell Award, you spoke about how you switched from writing science fiction for adults to writing historical fiction for younger readers, and you said that historical fiction is a time machine.

 

KLAGES: That is what we really want out of historical fiction. We want to go there. We don’t want to be on the outside looking in. We want the backstage tour. We want to be there as the events of history are unfolding around us. And historical fiction reminds us that history isn’t just dates and facts and places. It’s people and their lives and stories. Sometimes it’s extraordinary people in ordinary times changing the world. And sometimes it’s ordinary people in extraordinary times as the world changes around their eyes—how they live, what they do, how they think—we get a new perspective on the present.

 

HR: Your story is rooted in the particulars of the time and place. You clearly enjoy the research and the details.

 

KLAGES: I probably have a 10-foot-long shelf of books on Los Alamos and the Manhattan Project because there is a lot written for adults. I read Richard Rhodes’s The  Making of the Atomic Bomb.  I was able to find four or five books that were oral histories of people who had lived at Los Alamos as kids or books that some of the wives had written about the domestic experience of being there. I read about the science and the scientists. I had a CD-ROM that had a feature where you could actually walk around wartime Los Alamos and get a sense of “this was here in relation to this.” And then I went to Los Alamos, which is now just a small town in New Mexico, and walked around. I took notes about where you could see the mountains and a lot of the bigger trees, and I took photographs of the buildings that are still there.

 

HR: Why do you think there has been so little written about Los Alamos for young readers? There are shelves of books in every library about World War II, but not about this topic.

 

KLAGES: One reason is that we ended up not being the good guys. That was a tricky thing for me to deal with, to balance all sides. I think that the people who went to work at Los Alamos went with all good intentions, but, of course, the way it turned out, they changed the world in the most horrible way possible. And a lot of them weren’t really aware of precisely what they were creating. Five thousand people worked on the Manhattan Project, and only a fraction of them were in on the exact nature of the “gadget.” Many scientists didn’t know what they had done until they saw the test at Trinity.

 

HR: So what is the special significance of this history for today’s readers?

 

KLAGES: The atomic bomb scares everybody. It has scared everybody for 60 years, and it’s a very diffcult thing to talk about, especially with readers younger than junior high and high school. But it’s in the headlines all the time. Kids are seeing the news with headlines talking about secret programs to develop weapons of mass destruction or the fact that we are afraid that Iran or North Korea is going to be a nuclear power. That isn’t why I wrote the book, but I think, in hindsight, it’s really important to open a dialogue with kids about the fact that we started this and it is the most important thing that happened in the twentieth century, possibly in human  history. We made it possible to destroy millions of people with one bomb.

And it’s not black and white. It’s not like the bad guys have nuclear weapons and the good guys don’t. I don’t know how many countries at this point have the capability to have an atomic bomb; I think about 17. And we’re the only country that has ever used one in an act of war. That’s an uncomfortable thing to talk about, but I think it’s important to know that the technology has been around for more than 60 years now, and, although everybody’s been afraid that somebody is going to actually use an atomic bomb, no one has. That says something about human nature. But I didn’t want the book to be about the weapon. I wanted to talk about the scientific process and the curiosity that drove these incredibly brilliant people to interrupt their lives to do this.

 

HR: What grabs the reader in your book is the story of Dewey. As you say, it is ordinary people in extraordinary times. How do you move from the issues to dramatize it through the personal story of the young girl who doesn’t fit in?

 

KLAGES: One of the interesting things for me is that Dewey, who is into science and mechanics, and her classmate Suze, who is a budding artist, are both kids who don’t fit in. Suze’s reaction is to act out and become very extroverted and kind of the class clown. Dewey is more comfortable being invisible. But art and science, which appear to be opposites, are actually two sides of the same coin. They’re both the result of curiosity and exploration  and creativity, finding out how the world works, and asking “what if?” And that hearkens back to science fiction, which is a literature of “what if?”

 

HR: Why do you end the book just before Hiroshima?

 

KLAGES: I wanted to end it just before the world changed. The reader knows the world changes irrevocably on the next page, but the next page is not a part of my book. In fiction the writer is able to step back and see a bigger picture than the characters can. And the reader knows more about the consequences of atomic energy than anybody in the book. The reader brings a whole lot of experience to the mix. Unlike the characters in the book, the reader knows how World War II ends. The reader knows the gadget is going to be successful, and the reader also knows what happened in the next 60 years.

In discussing the book, it’s also unrealistic to talk about the atomic bomb without talking about death. The bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki killed more than a quarter of a million people in August 1945, and death on that level is too large and too abstract to comprehend. In The Green Glass Sea, the reader experiences the aftermath of just one death on a very personal level; you can comprehend Dewey’s grief.

 

HR: And now you are working on the sequel.

 

KLAGES: The sequel is set at the beginning of the space age, the cold war, and the atomic age. It takes place in a unique moment in American history, because it’s the eye of the storm. Everything has just changed, and everything  is about to change again, but those years right after the war are ones of deceptive calm. It’s a book about the future—with some people excited about rockets and television, and others afraid that there won’t be a future, because of The Bomb. It’s about the adolescence of Dewey and Suze, and of our modern world, the beginnings of a lot of what we are still confronting right now.

If you accept that historical fiction is a time machine, then there’s one thing you need to know, the one unbreakable law of time travel—you cannot change the past. But I hope when you close the cover of The Green Glass Sea and return to your own life, you may discover that the past has changed you.

 

 

 

 

 

Hazel Rochman is a contributing editor for the Books for Youth section of Booklist. She chairs the committee of the Scott O’Dell Award for Historical Fiction. The other committee members are Roger Sutton, editor-in-chief of  The Horn Book, and Ann Carlson, English and fine arts librarian, Oak Park and River Forest High Schools.




GIRL MECHANIC

RESOURCES FOR EXPLORING THE GREEN GLASS SEA 
By Monika Schröder




IN THE CLASSROOM 

The setting and topic of The Green Glass Sea lead to connections with science and social studies content areas. Like the main protagonist, the reader finds out only toward the end of the story what the mysterious gadget is that the scientists are working on. After the successful trial of the bomb, the adults and children discuss the ethical consequences of its use. Dewey, who loves science and lives in a community of scientists, learns that science can be both a curse and a cure. The book ends with the radio announcement about the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, which provides the perfect springboard for a discussion of nuclear weapons and the ethics of science.

Thanks to Klages’s meticulous research, readers gain insight into the culture, food, and reading material of the period. If the novel is read parallel to a unit about the beginning of the cold war, comparisons could be made with books about the consequences of the Hiroshima bombing, such as Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes  (Putnam, 1977) or Mieko and the Fifth Treasure (Putnam, 1993), both by Eleanor Coerr.

The young protagonists of The Gadget by Paul Zindel and Where the Ground Meets the Sky by Jacqueline Davies, two other middle-grade novels that take place in Los Alamos during the 1940s, also try to find out about the secret work on the Hill. Teachers can use these two novels together with The Green Glass Sea in literature circles. Students can compare and contrast the main characters, their family situations, and how they each approach their curiosity and suspicion about the gadget as well as how the authors maintain tension and address the science and politics of the time.

