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Cinnamon 

 

 Chris yanked open the office door and the air conditioning hit him. At first it felt good—

just the walk across the parking lot from the truck had made beats of sweat gather along his 

hairline—but by the time he signed his name on the clipboard at the front desk, goose bumps 

grew along his bare arms. All the other names ahead of his were surnames only. That was just 

how airmen identified themselves. Last names on their uniforms, in their office phone greetings, 

on the plaque above their mailboxes. 

Chris wrote his first name, then sloppily scribbled his last. 

“We’re having trouble with the ID machine,” the man in camo sitting behind the desk 

said, glancing at the sign in sheet. “Might be twenty minutes or so—couple of other guys are 

waiting for cards, too.” 
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Chris knew what the man had looked at: the checkmarks in the “dependent” and “military 

ID card” boxes next to Chris’s name. “It’s fine. I’ve gotta wait until my dad gets here, anyway. 

He’s kind of my key to the city.” My key to the city? Chris flopped into a plastic chair against the 

wall. Two years and he still hadn’t figured out how to talk about his dad with the airmen. 

Three other people sat in the waiting area. All men. Chris wondered if that was because 

the Air Force base still didn’t have too many women in the mobility wing or if they were just 

better at renewing their ID cards than the guys. The big boxy TV opposite him was set on the 

news station, but it was that awkward mid-afternoon time window when the network aired soap 

operas. Chris wasn’t sure if the airmen just didn’t care enough to change the channel or if they 

were actually invested in the plotlines. He entertained himself for a minute, imagining his dad’s 

reaction, how his eyebrows would shoot up when he finally strode through the door. “Really, 

gentlemen?” his dad would say. “All My Children?”  

Chris tugged his wallet out of his back pocket and removed his military ID. It had expired 

two days ago, and if he wanted to be allowed back onto the base after delivering pizzas at work 

tonight, he needed it renewed. He was normally okay getting through the base’s gate with just 

the military sticker on his truck’s windshield, but sometimes the gate guards conducted ID 

checks upon re-entrance to the base. And they weren’t known for taking “I’ve been meaning to 

get it renewed…I’ve just been really busy with this whole summer vacation thing” as a valid 

excuse. 

The office door swung open. Chris didn’t need to look up to know it was his father. All 

the airmen jumped to their feet, right hand pressed to their eyebrows in a rigid salute.  

“Colonel Hodges,” the airman at the sign-in desk says. Chris recognized the poorly 

masked panic in the man’s eyes, the reaction of almost everyone on base upon his father’s 
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appearance. His father stood at six-three, tall enough to tower over the majority of the other 

airmen, and the gold braiding and eagle pin on his flight cap distinguished him from everyone 

else. Though he’d donned his green flight suit today—less intimidating than his blues, the office 

attire he usually wore—that didn’t seem to set the airmen at ease.   

Chris’s father first nodded at the man and then toward Chris. “My son tell you he needs a 

new ID?” 

The airman gave Chris a why-didn’t-you-clue-me-in look. Or maybe Chris imagined it. 

“Yes sir—we’ve got a guy back there finishing up fixing the ID machine, then we can take him 

back right away.” 

Chris frowned. What happened to the twenty minute wait and three other airmen ahead of 

him in line? But of course, he didn’t have to ask. When your father was the Wing Commander, 

the boss of the entire Air Force base, you got to pass GO and collect two hundred dollars ahead 

of everyone else. Hell, you always won Monopoly. Unless, of course, you were playing against 

your father.  

“Appreciate it,” Chris’s father said. “I need to get out to the flight line in ten, can I sign 

whatever forms he needs now?”  

The airman shot into action, rifling through drawers and stacks and clicking pens so 

they’d be ready for the Wing Commander’s use. Chris sat there; he hadn’t bothered to move 

when his father walked in. 

“That takes care of it,” the airman said, tapping the signed papers against the counter to 

level them out. “We’ll get him all set up with a new ID in just a minute, sir.” 

“Excellent.” Chris’s dad turned to him. “Got your two forms of identification?”  

Chris nodded. “Driver’s license and social security card.” 
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“Then I guess I’m good to go. Tell your mother I’ll try and be home by seven.” And he 

was out the door, the July heat slipping through before it swung shut. 

Chris looked around at the other airmen, who sat in their chairs once again, their muscles 

still visibly tensed. He turned over his shoulder to see out the window to the parking lot. His 

father slid into his special white top car, the one the Air Force gave him when he was promoted 

to Wing Commander two years ago, the only blue and white sedan on the entire base. It had a 

ten-inch antenna on top so he could communicate with the airplanes while he zipped around. 

