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The Family Cannon

 I was the only kid I knew whose father had an alias. The 
utility bills came to our house addressed to Zbigniew Zaszewski, but 
my father’s name was Witek Witecki. When I asked him about it, he 
said he bought our house in California a long time ago, after he’d 
escaped the Nazis in Germany. He’d used a different name back then; 
even though World War II was over, Nazis still hid everywhere. He 
kept the house under his alias because Nazis could hunt him down 
and kill him, even in a town as pretty and peaceful as ours. 

This news led to a lot of  restless nights for me. Every night 
my father came to check that the windows of  my first-floor bedroom 
were locked; I would lie awake long after. But by the fall of  1989, 
when I started high school, I thought less about the Nazis. Then my 
father announced that a Nazi had moved in next door.
 I asked how he knew he was a Nazi, and my father said he 
had a German last name. That’s how you could tell, he said. Wouldn’t 
he take a different name, too, I asked? They don’t need to, my father 
said. They’re not afraid of  anyone.
 The new neighbor did have a German last name—Wahler—
but otherwise he seemed pretty un-Nazi-like to me. He was a balding 
bachelor architect who lined his front yard with rows and rows of  



terracotta flowerpots. In the first few weeks after he’d arrived, he 
exchanged pleasantries with my mother about the merits of  annuals 
versus perennials, and he smiled at me when I passed his house on 
my way home from orchestra practice with Eddie O’Connor. Overall, 
Mr. Wahler seemed nothing like what I imagined a Nazi to be.
 Sometime around late September, Mr. Wahler tore down the 
fence between his house and ours and put up a beautiful wall: five 
feet high, half  a foot thick, and plastered in ecru stucco. The only 
problem with the wall was that it overlapped our property by two 
inches, or so my father believed. He said he knew every inch of  the 
goddamn quarter acre he’d worked eight hours a day to pay off  for 
twenty-some years and he knew when a goddamn Nazi had taken two 
inches. He’d know even when a Nazi took half  an inch, he said.
 So one Saturday in September, while my mother and I dug 
dandelions out of  the front lawn, my father went next door and told 
Mr. Wahler that he better knock down his goddamn Nazi wall and 
rebuild it on his own goddamn Nazi property. Mr. Wahler laughed, 
then understood my father was serious.
 “Of  course not,” Mr. Wahler said. He seemed a little 
bewildered.
  Then my father leaned in and grabbed the doorknob and 
slammed the door in his own face. I think he must have momentarily 
forgotten that he had been the one to go over there, or he thought 
that slamming the door on himself  also slammed it on Mr. Wahler. 
Or maybe it was a sign of  what was going to happen to my father’s 
mind in the end. I’ve never been sure.

