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4 ANN NAPOLITANO

llrrrce anclJane Acller flauk theil trvclr.e ve ar-olcl son, Eddie, ls

thcl,' rrpp1o3.l-h rirc' screeriing machirrc. Thcrr filte cn-vear-old son,

Jordarr, hlngs blck untrl hrs fanrily has gone through.

Jorclan seys to the oElcrcr rrurnning the urachine: "l rvrnt tc., opt

o L] t."

The ofirccr qrvcs hiur r lc,rok. "What'd you sav?"

I"he boy shovcs his harrds in his pockcls ancl srys, "l rvaut to

opt or.rt of gorng through the nracl'rirre."

The ofilccr yc1ls, appareltll, 5., ,1r. ro()ru a[ Iarge: "Wc'vc g()t r

rnale O-P-T!"
'Jor.l.in," his tather sa1's. Ii-om the tar side of the tuLrnr'I. "Wh;it

:lre yoLr dorng?"

Thc boy shrugs. "-fhis is a tull-body backscxtrcr, [)ad. Itf thc

r)rost dangerous and lclst e1L'ctive screcning ntachilc' orr the

rnarkct. I've re:rd about iI and I'nr rrot going through it"
llnrcc, .'r.ho is len yards aw-r,v ancl knorvs hc rvon't bc allor.r,cd

to go back ttrrough the sc;lnner to join his sou. shr-rts his ruouth.

He ,loesn't walllJordan lo say anothcr tvorel.

"Srcp to the sicle, kid,'' the officcr srvs. "Yrui'c holding up traf-

fic."

Aftcr-the bov lias conrphecl, the officer says. "Ler rne tell you,

it's a l.,,hole lot easier and rnore pleasant kr go through this nra-

chine tl'rau to ]rarre thlt gr,ry ove.l' there pat yor,r dorvn. 'fhosr-: pat

dor.vns ue thorcttt\lt, if yor: knorv rvhat I urean."

l-her bov pushes h:ril olFhis tirrel'rcacl, I{e's groivn si-r inches in

the last year and is lvhippet thin. Like his mother ancl brother', he

has curly hair tirat srows so qr-rit:kly he i:;rn't kccp rt in chcck, His

father's hair is sl-rort anci rvhirc. l-hc r,r-hrte arrivt'cl rvhcrr Bruce

wes twer)ty-seven, lhc sarne vearJordan rvrs born. Ilrucc likcs to

point at his heacl and sav to his son, l.ook u,ltot yott did Io rrrc. The

boy is arvar:e thar his flrther is st;rring intentlr,; at binr norn, as if
trving to clclirrc'r gcrod scnse through the air.

DEAR :

Jordan sa\rs, "'lhere are fbur reasolls I'nr IIot qr)urc

machrne. Would vou Like to hear thenr?"

The securiry oflicer looks anrusecl. He'.s not the oi

irrg attention to the boy ,.,re,; the passengers ;lrolur.

listening.

"Oh Clod," IJruce says, uncler 1.rts breath.

Eddie Adler slips his hancl into his urother's, tbr r.

in et least a yc';lr. \&ratching his parcnts pack for thr.

New York tcr Los Angelcs-rlrc Crarul [.iplrcauol, hr
ir-gave hiur an upset stoln:lch. He feels his insitles q

and r.vonders if there's a b:rthrooru nc:rrb1'. Iie sar t

liave stayetl rvith him."
"He'll be oka.v,"Jane sa,vs, as rnuch to I'rerselt as ro r

fiusband's gaze is frxcd onJordan, but she c:rn'l berr

stead, she locuscs on the tlctile pleasure ot- her cii:

l'rers. She has n-rissed this. So nutrh could bc ,so/ved, she

simpllr l1sl1l hands witlL t'aclr oiher nrore oftut.

The officer pufis out his chest. "Ilit nre. kid."

Jordan raises his fingc'rs, reac\ to c-ount. "()nc, I p:

lny e-\posure to rldiation. TWo, I don'r believe th:,

prevcrrts terronsrn. Threc, I'm grossecl or.rl that rhr

u/ants to take pictures of ruy balls. And fottr"-
breath-"I think the pose the persolr is force d to l-,
n'rachine-hands up, Iike they're being urugged-..

nrake ther-n feel pou,erle'ss and degradetl."

The TSA agent is uo longer smiling. I{c' glancc' .

lrot sure if this bo1 is uraking a tool of liin-r.