After the successful trial of the gadget, Suze says, “So now we’ll have the Japs on toast.” There are other references to the Japanese throughout the book, and teachers can lead students to a discussion about the situation of Japanese Americans during World War II.

Many of the female characters in the book don’t comply with the gender roles of the time. Dewey wants to be a scientist and finds a role model in Suze’s mother. When asked why she has the book The Boy Mechanic, Dewey comments that “they didn’t make one for girls.”

The ending leaves the reader with the following questions: Would a girl in today’s world encounter any difficulties if she wanted to become a scientist and spent her spare time building radios? Will it be possible for Dewey to pursue becoming a scientist once she leaves Los Alamos? What might happen to Dewey and Suze in the future?

The novel also offers an opportunity to study the  author’s craft. Klages’s third-person narration alternates in some chapters between Suze’s and Dewey’s points of view. While the rest of the novel is written in the past tense, the author depicts Dewey’s grief over her father’s death in the chapter titled “Walking” in the present tense. As a writing activity, students can write a story about two characters in alternating points of view.




FOR DISCUSSION 

• Discuss the effect of keeping the mission of the scientists’ work on the Hill secret.
• How does the author describe Dewey and Suze? Compile a list of character descriptions from quotes from the text.
• Explain what Dewey means here: “The war was the reason everyone was on the Hill, but somehow it seemed less real here, like a story she’d seen in a movie.” (p. 81)
• Compare and contrast Suze’s and Dewey’s relationships with their fathers.
• Compare and contrast how Suze and Dewey relate to the other children on the Hill.
• Dewey’s dad takes her to the Anasazi caves for their conversation about his secret work. How does this setting add to the significance of their conversation?
• Discuss Dewey’s father’s ambivalent attitude toward the Germans (p. 126). Do you agree with Dewey’s father that “math is its own language”? How are math and music related?
• Explain the meaning of the chapter title “Patriotic Duty.”
• Discuss the origins of Dewey’s and Suze’s names and their parents’ intentions when naming their daughters.
• How do people on the Hill experience May 8, 1945?
• Discuss the responsibilities of scientists. Should all that is scientifically possible actually be done? Consider other examples of controversial scientific breakthroughs, such as stem cell research, cloning, and so on.
• In what way will the outcome of the experiment impact how Dewey remembers her dad?






ACTIVITIES 

• Build a radio (online instructions at wwwsci-toys. com/scitoys/scitoys/radio/radio. html)
• Research the important people whose names are mentioned in the book: Richard Feynman, Ernest Rutherford, Harry Truman, Albert Einstein, James Maxwell, Rube Goldberg, J. Robert Oppenheimer, Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt, Marie Curie, and Enrico Fermi.
• Research and discuss what J. Robert Oppenheimer and Richard Feynman had to say about their work on the Trinity Project after the bombing of Japan.






SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 

The Ultimate Weapon: The Race to Develop the Atomic Bomb. By Edward T. Sullivan. 2007. Holiday. This informational title about the Manhattan Project with black-and-white photographs of the people involved, the secret cities, and the gadget at the Trinity test site provides all necessary scientific and historical background information for reading The Green Glass Sea.

 

Monika Schröder is the elementary-school librarian at the American Embassy School in New Delhi, India.




ELLEN KLAGES SCOTT O’DELL ACCEPTANCE SPEECH Monday, April 2, 2007

First of all, I want to thank Scott O’Dell and his wife Elizabeth Hall, for founding this award and for recognizing the importance of historical fiction, especially for children. I want to thank Hazel Rochman and Ann Carlson and Roger Sutton, the members of the O’Dell committee, for selecting The Green Glass Sea out of the hundreds of amazing books that were published in 2006. I want to thank my editor, Sharyn November, and her boss, Regina Hayes, for taking a chance not only on a first novel, but one that seemed an unlikely topic for a children’s book. And all the people at Viking, all the sales reps who were so enthusiastic and hand-sold this book to booksellers and librarians. And thanks to my agent, Michael Bourret, who shepherded it from a manuscript to an object out in the world.

A lot of people think that history is boring. It’s just names and dates and facts that you have to memorize for a test. I suspect that I’m preaching to the choir here; I don’t think most of the people in the room feel that way. But too many people do.

Up until last October, I was primarily a science fiction writer. Which means I’m in a unique position to recognize that this—[holds up GGS]—is a time machine. Because that’s really what we want out of historical fiction. We want to go there. We don’t want to be on the outside, looking in. We want the backstage tour. We want to be there as the events of history are unfolding around us.

That’s what we want as readers. Most writers are also readers, but for a writer, it’s slightly different. If I’m going to spend a year or two of my life someplace in the past, there has to be a hook. We writers are observant magpies, taking shiny bits back to our nests to play with. And we’re easily distracted—ooh, shiny!

For me, that shiny was the green glass. I read one sentence about it in an account of the Trinity Test, and I thought—cool—and I wanted to find out more. And there isn’t much more about it, because the glass was a footnote, a side effect. It wasn’t all that important to the scientists at the time. But it was what got me hooked. So I read some more books, and in each of them I found another, one sentence, description of the glass, or of people going to go see the glass. And I took those single sentences home and collected them, lined my little magpie nest with them, until I had enough information that I could almost see it, in my mind’s eye.

And I wanted to go there.

I wanted to go there more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. But it’s gone. It was bulldozed before I was even born, and the only picture I’ve ever been able to find of it is in black and white.

If I was a painter, I would have made a big color picture, hung it on my wall and looked at it. But I can’t even draw. My tools are words. So I wrote myself a story in which I got to go to the green glass sea, in the company of two odd, quirky little girls named Dewey and Suze. And saw it—through their eyes.

Because that’s the other important thing about historical fiction. It reminds us that history isn’t just dates  and facts and places. It’s people and their lives and their stories. Sometimes it’s extraordinary people in ordinary times, changing the world. And sometimes it’s ordinary people in extraordinary times, as the world changes around them.

By seeing the past through their eyes—how they live, what they do, how they think—we get a new perspective on the present.

[Picks up GGS] If you accept that this is a time machine, then there’s one thing you need to know, the one unbreakable law of time travel—you cannot change the past.

But I hope that when you close the cover of The Green Glass Sea, and return to your own life, you may discover that the past has changed you.

Thank you.
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To Jane Heller, for childhood talks 
on the shelf and pearls in the creek. 
To Delia Sherman, my writing sister, who 
knows when it’s time to send the Goon. 
And to my dad, Jack Klages, who lived 
through the war I’ve only read about.
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TRAVELING

 

 

 

DEWEY KERRIGAN SITS on the concrete front steps of Mrs. Kovack’s house in St. Louis, waiting for her father. He is in Chicago—war work—and she has not seen him since the Fourth of July. It’s almost Thanksgiving now. She looks toward the corner every few seconds.