 My father always started his Nazi story with the words, “The 
night Hitler came for me….” For a long time, I failed to understand 
how Hitler could have single-handedly rounded up all six million 
Jews and the non-Jewish Poles like my father who were used for slave 
labor. Until I reached a certain age, I assumed Hitler must have had 
some kind of  magic sleigh.
 My father was sixteen the night Hitler came for him in 
October of  1940. The SS-men’s truck rolled right up into my 
grandmother’s barnyard in Poland at four in the morning. Soldiers 
dragged my father at gunpoint out of  the bed he shared with two 
of  his brothers. He was the only child arrested; his brothers all had 
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papers. He was the youngest and his only job had been to help his 
widowed mother on their farm.
 He spent four years getting trundled between four different 
slave labor camps, the last and worst of  which was Auschwitz. One 
night he and some other inmates took a chance: During a march back 
to camp through the woods in which they’d been digging ditches, my 
father broke from the line and ran. He evaded bullets. Nighttime and 
a tree saved his life. The ground-sweeping branches of  a fir kept him 
hidden from the SS-men’s flashlights. There were no dogs.
 “If  there had been dogs,” my father always said, “I wouldn’t 
be here to tell you this.” The SS-men fired a few shots into the 
trees and gave up. My father spent the night under the branches, 
motionless. Then he crept out of  the woods, crawled beneath 
a train, and clung to its underbelly for the fifteen-hour ride into 
Czechoslovakia and freedom.
 After the war was over, he stole a bike and made his way 
home to Poland. It took months. He rode the bike right up to the 
barn, where his mother was milking the cows. She had thought he 
was dead. She overturned the milk can and splashed through milk 
all around her ankles. She threw her arms around his body—bones, 
nothing but bones, was what she said.
 My father was especially fond of  getting down on the kitchen 
floor to reenact the entire escape—especially for dinner guests or drop-
in visitors. He sprawled on the linoleum beneath invisible tree branches. 
He always played both parts. He narrated in Polish but shouted and 
yelled in German. He stomped his feet—SS boots. And then, suddenly, 
he’d be the trembling boy again, lying under a fir tree. Our guests 
fidgeted, glanced at the clock; my mother whispered apologies.
 After the kitchen-floor reenactments, our guests went home, 
and my father entered a kind of  a trance from which he did not emerge 
for hours. On those nights, his dreams woke the house.
 I knew that my father had had a hard, hard life, and mine 
was so much easier by comparison that I couldn’t ever dare complain 
about anything. But I was thirteen, and all I could think about were the 
things I didn’t have, like more than one friend (more than one made 
your grades drop). And I wanted but didn’t have the hundred-dollar 
designer jeans that all the girls were wearing. And I wanted—more 
than anything—permission to go to the Christmas dance with a boy I 
liked. A boy, say, like Eddie O’Connor. One date. But boys were never 
discussed. Boys were implausible.
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 In October, my birthday month, my father cut down my 
favorite tree—the feathery pepper between my bedroom and Mr. 
Wahler’s wall. He didn’t cut it all the way down. He amputated 
it, leaving behind a forked trunk that protruded four feet above 
the fence, in the direct line of  sight of  Mr. Wahler’s dining room 
windows.
 My imaginary friends had once inhabited those mysterious, 
veiled branches. With the tree gone, I kept my shades drawn all the 
time. They were the white vinyl kind, with the little cords you pulled 
on slightly, drawing them down a tiny bit first before they’d snap up 
all on their own. My mother put them up in the morning. I waited 
until my father came home from work before I yanked them back 
down. Either he didn’t hear or didn’t care. Mr. Wahler kept his shades 
down, too.
 Then my father bought a used camper, a Week N Der with 
orange and brown stripes. He unloaded it into the space between our 
house and Mr. Wahler’s wall, onto a platform he’d built from cinder 
blocks and two-by-fours. The platform raised the Week N Der into 
Mr. Wahler’s view, alongside the forked stump.
 When the Week N Der didn’t do the trick, my father made 
some minor adjustments. He piled our old doghouse on top, garbage 
bags weighed down with lawn and hedge trimmings, more cinder 
blocks, a rusted bike frame, our old push-mower. Mr. Wahler installed 
classy wooden shutters from the inside—the kind that you adjusted 
with the turn of  a wand to tilt the blinds and let in the light but keep 
out the view. Sometimes thin strips of  light shone around the edges 
of  the windows, and muffled laughter drifted across our yard. Those 
nights, cars I didn’t recognize parked tightly along Mr. Wahler’s curb 
and in front of  our house, too. My father wrote notes that said, 
Friends of  Nazis not allowed to park here, and slipped the notes under the 
windshield wipers.
 Next came the sign. The sign was a whitewashed sheet of  
plywood, three-by-four feet, nailed to a fifteen-foot two-by-four and 
driven deep into the lawn. In giant black letters, my father carefully 
stenciled, WAHLER MOVE YOUR WALL.
 My father posted it in the front yard the morning of  my 
birthday, as if  it were a special present to me and to every kid who 
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passed our house on the way to the high school. I stood outside and 
looked at it. My father climbed into his truck and started the engine. 
My mother in her bathrobe handed him his lunch bag and thermos 
through the rolled-down window.
 “Wesole Imieniny, Magda,” my father yelled. Happy Birthday. 
He smiled and waved. Pounding in the sign had put him in a good 
mood.