C-lrispin Co-x is in a u,heelchair parked nearbr'. '.' .

cllrity to srvlb his chair for explosives. fhe o1i ::-

stcwir)g abor.rt this. Su.ab his rvheelchair for expl,,.

lny spare breath in his lungs :rt all, ire rvould rcfus.' i,L

idiots rhrnk thev are? Who clo thcy thi.nk he is? I'n , .,
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that he has to sit in this chair ancl travel rvith a nnrse? He grou,ls,

"Clive the boy his goddlmn pat-dor.vn."

T1'rer old rnan has been issuing deruatrcls fbr clec;rcles arid is :r1-

lnost rlever disobc'yed. The lenor of his voice breaks tlie agent\

inclecision like a black belt's hand thror-rgh a bo;rrcl. He points

Jor"darr tow'ard another ofiiccr, u,ho te'lls hirn to sprcad his legs

and stir:k out his lrrns. His farnily watches in disruay as the nran

lroves his hmd rougirl1, between thc bovl legs.

"Horv old arc 1-or-r?" the ofiicer asks, when hc pauses to re-

lcljusr his rubber gloves.

"Fif tceLr."

He nrakes r sour Lrce. "llardiv evcr set kids tloing tl'ris."

"'W"ho do you get?"

"Hippies, lnostl)'." He thinks for a rnourent. "()r people rvho

uscd to hc hippics."

Jorclrn has to force his bocJv to be strli. 'fhe agent is teelrng

elong tLrc waisthne of his .jeans, and ir tickles. "N4aybe I'11 bc' a

hippic when I grow up."

"I'rrr frnishecl, fifteen," the uran says, "Get out of here."

_lorclan is snrrling when he re'jt>urs his flunil,r.. He takes his sneak-

ers fi:orn his brothel. "Let's get goitrg,"Jordan says. "We don't

w,iurt to r-niss our flight."
"We '11 talk about that latc'r," Rrucc says.

Ihc nvo boys lead the rva1, clor''"-n the hall. Tlicre ere windo',vs

in tiris corriclor, and the skyscrapers of Neu'York Ciry* are visibie

in the clistance-lran-nrade rnountains of steel arrd glass piercrng

a bluc sk.v Jane and Bruce can't hc'lp but locatc the spot where

the T\rrin Torvers used to be, the sarre way the tongnc- finds thc

hole rvhere a tooth rvas pulled. Their sons, rvho u.ere both tod-

dlers lvhc'rr the towers fell, accept thc skyline rs it is.

"Eddie."Jorcialr says, and the trvo boys e-xchange a look.

DEAR EI

Thc'brothers are able to read each otirer eflbrtler:1.,

ents :ircr often nrystified to iind thatJordan lnd Ec1iI.

ductcd :rn entire conversation arrd conre to a dects:,

r.vords. They've alwa.vs operatcd as a unit artd done

togcthcr. In thc lasl 1'e:rr, though, Jordan has been 'lr

'Thc 'lv.ry he savs his brother-'s name lrow tneans: 1'rii ,

alu,a),s ronte back.

Edciie pr,rnches hrs brorher rn thc' arur atrd runs rrl'ie

Jale rvalks gingc'rl1'. The hand dropped by l-rer r

ringles al licr sicle.

At the gatc, there is more u.aiting to do. Linda Stoli,

won);l1i dresscd all in r'vhrte, hurries iuto a pharn-racv

are s\\ic):rry and her heart [hunrps like it's hoprng t,-

out. Fler: flight froru C)hicago arrived at nridniqht, auct

the rntcrvening hours on l bencLr, trying to doze r.,

purse cradled to hcr chest. She'd bookecl the chc-

possible-hence thc detour lo Ner'vark-ancl iniirrm.-

on the l'v:ly to the airport rh.rc she rvould ne-"'er ask h,::

again. He h:id gr"rtlawed, even siapped his knee, like ..r

the funnrest.1oke hc'd evcr he:rrd. She u.as serious. iiri
ulonrent, she knor.vs tw-o thirrgs: C)ue, shc u,ill n.'', .

Indiana, arrd tr.r,o, she will never ask her father;rnd l:,

tbr anything, ever .rgain.

This is L.incla's second phannacy visit in t\\-elrr,.

She tcaches into her purse anc'l touches the urlapp-:

nrlrcy test she bougirt in South Bend. This tunc. :-.

celebrrry nragazine, a bag of chocolate candie:. lr :
;urcl carries thenr to the cashicr.