She is small for her age, thin and wiry, with dark, unruly hair and big front teeth that she has not quite grown into. Her eyes are large and gray-green behind a pair of steel-framed glasses. Her right foot is in a brown shoe that laces up one side, her left in an ordinary saddle shoe.

“Oh, for the love of Pete, will you just come inside?” says Mrs. Kovack. She has opened the front door and stands holding a red-striped dishtowel in one hand and a glass mixing bowl in the other. “You’re going to catch your death out here.”

Dewey sighs and looks longingly at the wide wooden porch of her Nana’s house, next door, where she lived until last Friday. “I’m fine,” she says. Mrs. Kovack’s house smells like sour pickles and sick-sweet perfume, and she would rather be a little cold. But she doesn’t say this, doesn’t want to be rude to Mrs. Kovack, who has been doing her good Christian duty by taking Dewey in. Or so she tells Dewey, every chance she gets.

“Well suit yourself,” Mrs. Kovack says with a little huff. Then, under her breath, as if Dewey can’t hear her from five feet away, she adds, “No wonder poor old Mrs. Gallucci had a stroke, with sass from the likes of you.” She closes the door with more force than necessary, to show Dewey that she does not approve. But Dewey already knows.

Dewey turns to make sure her suitcase is still there. No one else has been on the porch, but it is all she has. One brown suitcase and a Marshall Field’s shopping bag. She moves the bag a fraction of an inch, so its corners line up square with the edge of the top step, and pulls her good wool coat tighter around her. She looks down Hollis Street, toward the newsstand on the corner, hoping for a glimpse of Papa’s big green Studebaker.

Five minutes later a car turns the corner. Not a green Studebaker, just a black Ford. She expects it to drive by, but it pulls up at the curb in front of Nana’s house. A  woman in a green army uniform, a WAC, gets out, looks at a piece of paper in her hand, then up at the house number. She sees Dewey and strides quickly up the walk, tugging at her skirt to straighten it.

“Is this the Gallucci house?” she asks.

Dewey shakes her head. “Next door.”

“Oh. Well, I’m looking for a Du—” She looks down at her paper again. “Miss Kerrigan?”

“I’m Dewey,” Dewey says, and a little wave of fear makes her stomach flutter and then knot. Why would an army person be here, unless something has happened to Papa?

“Is Papa okay?” she asks in a voice that trembles, just a little.

“What? Oh, no, it’s not that, honey.” The WAC smiles. “He’s fine. Just a little busy right now. The war, you know. So they sent me to pick you up. I’m Corporal Beckwith. Margaret.” She smiles again. “Is that all your things?”

Dewey looks at her suitcase and nods.

“Okey-dokey, then. You go say good-bye to your grandmother while I put your gear in the trunk.”

“Nana had to go to the Home,” says Dewey quietly. “This is just the neighbor’s house.”

“Oh.” Margaret seems startled by this news. “Oh. I’m sorry. Do you want to say good-bye to your neighbor then?”

“Not really,” says Dewey. “But I guess I should.” She turns and walks up to the front door, opening it a few inches. “Mrs. Kovack? I’m leaving now. Thank you for letting me stay here,” she calls down the dim hallway.

There is silence, then a muffled response from the kitchen. Dewey waits for a moment, but when Mrs. Kovack does not appear, she closes the door quietly, and walks down the steps to the big black Ford.

Her suitcase is already in the trunk, and Margaret has come back for the shopping bag. She looks down into it in surprise. “What’s all this?”

“Just my radio set and some experiments. And a few books.”

Margaret pulls a stuffed yellow duck from the top of the bag and smiles. “And who’s this?”

Dewey shrugs. “Einstein. He was a present from Papa, when I came from Boston on the bus to live with Nana. I was only seven then.”

Margaret puts the bag in the trunk and closes it with a solid thunk. “How old are you now?” She walks around and opens the passenger door for Dewey.

“Eleven next month.” Dewey gets in and presses her face to the window to look at Nana Gallucci’s house one last time. Her coat still smells like Nana, like face powder and cocoa. She wonders how long that will last. “Goodbye, Nana,” she whispers to the vacant house.

Margaret pulls the car out and they drive away.

“What time will we get to Chicago?” Dewey asks after about a mile. It is already the middle of the afternoon, and that’s a long, long drive. She wonders if she will have to nap in the car, if Papa will be awake when they arrive.

Margaret frowns. She turns, still watching the road, and talks in Dewey’s direction. “No one’s told you?”

“Told me what?” Dewey feels the fear creep back into her stomach like a trickle of ice water.

“Well, there’s been a little change in plans,” Margaret says slowly. “Your father’s not in Chicago anymore. He’s working out west.”

“Out west where?”

“Somewhere in New Mexico. I don’t know any more, actually. It’s top secret. My clearance is only high enough to pick you up and drop you off.”

“War stuff?”

“Exactly. Your father must be pretty important, to have the army send an escort for you.”

“I guess so,” Dewey says. She doesn’t like this. Everything is changing, and it is all changing too fast. She takes a deep breath. “If you don’t know where Papa is, how are you going to drive me there?”

“I’m not, honey. My orders are to get you to Union Station in time to catch the four o’clock Chief. Your ticket’s in my pocket.”

Dewey says nothing. She feels like a package that is being delivered. Her excitement about seeing Papa again has gone away and in its place is a growing dread of what will happen next. She does not like surprises, and there have been too many this week. She sits and looks out the window, numbly watching the houses of St. Louis turn into businesses as they near downtown.

The train station is a huge stone structure that looks like a castle with a tower. Margaret pulls the car up in a line of twenty others. There are people everywhere, hundreds of them, all walking very fast in every direction. Most of them are men, and half of those are in uniform. Dewey stands on the curb and feels very small and alone.

“Well, here we are,” says Margaret. She takes Dewey’s things from the trunk and waves a finger in the air. A Negro man in a gray uniform hurries over. He tips the shiny black brim of his red cap.

“Yes, ma’am. Where to this afternoon?”

“Checking one bag through to Lamy, New Mexico,” Margaret says. She hands the man a white envelope. “This is her ticket, and three meal vouchers. Will you see to it that the porter keeps an eye out for her?”

Dewey feels even more like a package.

“I will surely do that,” the man says, smiling. He squats down so that he is at Dewey’s eye level. “If I’m  gonna introduce you, I better do it proper. What’s your name, little miss?”

“Dewey,” says Dewey.

“Ain’t that a pretty name. Now, lemme see. The train for Lamy leaves from Track Seventeen in ’bout half an hour. I’ll take you and your valise there directly.” He stands up again. “Is you ready?”

I’m not ready for any of this, thinks Dewey, but she says nothing out loud.

Margaret hands the man a dollar bill and looks down at Dewey. “The porter will take good care of you. I’m sure your parents will be waiting in Lamy tomorrow afternoon.” She pats Dewey on the shoulder. “Have a good trip.”