 I had long ago explained my father—what I understood of  
him—to my one friend, Clara, who said her mother was crazy, too, 
though not in the same way.
 “Wow,” Clara said when she saw the sign in the yard. “That’s 
different.”
 My father had told me I shouldn’t have picked Clara as my 
one friend because her parents were separated. Still, Clara and I were 
allowed to participate in approved activities together, like biking to 
the library. To neutralize the influence of  Clara’s fractured American 
family, my father stressed frequently the importance of  meeting and 
marrying a Polish man someday. He was saving up to send me to 
Poland after I graduated from college. If  at that time I wanted to 
meet a nice Polish engineer and bring him home to start a family, I’d 
have my father’s blessing.
 In the meantime, all I could do with Eddie O’Connor was 
walk home from orchestra practice. He lived two houses down from 
me, in one of  the big new peach-colored mini-mansions that had 
started being built a year or two before. From the front, it seemed to 
fill its whole lot, fence to fence. In back, there was a pool and a pool-
house and a hot tub. Eddie’s father was the vice-president of  Brite 
Fresh Toothpaste, and Eddie had the most beautiful teeth of  anyone 
I’d ever met: square and white and even.
 Eddie and I both played the violin in orchestra, although 
he was first chair and I was second. I had to play because my father 
wanted to be reminded of  the boy in the bunk beneath his in 
Auschwitz who had played the fiddle late at night, very softly and 
mournfully. Eddie played because he’d been given a violin when he 
was three and had shown an immediate flair.
 He was so good that he already had a spot reserved at 
Juilliard, and all the students knew he only played with our mediocre 
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and mostly-out-of-tune high school orchestra because our conductor 
was a childhood friend of  Eddie’s dad and had begged Eddie’s 
parents to let him play. Eddie didn’t even go to our high school—
he got homeschooled by a different Stanford grad student in every 
subject. Eddie said he liked our orchestra and needed the extra 
practice, but he was just being polite.
 When we walked home together on Mondays, I made sure 
I wasn’t walking on whatever side he swung his violin so I wouldn’t 
accidentally bump it. It was an eighty-thousand-dollar, two-hundred-
year-old Guarnerius—one notch below a Stradivarius, he confessed 
once, a red flush to his cheeks. “It’s really more of  an investment,” he 
said. “For my parents.”
 My parents didn’t have investments, unless you consider a 
mail-order, life-size replica Civil War cannon an investment. It must 
have arrived while we were at orchestra practice that first Monday 
of  November, because it hadn’t been there when I came home for a 
snack after school, and it was so very there when Eddie and I got to 
my house after practice. My parents were lugging it into place in the 
center of  the front lawn, positioning it beneath the Wahler-Move-
Your-Wall sign.
 There it was, dark and shiny and undeniably cannon-like, an 
iron barrel flanked by two spoked wheels, pointing straight at the wall 
and bungalow next door.
 “Well, looks like we got a cannon,” I said. I didn’t look at 
Eddie.
 “Looks like you did,” Eddie said.
 There wasn’t much you could say after that, so I said, “See 
you later,” and turned up the drive. I figured that was pretty much it 
for my friendship—or anything else—with Eddie O’Connor.
 But Eddie called out, “Hey.” I turned around. He had started 
walking backwards, slowly. “Nice playing today,” he said, and smiled.
 He must have felt sorry for me just then, because there was 
rarely anything nice about my playing. And if  Eddie O’Connor was 
feeling sorry for me, I was going to feel sorry for myself, too.
 I moped all through dinner and homework and all the way 
up until I opened my violin case to practice. I took out my bow and 
tightened it, then lifted the lid of  the rosin pocket. A little origami 
frog made of  notebook paper sat inside. My bow clattered to the 
ground. I unfolded the paper so fast I almost ripped it. I read, Would 
you go to the Christmas dance with me? There was a little cartoon drawing 
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of  a frog, beside which was scrawled, Eddie.
 I asked my father if  I could go to the dance. “Eddie plays the 
violin,” I said.
 My father laughed, which seemed like a bad sign. If  the idea 
of  me going to the dance with a boy could seem only funny and not 
at all threatening, it was in no way in the realm of  the possible.
 The next evening, my father called me over to the kitchen 
table. He had propped his feet up on another chair. He picked at his 
teeth with a toothpick.
 “Sit down,” he said, motioning with his toothpick toward the 
chair where his feet were. I perched on the edge. “So. This boy. He 
plays the violin? What is his last name?”
 “O’Connor,” I said.
 My father nodded. “The Irish,” he said. “They’ve had a hard 
time.” He emphasized “hard time” with two jabs of  his toothpick in 
the air. “Almost as bad as us,” he said.
 He put the toothpick back in his mouth. “What does his 
father do?”

“He makes toothbrushes.” I justified the lie with the fact that 
my father always said he made missiles, but what he meant—what 
my mother later clarified—was that he made parts for machines that 
made missiles.
 My father nodded. He continued picking at his teeth. The 
refrigerator thrummed, then clicked off. My mother ran water in 
the laundry room sink. And then something miraculous happened. 
Maybe my father felt an overwhelming camaraderie with the entire 
Irish nation, or maybe it was the image of  a tired Irishman working 
in a toothbrush factory. Most likely, it was the buoyant mood he was 
in because he now had a cannon. Whatever the cause, he said, “Ja, 
Magda, good. It’s okay. Go to this dance.”
 Go to this dance. Go to this dance.
 I walked out of  the kitchen, stunned, dazed. I passed my 
mother in the laundry room. She was wringing the water out of  my 
father’s extra-strength support socks. He only had two pairs, so she 
washed them every other night.
 “Quick, go practice,” she whispered. “Nicely!”
 That night, I tugged softly on the window-shade tassel and 
guided it up. I could make out the specter of  the tree stump but I 
didn’t care because I could also see stars, which were the same stars 
Eddie could have seen from his room right then, if  he had been 
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looking outside and thinking of  me, thinking of  him.
 My luck seemed impossibly good, and the Christmas dance 
seemed impossibly far away. I told myself  that even if  my father 
changed his mind, I would have known what it was like to be a 
normal girl, going to a normal dance, with a normal, beautiful boy.
 I left the window shade up so I could fall asleep to starlight.