Crispin Co,t snores in his rvheelchair, iris bodr' .i :..
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of skin and bones. L)ccasionallv his fingers flLrtter, like small birds

srruggling to takc flight. His nurse, a uriddle-agecl rvoman with
bushv el,ebrolvs, files hcr fingernails in a se;rt ne:rrb1,.

Jaue anci Ilruce sit sic'le by side in blue airporr chairs and ;rrgue,

although no oue around theru u'oulcl suspect it. Thcir faces are

nnflustered, their voices low'. Their sons call rhis style of parerrtal

fight "DEFCON 4," ancl it doesn't worry tJrern. Their parents ar€)

sparring, br"rt it',s rnore ahor-rt cornrnnuication than cornbat. Thev

ale rcacl'ring out, not striking.

Brlrce sa1,s, "That r,vrrs n darrgerous situation."

-fane shakes hcr heird slightly. 'Jordan is a kid. Thev vo'ouldrr't

have clone :irrvthing to i'rirn. IIe u,irs r,vithin i'ris rights."

"Yolr're being naive. [,le u,as rloutilillg olI, rncl tl-ris counlrv

cloesn't take kindlv to that, regardless of rvhat the Consritution

claims,"

"You taught hirn to speak up."

Ilruce tightens his lips. He rvants [o argue, but he can't. He

homeschools the bo1,s :rnd has alu,a)rs enlph:rslzcd critic:rl thiuk-

ing in their curriculunr. Ile recells a recent rant about the inpor-
fance oi not takirrg rulcs at face valtte. Qucstion euerything, l1s'd

sid. I:ueryrhir'rg. He'd spent r.vceks obsessing over the idiocv of the

blowharcls at Clolurnbia for denying hitn tenure becautse ho diclrr't

go to their cocktail pxrties. He'cl asked thc hcad of tl're depart

rTtclt'. lN'hll thc hell tlttr,s bottz), rcPortcc hat'e to do u,ith nmthcrnatirs?

IJe r,vants his sons to question biorvhards too, but rlol yet. Hc

should have aurended rhc declaration to: Qrrcslion evcrything, onte

)/ou'rc gyoLnt try and in.firll confin(md o-l'yurr pouten and tro longer liuirtg

at lrturc, so I tlon't hauc lo watrlr ttnd worry.

"Look at thlt woman over there,"Janc s:rvs. "There are bells

seu,'n into the hcrn of l-rer skirt. (lan yor,r iiuagine wcaring s()mL'-

thing th:rt ruakes a jingly souncl every tilne you urove ?" She shake's

her heud r.r,itir -,vhat shc c-rpects to be mockcry, br-rt tLlrns out tc)
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be adnriration. She irnagines walking amid the trnklc r-

Making nrusic, ancl drawing attentiolr, r.vith each stcl

urakes her biush. Shet wearing jeans and what shc t

her "rvriting sweater." She dressed this rnornrrrg t,'

What did that rvoman drcss for?
'lllre fear ancl eurbarrassurent that crack]ed throu

bodv next to the screening machine begins to clisirp-.

lris ternples anci oders up a .lew-ish-atheist pr:wer of .:

rhe fact that he didn't deveiop one clf his heaclaclics :.

twenty-two bones in his sku11 ti-rrob. When his cloctc,:

kner,v r.vhat triggered his mrgraines, Rruce had snot';c

srver was so clear and obvious: his sons. Fatherhood

one.lolt of terror afiel another. When the bovs s-ere :

usecl to say that he carried theru iike live grenacles, -\
concerrred they were, aud still are. The ruain reasori ii

lllove to L.A. is because the rnovie stuilio is renting rh

with :r yard. Bruce plans to place his qrr'nacles r,vithin

sure, and if they want to go an1'r,l'here, they'li net-'d h

them. In Nerv York, they could sinrpll, gel in lhe eler

gorle.

Hc checks on thern no'uv. J'hev'rc r-erding on the t.r:

roon1, as a1r act of rnild independence. His 1,ounue,

hirn at the saure tinre. Eddie is a worrier too. Ther

glance, trvo diiler:enl verslons of the sarne face. Br'-.

rvide sr:nile, to try to elicit thc sarne frorn his son. H'
deu lorrging to see the bov happy.