“Well, well, well,” says the man, picking up her suitcase and the shopping bag. “All the way to New Mexico, all by yourself? You off on an adventure.”

“I guess so,” says Dewey. But she is not very sure at all.

The train is long, shiny, and silver. There are so many people, all taller than Dewey, and the only thing she can see is the back of the man in the red cap. The air is filled with the sounds of shouting and talking, of machines and engines roaring, of the metal wheels of trains and luggage carts rolling over rails and cement. If the redcap disappeared right now, Dewey thinks, she would be as lost as if she were in a dark forest.

“Here we is,” says the redcap. He hands her ticket to an older man in a fancier uniform, blue with brass buttons. He is also a Negro. All the passengers are white. “Eddie, this here is Miss Dewey. She’s gonna be ridin’ with you all the way out to New Mexico.” He tips his cap to Dewey and walks away with her suitcase.

“You want me to take that bag, miss?” says the new man, Eddie.

“Am I allowed to keep it with me?”

“Sure thing. There’s a rack you can put it up on. I’ll just show you where your seat is.”

He helps Dewey up the steep metal steps and into the train car. A narrow aisle separates two pairs of gray fabric seats, each with a wide white napkin across its back. A dozen people are scattered through the car, most of them men reading newspapers. Dewey’s seat is at the far end, next to the glass-and-metal doors that open with a hiss.

“Nobody’s next to you, least not until morning. You ’bout as small as a bug in a rug, so you can stretch out and have a nice sleep,” says Eddie.

“Sleep?” In all the confusion, it hasn’t occurred to Dewey that the train will involve bedtime. She has never slept without a bed, or in the middle of a whole room full of strangers. It doesn’t feel safe.

“Yes, miss. Right after we leaves Kansas City, I’ll come by with a pillow and a blanket for you, make this seat up into a nice comfy bed. Then it’s lights out and  off to dreamland for everybody. Scoot right in here, make yourself to home.”

Dewey climbs into the seat. The fabric is scratchy on the backs of her bare legs, under her plaid dress. Her feet do not reach the floor, not by many, many inches.

“We pull out at four o’clock sharp,” Eddie says, putting her shopping bag on the empty seat next to her. “Dinner service starts at six. You want me to come take you down to the dining car?”

“Okay,” says Dewey softly. “Is there anything about the train I can read?” She will feel better if she knows some things without having to ask.

Eddie furrows his brow and thinks. “Best I can do is a timetable. It tells where we’re goin’, when we get there, and a few other things besides.”

Dewey nods. Eddie tips his cap and is three steps away when she remembers something very important. “Mister?” she says, and he turns and leans over her seat.

“Yes, miss?”

In a voice that is just barely above a whisper, Dewey asks, “Is there a bathroom?”

“Why, yes, miss. Up by the front there, where we came in. Commode and a sink.”

“Thanks. I can—” Dewey stops in mid-sentence in a small panic. “I don’t have a toothbrush.”

“Didn’t nobody pack one for you?”

“Nobody packed me except me,” Dewey says. “I have  a toothbrush in my suitcase, to take to Chicago, but now I’m not going there because the war moved my papa again.” She always brushes her teeth before bedtime. Now there is no order, no routine, nothing familiar at all.

Eddie makes a clucking sound with his tongue. “That’s a shame,” he says. “This war shakin’ up families all over. I see it every day.” He smiles down at Dewey. “But least I can find you a toothbrush. You just sit tight.” He tips his cap again, then hurries to help a woman with two large hat boxes.

When the train pulls out of the station, the car is about half full. Dewey can’t see any faces, just hair and hats over the seat tops. She watches out the window as the backs of downtown buildings roll past, dirty brick and stone with ashcans and piles of wooden crates stacked up on loading docks.

When the buildings turn into farmland, she takes a book out of her bag and begins to read. It is called The Boy Mechanic, and she is reading a chapter about building radios. Her fingers itch with the urge to have all the parts in front of her, to pick them up and put them together the way the book shows. They’re in her bag, but there is no place to spread them out, except on the seat next to her, and she is afraid the tiny pieces will get lost. Instead she reads about how they will work, and soon she  is absorbed in the world of facts and diagrams, a world with very few surprises.

At 6:00, Eddie comes back. He hands her a timetable and a red plastic toothbrush, still wrapped in crinkly cellophane. “You ready for some supper?” he asks. Dewey nods, her stomach growling. The cheese sandwich Mrs. Kovack made her for lunch seems like it was years ago, in another life.

The dining car is very fancy, with real silverware and white tablecloths. It is noisy with people laughing and talking, the clatter of knives and forks, and the tinkling sound of ice cubes in glasses. The table is too tall, but the waiter brings her a thick cushion to sit on. She orders the pork chop. At home, Nana mostly made red-sauce spaghetti, because their meat ration coupons only allowed for chicken on Sunday. The waiter brings her a basket of hot rolls and a Shirley Temple cocktail, pink and bubbly with ginger ale and lots of cherries.

She is sorry that she didn’t bring her book, because she’s bored eating all alone. She reads the timetable, twice. At least it is words. The pork chop is very big, and she can only eat half. But the waiter brings her a chocolate sundae anyway, with nuts and a cherry. It has been a long time since anyone has given her a treat, and she lingers over it, smiling down to the last spoonful.

When she is through, the clock says 7:00, too early to  go to sleep. Dewey is tired of just sitting. She decides to explore, just a little.

It is strange to walk through rooms that are moving. The train sways and rolls from side to side, and she has to concentrate to keep her balance. In between cars, the noise of the wheels and the wind is much louder. The first two cars look like her own, with different people. Not very interesting. If the next car is just more people, she will go back to her seat and read.

But the next car is different. A sign on the door says OBSERVATION CAR. Maybe she will be able to see the stars. She opens the door and walks into a long, smoke-filled room. Twenty or thirty people, men and some women, are sitting in armchairs around the edge of the car, not in rows and aisles. They are smoking cigarettes and drinking cocktails and talking very loud. In the middle of the car, a fat man with a yellow tie suddenly bursts into laughter and slaps his pin-striped thigh.

Dewey stands near the doorway, pressed against the wall where she won’t be in the way. Round tables with ashtrays in their centers are scattered among the chairs, their shiny chrome surfaces covered with glasses and packs of Camel cigarettes and the bull’s-eyes of Lucky Strikes. Large windows line both sides of the car. It is dark outside, so all she can see are the reflections of the talking people. The end of the car is a curve of windows  from floor to ceiling. Dewey wants to go and look out, but it is too crowded.

She turns to leave just as the fat man gets up. He has been sitting next to a radio, a big wooden cabinet radio with black knobs and a glowing yellow dial. Dance music is coming out of it, which means that it works, even on a moving train.