 I wanted to blame Mr. Wahler for what happened the 
following Sunday, but I couldn’t. It really wasn’t his fault. None of  it 
was. Obviously, he was feeling a little threatened by the cannon—not 
because it was a real weapon—it wasn’t, of  course—but because it 
hinted at the existence of  real weapons. And so he had every right to 
poke his head over the top of  the wall that Sunday morning to say 
that he took the cannon a little personally. That the sign had been 
bad, and the tree and the camper had been bad, but the cannon was 
a physical threat and he felt compelled to notify the authorities, or at 
least call a lawyer.
 My father went to the garden shed—the same garden shed in 
which I’d been storing my soccer balls and volleyball net and Trac-
Ball mitts and baseball bat, even though my father thought baseball 
was the most insipid American sport. That morning he didn’t seem to 
mind baseball so much. He didn’t reach for a Trac-Ball mitt. He took 
the bat and held it low as he marched back to the fence.
 When Mr. Wahler looked up, my father cracked him on the 
side of  the neck and watched him crumple out of  sight.
 When it was clear that the sirens were stopping outside of  
our house, the neighbors came out in pajamas and bathrobes. I would 
have been curious, too. Especially if  it was the house with the sign 
and the camper and the cannon.
 Policemen handcuffed my father and put him in the back of  
a police car. The entire neighborhood watched but pretended not to. 
The entire neighborhood poked their fading flowerbeds and raked 
their lawns. My mother said I still had to bike to church. I rode down 
the driveway and past the neighbors who lingered in small groups and 
pairs.
 “Pray for him,” my mother had urged. I forgot to ask if  she 
meant my father or Mr. Wahler, so I prayed for them both—a little 
halfheartedly for my father. And because I’d seen Eddie O’Connor’s 
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dad—though not, thankfully, Eddie—in a maroon, velour jogging suit 
standing across from our house with their golden retriever, I prayed 
for myself, too.
 My father spent all that day and night in jail. The next 
morning, I’d already begun walking to school when a low-slung sedan 
pulled up outside the house. I looked over my shoulder. My father got 
out, waved at the driver, and said something to him in what sounded 
like Spanish. I kept walking, as if  that were not my father and not my 
house. That night, I learned that my father had gotten a ride home 
with the family of  a Mexican man he’d befriended in the holding cell.
 I tried to hold my head high all day at school. I was only sure 
that Eddie’s dad had seen the incident, and since Eddie didn’t come 
to school until orchestra, no one else could know.
 After orchestra practice, when Eddie and I were walking 
home, he very shyly and awkwardly told me his dad didn’t want him 
to go the dance with me. He said he wasn’t scared of  my dad, but his 
dad was, and if  it were up to him, he’d still want to take me to the 
dance. And he blushed and bumped his violin case against the side of  
his thigh.
 I said, “Maybe you shouldn’t be doing that,” and he said, 
“Maybe you’re right.” I stuck out my hand and said, “No big deal,” 
even though it was. I said that if  I had seen his father get hauled away 
in a police car, I wouldn’t have wanted to go to the dance with him 
either. Which was just an out-and-out lie, since his dad would have 
been booked for some white-collar crime like embezzlement, not 
assault with intent to maim. Eddie laughed and we shook hands, and 
my heart thudded because we were touching.
 That night I cried into my pillow because his hand had felt so 
good in mine and I wouldn’t get to dance with him ever. My mother 
sat on my bed and told me that high school was long and maybe 
Eddie’s dad would forget that my dad was crazy, and maybe we could 
go to a different dance together, maybe even the spring dance. But I 
never found another note in my rosin pocket, and the following year 
Juilliard took Eddie as a teen prodigy.

 By mid-December, Mr. Wahler had come home from the 
hospital. He puttered around his pots in the late afternoons, but never 
without his foam neck brace. My father bought his own neck brace, 