The u,ornan with tire noisy skirt walks betrveen :-..

son, cLrtting oft thc connectiorr. Her bells chirne u.;:,

She is tall, Frlipino, and soirdly built 'Iinv beads :,
.lark hair. Shet singing to hetself. The r.vords rle -...

drops thenr arouncl the rvaiting roonr iike florrer --',

(.)rarc, Halleluj alr, LLtue.
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]O ANN NAPOLITANO

A black soldier in unrfornr is standing by the'nrndort-, lvith his

back to the roour. [Ie's six foot frvc and as wicle as u chest of
clrarvers. Benianrin Stillman takes up spacc evelr in a room r,vitl-t

plenw to spare. Hc's listening to the singer; the rvourani rroice

rer-ninds him of his grandruolher. Her ktrorvs that, hke the screen-

ing nrachine, his grandnrother lvill see through hiru the minute

she la1-s eyes on hir.n :it LAX. She'li sec rvhat liappened cluring the

iigirt with Gavin; she'11 sec' the bulli-'t lliat punctured liis side tw'o

u,eeks latcr, and the colostorry bag thar blocks rhat hole not'r''. L't

frorrt of her-even tholrgh Berrjar-nin is trainerd at subterluge :ind

has spent his entire life hiding trutl'rs tlom everyorre, inclucling

himselt-the garne r,vill be up. I\ight 1e11,, though, he finds peacc

in the tragnrents of a song.

An airline enrployee sash:rys to lhe urouth of thc r.r''aitins roorrr

u,ith a uricrophone. She starids w,ith her iups pusired to one sidc.
'fhe ur-rifornr loclks either bagg.v 01' too tight ou the otlrer gate

:lgents, but hers fits rrs ifit \,\,-ere custorlr rn:rde. Her hair is sr-noothed

back into a neat bun. and her lipstick is shinl'ancl red.

Mark Lassio, r.l'ho has been texting instructiotrs to his :tssociate,

looks up. He is thirry-tu'o ;urd has had rlvo plofiles rvritten on

irinr in Forbcs ttagtzine during the last three years. He has a hard

chin, biue eyes tbat have nrastered the art of the giare, :rnd short

gelleci harr. His suit is rnatte gr:r\l l color that looks uncierst:ited

yct expensir.e. Mark sizes up the tvotnrrn and fe els his brain begiri

to turn like a paddle rvheel, spinniug oil iast niglrt's r,vhiskey

sour:s, He slraightens in his chair and gives her his firll attention.

"Laclii:s irnd gentleuren," she sa)rs, 
((welcorne to Flight 2977 t<'t

Los Angc'1cs. We ale reacly to boarcl."

The plane is an Airbus A327, a white whale u,ith a blue stripe

down the side. It seats 187 passengers and is arranged around a
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center ais1e. In first class, there are tlvo spacious se.rr

side of the aisle; in econorrry, thc-re are three scats pc.r'

seat on this flight has been sold

Pirsserigers file on slowly; sLnail bags tl1led lr.ith rrcl
cious or esscntial co check r,vich thr:ir luggage thunrp i.
knees. The first thing they notice upon etltering rhe '-

tenrperature. The space has the chili of a rlL'at lo.k.
irir-conditionirll; vents issue :r ct>ntinuous, .ludgur:
Arnrs that arrived bare now have goosebr.unps aucl .rr.

ered rvith sweaters.

Crispint nurse fusses over hinr as he uroves iionr tirc .

into a first-class seat. He's awake norH and iris irrrt,irrc

tlu'ottle. C)ne of the worst things about being sick rs rl

people-gor/ darun sl range rs -full clearauce to tor-rch hiu i

reirches out to wrap her hands aroun.l his thigh, to ad_1

sition. Hl-s tligh! His legs once strode across bolrdroorr

the squash colrrt at thc club. and carverd dor,vn bhr:k il.

J;rckson Holc, Norv a womall he considers at best rnedr.

she cari gird them with her pa[ns. He \\,aves hcl o;

require assistance," he says, "to sit do'nvn in a lousv sc.rr

Renjaurin boards the plane lvith his head clou'n. i
Ner,v Ycrrk on a rnilitary aircratt, so this is his tjrst -

ilight ur over a )/L'ar. FIe knorvs what to expect, r[p-
uncomfortable. In 2002, he w'ould have been alltoli--,

sraclecl fi-om econonry to first class, arrd the enrirc p.

have applauded at the sight of irint. Nolv one pils5eli:

clap, then another.loins in, then a ibrv more. 'fhc c-,'-

like a stone across ir lake, touchirlg down here and ;;-

srnking belor'v the inky surlace into quret. The no-,

lasts, is skittrsh, with undertones of embarrassmcnr.

tor your service," a young wonran rvhispers. The :o-:
hand in a soft salute and clrops inro his econoux s.-r.
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