Dewey smiles. Maybe she will come back and try out her own radio in the morning, when it is too early for cocktails. It is almost finished, and she has been wanting to test it for a week, but Mrs. Kovack didn’t approve of girls building things and was always watching. The timetable says the train will stop at a place called La Junta at 6:50. She isn’t sure where that is, even what state, but if it has a train station, it might have a radio station too.

Dewey whistles softly under her breath as she walks to her car. She feels better having a plan.

Back in her own seat, she reads the timetable again to make sure about La Junta, then returns to her book. When they pull into Kansas City, at 9:30, it is snowing. A gust of cold air blows through the car when the doors open. She watches the flakes fall through the cones of yellow light cast by the lampposts of the station.

The train stays in this station for an hour, so Dewey brushes her teeth in the little steel sink in the bathroom and gets ready for bed. She takes off her shoes, leaving  her socks on, in case her feet get cold in the night, and hopes her dress will not be too wrinkled in the morning. She doesn’t want Papa to think that she is sloppy. He will probably understand because of the train and the war.

When she returns, Eddie has tipped both seats back into reclining positions, and laid out a bed with a white pillow and two cream-colored blankets that say SANTA FE on them in red letters. The blankets are a little scratchy, but warm. Dewey takes her glasses off and tucks them inside her saddle shoe, sliding it under the seat. The train pulls out of the station, and five minutes later all the lights go out, except a line of dim blue bulbs near the floor.

In the darkness, Dewey reaches down and pulls Einstein from her shopping bag, uncovering a packet of letters from Papa. She strokes one envelope with a fingertip, then cuddles the soft yellow duck tightly under one arm and burrows under the blankets. The wheels of the train make a steady, soothing chukka-chukka-chukka sound and soon she is fast asleep, rolling west across the dark prairie.
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The sound of a man’s loud snoring wakes Dewey up. She lifts the corner of the window shade. It is not quite morning, but light enough to see shapes outside—low hills and a few scattered trees. She puts on her glasses and lopes  to the bathroom in her bare feet. Men are sleeping sitting up, their ties loosened, their hats tilted down over their faces. A few are awake, rubbing their eyes and grumbling in their blankets, but the car is quiet.

Dewey doesn’t know how long people are allowed to sleep on a train, if there will be a bell to start the day, like school. Now is a good time to go to the observation car to test her radio, if she wants any time alone. She puts on her shoes and then, as quietly as she can, picks up her shopping bag by its twisted paper handles. The bag crinkles and she freezes, holding her breath for a minute, then walks very cautiously, heel-to-toe, out of the car of sleeping people, holding the bag out from her body so it will not make noise. She is used to being quiet in the morning because Nana is always cranky until she’s had her coffee.

The observation car is completely empty. Dewey smiles and opens the blue curtains covering the long windows at the end. They are traveling west, so the back of the train faces east, where they have been. The tracks seem to emerge in two unending lines from underneath the train. The sun is just peeking over the horizon, and the light in the car is reddish gold. Everything is quiet and still, except for the sound of the train wheels, which she is getting used to.

She sits on the carpeted floor of the car, between a half circle of armchairs and the windows, and carefully  arranges the pieces of her radio around her. The chrome tables are big enough for cocktails, but not for setting up an experiment. She opens The Boy Mechanic and weights the book flat with the edge of the bag so that she can read with both hands free.

The radio is inside a wooden cigar box so its delicate parts won’t get wrecked inside the shopping bag. She lifts it out and sets its wooden base, the lid from another cigar box, flat on the carpet. A round blue paper Morton’s Salt container, wrapped around and around and around with copper wire, is screwed onto the base. The wire is wrapped so tight and close together that it looks like the bottom of the cylinder has been corrugated with melted pennies.

Wires dangle from the top and bottom of the cylinder, and bolts and screws dot its wooden base. A metal arm, canted out from a slender post like a tiny fishing pole, ends in a minuscule whisker of wire suspended over a lump of a dark gray mineral.

Dewey stares at the diagram in the book, then winds the bottom end of the copper wire tightly around the bolt holding the metal arm. She looks back and forth between the book and the radio on the floor and tests a few connections with her fingers. Then she pulls a single black Bakelite earphone out of her bag and winds the last inch of bare wire from its brown fabric-wrapped cord around another bolt.

She holds the earphone up to one ear and listens. Nothing. She peers intently at the picture in the book, then back at the radio. It looks right. She wishes she knew what time it was, how close they are to La Junta. She looks out the window. The landscape shows no sign of civilization, just flat brown plains with mountains in the near distance. She sighs, loudly.

“Oh!” says a voice from behind her. “Sorry. I thought I had the place all to myself. I didn’t see you down there.”

Startled, Dewey drops the earphone, and turns around.

Sitting in one of the armchairs along the wall is a slender young man in brown pants and a very wrinkled white shirt. He is reading a copy of LIFE magazine with a general on the cover. A lock of curly dark hair hangs over one eye. He is smiling, a kind of silly grin, and needs a shave. He stands up and looks over the chairs to see what Dewey is doing.

“Ah, The Boy Mechanic,” he says. “One of my favorite books. A little dry, but very instructive. I built my first radio from it, except I used an oatmeal box. Can I take a look?”

Dewey nods, and the man moves one of the chairs out of the semicircle and steps carefully into the makeshift laboratory that Dewey has created on the carpet. He squats back on his heels and examines the radio.

“Nice work,” he says after a minute. “That’s a beautifully wrapped inductor coil.”

“Thank you,” says Dewey. She feels pleased by the compliment, because he knows what he’s talking about, even if he looks like a bum. “Except it doesn’t work.”

The man looks at the radio again, and snaps his fingers. “Ah! I see your problem. You haven’t hooked the coil up to the aerial wire.”

“So I’m not getting any signal,” Dewey says slowly. “Or any power.”

“None at all.” He looks out at the desolate landscape. “No guarantee there’s anything out there to get, but we can try. Do you have more hookup wire?”

Dewey reaches into a crumpled brown paper bag and pulls out a metal reel of thin, cotton-covered wire. She hands it to him.

“Perfect. We’ll need about twenty feet.” He takes out his pocketknife, unrolls a length of wire, cuts it, and hands the reel back to Dewey. “Do you know how to strip the ends?”

“Yes.”

“Great. Here.” He turns the knife around in his hand and gives it to her, handle first.

Dewey scrapes the black cotton off each end, leaving an inch of bare silver wire. “It wraps around here, right?” she says, pointing to the dangling bit of copper wire at the top of the coil.

The man nods, and she wraps the silver and copper wires together like two tightly entwined snakes.

“Excellent,” he says. He looks around. “Now, if we were in a house, our best bet would be to run the aerial out a second-story window. But I don’t think these open.” He taps on the glass. “Still, reception is better through window glass than metal train sides.” He stands up and pushes the loose end of the long wire through a curtain loop. The silver metal rests against the glass a few inches from the ceiling of the car.

“Give it another listen.”

Dewey holds the earphone up to her head. “I hear static!” she says excitedly.

“Good. Something’s working.” He looks down at the radio. “You don’t have a slider on this one, so you can’t really tune it. But try moving the cat whisker around on the crystal, see if you can pick up anything else.”

Dewey extends a finger and gently moves the little fishing pole around, a tiny fraction of an inch at a time. After a few minutes, she shakes her head. “Just fuzz,” she says. She looks out the window again. “Do you know if there’s a radio station in La Junta?” She pronounces the hard J.

He smiles. “La Hoon-tah. It’s Spanish. But no, I don’t know for sure.” He looks at his watch. “We’re only ten minutes out from the station. You’d think if they were broadcasting we’d pick something up. Maybe it’s just too early.”

“Maybe,” Dewey says slowly, thinking. “I know how we can find out.”

“How?”

She points to the cabinet radio in the center of the car. “That one has a tuner. If we can find a station, then we know there’s a signal. And we’ll know what to listen for.”

“Brilliant,” says the man. “Let’s do it.”

“Are we allowed to turn it on?”

“I see no signs or armed guards.”

They grin at each other like co-conspirators and approach the big radio. He turns a large black knob and the set begins to hum. The yellow dial in the center glows faintly, then brighter as the tubes warm up.

“Start at the high end and work down,” he says. He slouches into the chair next to the radio and cocks his head, listening.

Dewey turns the dial. The cloth-covered speaker of the big radio pops and hisses with static, and once they hear a faint hint of what might be voices, but they won’t come in any better than a faraway whisper. She gets all the way to the other end of the dial without finding a clear station.

“Nothing out there,” she says, turning off the radio with a sigh. “I’ll have to test mine some other time. Thanks for helping me.”

“Sure thing. Let me unhook you.” He gets up and removes the long wire from the curtain, wrapping it in a  neat coil around his fist before handing it to Dewey. She tucks it between the salt canister and some bolts, then puts the radio back into the cigar box as the train begins to slow down.

“La Junta, Colorado, right on schedule. It’s six forty-nine, Mountain War Time,” the man says, looking at his watch again. “I’d guess you’d better scoot on back. Your folks are probably up and ready for breakfast by now.”

“I don’t have any folks,” says Dewey. “Not on the train.” She closes The Boy Mechanic and slips it sideways into the shopping bag.

“You’re by yourself?” The man sounds surprised. “How far are you going?”

Dewey puts the wire back in the paper sack. “The next station. Lamy, New Mexico.”

“Really?” The man smiles. “Me too. Is that where you’re from?”

“No, my papa just moved someplace around there. I don’t know where yet.”

“What kind of work does he do?”

“He used to teach math at Harvard, before the war. Now he’s doing some kind of secret stuff. I don’t know exactly what.” Dewey shakes her head.

“Well, well, well,” says the man. “I did my undergrad work in Cambridge, at MIT. Small world. What’s your dad’s name?”

“Jimmy Kerrigan.” Dewey looks up and is puzzled to see that the man is grinning as if he just won a prize. “What?” she asks.

“I know Jimmy. I met him at a party last month. We got to talking about codes and puzzles, and he gave me a dandy.” He puts out his hand. “Looks like you and I are going to be neighbors at a place we call ‘the Hill. ’ I’m Dick Feynman.”

“I’m Dewey,” says Dewey, shaking it. “Dewey Kerrigan. Where is the Hill?”

“Up in the mountains a bit.” Dick waves his hand at the landscape beyond the window. “You’ll see in a few hours. But hey, now that we’re properly introduced, do you want to have breakfast with me? I’m dying for a cup of coffee.”

“Will there be pancakes?” Dewey loves pancakes with syrup. Nana mostly made her oatmeal.

“They were on the menu last time I took the Chief.”

Dewey looks around to make sure that there aren’t any radio pieces left on the carpet and thinks about breakfast. Nana said never to eat food from strangers. But since yesterday there have been nothing but strangers. And Dick has introduced himself, and knows Papa, so it is probably fine. She hopes so, because she would like to talk more about radios.

“Okay,” she says. They walk back through the train,  toward the dining car. “So what do you do? Do you teach math too?” she asks when he pauses to open the door between two cars.

Dick looks around, then shakes his head. “No. Physics,” he says in a low voice. There is no one else around. “But I can’t talk about what I’m doing now, either.”

“It’s secret, right?” she sighs. She is tired of the war. Everything interesting is a secret.

“Yeah, ’fraid so,” he says. “It has to be.” He opens the door and motions her to go through.

Dewey nods silently and wonders just what Papa has gotten himself into.
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After breakfast, she goes back to the observation car, but it’s crowded again, so she returns to her seat, back in its daytime position. There is not much to see out the window, but she pretends that it’s the scrubby bushes that are moving, moving backward, and that’s interesting to watch. For a while. Then she gets The Boy Mechanic out of her bag.

Dick said that she should read another section about making a radio do more things. Some of it she doesn’t quite understand. She is glad when Eddie comes and gets her at lunchtime. She has grilled cheese in the dining car and reads while she eats. The chapter makes a little  more sense the second time, but she hopes she will see Dick again to ask him some questions.

The train pulls into Lamy one minute after 2:00 in the afternoon. Eddie brings Dewey and her bags to the front of the station, a little one-room building. No green Studebaker. She sits on a wooden bench and pulls her good coat around her. It is cold, even colder than in St. Louis. There are only a few straggly trees, and not much of a town: a diner with a buzzing neon sign, a few houses that need paint and repairs. Dewey is amazed to see a goat wandering down the middle of the dusty street. It stops and nibbles at something she can’t see. She does not want to live here.

Dick comes out of the station carrying a brown duffel bag and his LIFE magazine. “Hey,” he says. He looks around. “Your dad’s not here yet? Want me to wait with you until he comes?”

“You don’t have to,” says Dewey in a small voice, but she doesn’t really mean it. Half a dozen other people are hugging and carrying luggage off to cars, and she can feel her heart racing with the thought that Papa will not come.

“My pleasure,” Dick says. He drops his bag and leans against the wall of the station. “I’ve got a little time.”

They wait for what seems like forever to Dewey. She asks him some radio questions, and he is in the middle  of a very interesting answer about antennas when a black car pulls up. A sandy-haired man in an army uniform gets out. He looks at Dewey, then at Dick, and wrinkles his forehead in confusion.

“Afternoon, Mr. Feynman. You’re not on my list today.”

“I borrowed a car this time,” says Dick. “I’m just keeping this young lady company.”

“Kerrigan?” asks the soldier.

Dewey nods.

“I’m your ride, ma’am. I’ll take your things to the car.”

Dewey is relieved that someone has finally come to get her, and disappointed, again, that it is not Papa.

Dick looks at her and says, “It’s okay. That’s Sergeant Prager’s job. The army’s answer to the Fresh Air Taxi Company.”

“I could just ride with you,” Dewey suggests. Dick is much better than another stranger, and she wants to hear more about antennas.

“Sorry, not this time. You need to go to Santa Fe and get a pass from Dorothy first. But I’ll see you up on the Hill. We can talk more then.” He pats Dewey on the shoulder, then salutes the soldier with two fingers and walks over to a battered beige Chevy.

“Ma’am?” says the soldier.

“Okay,” Dewey says with a sigh.

The car jumps and jolts over the uneven pavement for almost an hour. Sgt. Prager doesn’t say much, which is fine with Dewey. She does not feel like talking. She is more tired than she can ever remember being. Not sleepy, but weary. Tired of strangers and “ma’am” and being in the same clothes. Tired of having no idea where she is or where she’s going.

She expects Santa Fe to look like St. Louis. A city. It is the state capital of New Mexico, and she expects trees and tall brick-and-stone offices and a highway. But it is just a village, with low, beige buildings, shrubs and cactuses, and narrow, cobblestoned streets. Most of the buildings have rounded corners with logs sticking out of the sides, like Abe Lincoln’s cabin.

“I’ve got your bags, ma’am,” Sgt. Prager says after he parks. “You just follow me.”

He leads her through an archway and into a sunny plaza, a city block-size square of winter-dead grass surrounded by buildings that look like they have grown right up out of the muddy ground. In one corner, though, there is a Woolworth’s, and Dewey smiles at its familiar red-and-gold sign. They turn down a small alley and through a wrought-iron gate into a courtyard dominated by a large, leafless tree.

“Where are we?” asks Dewey.

“109 East Palace Avenue, ma’am.” He opens a door  marked U. S. ARMY CORPS OF ENGINEERS, and gestures for Dewey to go in.

It does not look like an official army place. Boxes and crates and paper shopping bags are piled everywhere around two desks and a few wooden chairs, kitchen-looking chairs, painted yellow and blue. A middle-aged woman stands behind one of the desks, talking on the phone. She is not in uniform, just a sweater and a tweed skirt. Her face is round, with rosy cheeks, and her eyes crinkle with a smile when she looks up and sees Dewey. She holds up one finger; she’ll be just a minute.

A small white dog is sleeping next to a stone fireplace. Dewey doesn’t think it looks much like an army dog, either.

Behind her, Sgt. Prager clears his throat. The woman on the phone waves her hand at him, dismissing him.

“Sit, sit,” mouths the woman, motioning to a chair by the fire.

Dewey sits. It is warm, and the smoke smells like pine trees. She takes off her coat and wonders what a place like this has to do with the war.

“Sorry about the wait,” says the woman after she hangs up the phone. “There are more and more people to get settled every day, it seems.” She smiles and walks around the desk, holding out her hand. “I’m Dorothy McKibbin. Think of me as the welcoming committee. Everyone does.”

Dewey shakes her hand. “I’m Dewey Kerrigan,” she says. She is also getting very tired of introducing herself.

“Oh, good. I’ve been expecting you. Your father called a little while ago. He was just leaving, so I imagine it’ll be another half an hour or so.”

“He’s really coming?” Dewey asks.

“Yes, why?” Mrs. McKibbin looks puzzled.

“He was supposed to come to St. Louis too,” Dewey sighs. “But I had to take a train to New Mexico. And he wasn’t at that station either. Just an army man.”

“St. Louis! Gracious. You poor lamb. You must be exhausted, traveling all that way by yourself. Would you like a cup of hot cocoa?”

“Yes, please,” says Dewey. “I’d like that very much.”

“Good. I think I’ll have a cup too. It’s awfully chilly today.” Mrs. McKibbin uncorks a large green metal thermos and pours steaming brown cocoa into two china mugs.

“Why don’t you pull your chair up to the desk, so you’ve got someplace to put your cup,” she says, putting one of the mugs down. “Don’t worry about the wood. Nothing can hurt an army desk.”

Dewey moves her chair over to the desk and inhales the chocolate steam.

“While we’re waiting for it to cool, I can make out your pass and tell you some of the rules—there are a lot of rules,  the army, you know.” Mrs. McKibbin shakes her head, but Dewey is glad there are rules here. Rules are like the directions in The Boy Mechanic. You know what to expect.

“And I’ll try to answer any questions you might have. Of course, your mother and father will be able to show you the ropes once you get settled, but—”

“Just Papa,” says Dewey.

“Oh, your mother isn’t here yet?”

“I don’t know where she is. She left when I was a baby.”

“Oh, dear. I am so sorry. I had no idea.” Mrs. McKibbin bites her lip and clucks to herself under her breath.

“It’s okay,” Dewey says. “It was a long time ago. I don’t really remember.” There is an awkward silence. Dewey takes a sip of her cocoa. The milk skin sticks to her lip and she licks it off. “Will you tell me about the rules now?” she asks.

“Of course.” Mrs. McKibbin looks down at the wood of her desk, as if there is something in the grain that will tell her what to say next, then looks back at Dewey and smiles. “Well, the main thing is that everything about your new home has to be a secret. Off the Hill, you can’t tell anyone where you live, or who you live with, or what you see or hear. I know that sounds hard, but it’s important,” she says in a gentle voice.

Dewey nods. “Everything is secret.” She makes a  gesture that Nana used to do, running her thumb and forefinger across her lips as if she is zipping them shut. “Because of the war, right?”

“Yes. Your father and the other men are working to win the war. And we don’t want anything to get in the way of that, do we?”

“No ma’am.” Dewey pauses for a moment. “But what is he doing?”

Mrs. McKibbin shrugs. “I honestly don’t know. And I don’t need to. I just do my part. And, Dewey? That’s one question I’m afraid you aren’t allowed to ask anywhere, even up on the Hill. Okay?”

“Okay,” says Dewey, even though she really wants to know.

“Good.”

“What else am I not allowed to do?” The rules here sound very strict. Worse than Mrs. Kovack.

“It’s not as bad as all that,” says Mrs. McKibbin. “It’s really a lovely place to live. And most of these rules only apply in the outside world, like not using anyone’s title.”

“What?” Dewey is confused.

“I’m sorry. That wasn’t very clear, was it?” Mrs. McKibbin shakes her head. “Let’s see. Even though your father has a Ph. D. , I don’t call him Doctor Kerrigan. Just Mister.”

“How come?”

“Because if the people in Santa Fe notice that there  are an awful lot of doctors living up on the Hill, they might start to wonder.”

“Like spies,” says Dewey. “Loose lips sink ships.”

“Ex-actly.” Mrs. McKibbin beams at Dewey, a smile so warm and friendly that for the first time since she left Mrs. Kovack’s house, Dewey starts to feel like everything might just turn out okay.

“Finish up your cocoa and I’ll make out your pass.” Mrs. McKibbin rummages in a drawer and comes up with a small printed rectangle of stiff paper. “Don’t lose this,” she says. “You can’t get in—or out—of the project without one. You’ll get a permanent one next week, with a photo, but this will get you through the gate today.” She uncaps a fountain pen and begins to write.

“But I’ll be with Papa, right?”

“Doesn’t matter. Everyone has their own pass. Think of it as a membership in a very exclusive club,” she says, winking. “Now, can you spell your name for me, dear?”

“Does it have to be my whole name? That’s kind of long. Everyone just calls me Dewey.”

"For today, I’m sure Dewey is just fine. D-E-W-E-Y, like the admiral?”

Dewey nods.

“And you’re what, seven, eight?”

“Ten,” Dewey sighs. “I’m just little. I’ll be eleven next month.”

“Ten it is.” She fills in the last blank, signs the bottom  of the card, and passes it across the desk.

Dewey starts to put it into her pocket, but she is wearing a dress, which is inconvenient. She tucks the card into the top of her right kneesock.

“I think that’s about it,” says Mrs. McKibbin. “We can just—” She stops in mid-sentence when the heavy outside door opens with a loud click, and a cold breeze ruffles the papers on her desk.

Dewey turns around. “Papa!” She jumps out of her chair and throws herself into his arms.

“Hey, Dews,” Jimmy Kerrigan says, returning the hug with equal enthusiasm. He is a trim man in his middle thirties, with wavy dark hair and blue eyes behind tortoiseshell glasses. He is wearing a heavy blue turtleneck sweater over a pair of chinos, a gray felt hat tipped back on his head.

He closes the door with one foot and they stand in the warm, piñon-scented air and hug. He kisses the top of her head, then holds her at arm’s length. “You’ve gone and grown again, haven’t you?”

“A little,” Dewey giggles.

“A lot. Half a centimeter, at least.” He puts an arm around her shoulder, and she leans into him. He smells like cold wool and aftershave. “Thanks for taking care of her, Dorothy. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

“We had a lovely time,” says Mrs. McKibbin.

“You ready to go, Dews? You have your pass?”

Dewey nods into her father’s arm. “I am very ready.”

“Thought so.” He gives her a squeeze and reaches down to get her bags.

Dewey and Papa walk out through the iron gate into the plaza. “I’m parked behind Woolworth’s,” he says. “Are you hungry? Do you want a Coke or something?”

“Not really. The lady gave me cocoa.”

“Dorothy’s aces. Her office is pretty much Grand Central when any of us are down in Santa Fe.” They walk through a narrow passageway and out onto a side street where the green Studebaker is parked. Its wheels are caked with reddish mud, the bottoms of both doors splattered up several inches.

“Climb in. I’ll put your things in the trunk.” He stows the suitcase, then gets into the driver’s side. She keeps the shopping bag.

“I’m sorry about Nana,” he says as he pulls onto the highway heading north. “You’ve been really brave. I’m proud of you.”

Dewey feels her whole body get warm as she flushes with pleasure. She looks over at him, studying his profile, not quite believing that he’s actually here, sitting next to her. The tight little knot of faith that has been holding her together for the last twenty-four hours lets go, and a tear trickles down her cheek. “I missed you,” she says.

“I know. I missed you too.” He reaches over and squeezes her hand. “I wanted to come to St. Louis, take care of you. But I couldn’t get away. There’s just so much work.” He looks over at her for a moment. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

“How long will we stay here?”

“Hard to say. A year, maybe two. I hope to god the war doesn’t go on longer than that.”

“Me too,” says Dewey. She sits back in her seat, relaxed for the first time since she left Nana’s house. She is with Papa, and they won’t have to move again for a very long time. Until she’s old. Until she’s twelve. She watches the desert land go by the window, brown and foreign-looking, with distant mountains on either side of the road. It is a late autumn afternoon, and the fence posts cast long shadows as the sun drops in the west.

“How much farther is it?”

“Well, in about five miles we’ll turn off the highway onto the Powakuh road, and it’s a little more than half an hour from there. You can help me watch for the sign.”

“Okay.” Dewey is pleased to have something specific to do. She peers out the window intently until she sees a wooden sign that says POJOAQUE. “I see a sign,” she says. “But it doesn’t look like what you said. It says Po-jo—something.”

He glances out the window and chuckles. “That’s it. It’s pronounced Po-wah-kuh. It’s Spanish.”

Dewey thinks about La Junta and shakes her head. “Spanish people spell funny.”

“It takes some getting used to. I bet you’ll pick it up pretty fast.” He turns left onto a dirt road that makes the car bounce like it’s driving over a washboard. But only for about a mile. Then the road turns muddy, thick slippery mud that makes the car skid and slide from side to side. Papa slows the car down until they are crawling along. In front of a cluster of small mud-colored houses with strings of bright red peppers hanging by their front doors, he gets out to wipe the slurry from the windshield with an old towel.

“Is it like this the whole way?” Dewey is beginning to wonder about what kind of place they are going to, at the end of a muddy, bumpy road. It isn’t looking good.

“Used to be like this all the way up. Except steeper. No fun to drive. But the army engineers have just about finished paving the really tricky part. It’ll be smoother once we cross the Rio Grande. The bridge isn’t too much farther.”

It takes them twenty minutes to get there, but then the road is smoother, with brand-new black asphalt, so new there are still yellow bulldozers parked off to the side. The road begins to wind and twist, looping around  on itself in tight switchbacks, so that Dewey is looking down at where they were a minute before. It climbs very uphill very quickly, and her ears feel too tight, then make a popping sound and are fine.

Dewey stares out the window with her mouth open. She has never seen anything like this, not even in pictures. One side of the road drops off into a deep canyon scattered with scrubby dark bushes. The walls on the other side of the canyon look like a layer cake that some giant has cut cleanly with a knife. Sheer vertical cliffs are striped in horizontal bands of color, layer after layer of crumbly-looking rock, red and pink and brown, with the green valley below, and the distant mountains turning lavender in the twilight.

The farther they climb, the more the land seems to fall away below them, until Dewey feels as if the rest of the world, everything she has known before, has become a distant memory.

Ten minutes later, the road levels off again and she feels the car slow down. “Okay, we’re here,” says Papa.

Dewey turns from the window, from the rocks and the sky that seems to stretch forever. In front of the car is a long chain-link fence, topped with many strands of barbed wire. A small green wooden building stands to the left, with a large sign that says: DANGER! PELIGRO! KEEP OUT!

Three uniformed men, wearing battle helmets and holding rifles, surround the car.

“Passes?” says one of them, holding out his hand.

Papa hands over a laminated card with his picture on it. The man writes his name on a clipboard. “Ma’am?” he asks.

Dewey reaches into the top of her sock and pulls out the little card. She scoots over on the seat until she is sitting right next to Papa, his body between her and the men with guns and the danger signs and the barbed wire. What if they find something wrong with her pass and take her away, away from Papa again?

Her hand shakes as she gives the card to the guard. The man looks at it carefully, looks at her, then hands it back. He waves them through the gate.

They drive around a curving dirt road flanked with pine trees. “Welcome home, Dews,” he says as they pass an open area with a lot of partly finished buildings. He puts one arm around her shoulders and kisses the top of her head. “Welcome to Los Alamos.”
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