Everyone in uniform saluted him if he passed by in it and nicknamed it the Land Shark behind 

his back. Chris noticed his dad had parked White Top on the opposite side of the lot from Chris’s 

rust-red truck, like he didn’t want his new car associated with it. Even though the truck used to 

be his.  

His dad took off. In and out of the office so fast, he’d almost never been here at all. Chris 

slouched down in his chair again and exhaled. His father had a talent for sucking all the air out of 

a room. The farther away his dad got, the easier it was to breathe.  

The other men studiously avoided Chris’s gaze, focusing instead on the soap opera still 

playing on TV, the one his dad was too busy to notice after all. Chris wondered how long it 

would take after he got his new ID and left for the guys in this office to start ranting about the 

Land Shark and his kid in the pickup truck. 

 

* 

New ID safely in his wallet, Chris hoisted himself into his dad’s old Chevy pickup. It had 

been a present for his seventeenth birthday last month and it still smelled like the cinnamon gum 

his dad always chewed. The truck had sat in the backyard for the past two years, ever since his 
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father got White Top. But the cinnamon scent lingered, and Chris had started checking beneath 

the seat for gum wrappers in case his father was sneaking the truck out for camouflaged 

inspections of the base. 

Chris cranked the driver’s side window down to try and air it out. Crumpled personal pan 

pizza boxes and empty breadstick containers flapped around the bench seat as he drove. He 

hoped their greasy smell would sink into the faded gray fabric, finally claiming the truck as his. 

He maneuvered the truck out of the lot and down the road that ran parallel to the main 

gate. The gate was the only way on or off the base. A metal fence enclosed the entire McGuire 

world, too high to jump over and without footholds to climb. Any car that wanted to enter had to 

stop at the entrance booth and show ID to the guards. Most of the time they wouldn’t show it, but 

the guards were always armed. 

Chris flew through McGuire’s residential area at twenty, even though the speed limit was 

only fifteen. McGuire was all eight-plex living units, sardine cans full of families packed so tight 

you could hear the neighbors opening their medicine cabinet while you brushed your teeth before 

bed. Chris’s parents had lived in units like these even before he was born, when his father 

received orders from one base to another, moving around for trainings and promotions as he 

climbed the Air Force ladder.  

The buildings formed grids on either side of the street as Chris blew by in the Chevy. An 

eight-plex, a wide green lawn with neatly trimmed grass, then another eight-plex. Then a parking 

lot, another eight-plex, and repeat. Over and over from one edge of the base to the other. All the 

houses looked identical, both outside and inside. Uniform. 

He punched the radio dial with his thumb and Foreigner blasted through the speakers, 

volume still cranked too high from last weekend when he’d gone driving out of anger. He’d 
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reprogrammed the radio station shortcuts the minute the truck was officially his. After seventeen 

years of riding around with his dad, not allowed to change the dial off the country station it was 

constantly tuned to, only eighties rock was permitted in the speakers now. Wailing guitar solos 

and screeching vocals. Chris knew how to drive his dad nuts.  

 “You’re going to need to replace those speakers in six months, the way you’re headed,” 

his dad remarked whenever Chris pulled in the drive with the music up loud. Whenever his dad 

was actually home to comment on it. “All that screaming rock music, they’re going to crumple 

up and die in protest.” 

 But he never actually rode in the truck with Chris. He was an awful passenger, always 

had to be driving. A military-induced control freak thing. The one time he tried teaching Chris to 

drive back when Chris had his learner’s permit, he rode with his arms crossed tightly over his 

chest and his sunglasses on to try and mask how he squeezed his eyes shut every time Chris 

gunned it through a yellow light.  

 Breaking at a crosswalk to let a woman and her son hurry across the street, Chris fiddled 

with his seat, first moving it back, then scooting it forward again. Something about it felt wrong. 

His knees were just a little too close to the steering wheel. Maybe the July heat did something to 

the interior, warped it or something. Or else he’d mysteriously grown half an inch since driving it 

on Tuesday. The mother and son made it across the street and he was still stalling, adjusting the 

seat. Another car appeared behind him and forced him to start moving again, his legs stretched 

straight out in front of him, seat as far back as it could go. 

Chris’s family lived at the very edge of the residential area, two or three minutes from the 

closest eight-plex. He flipped on his turn signal, swinging left onto Washington Street, and the 

house came into view. A real house, one of the only perks of his father’s job that Chris willingly 
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acknowledged. Slate blue siding covered the outside of the house and Chris’s mom planted 

purple flowers in the front yard. They popped out of the garden every spring, reliable as an 

airman’s watch. Three bedrooms, two and a half bathrooms, and a wall between their living 

room and dining area. Chris had the whole second floor to himself except when his dad worked 

in the computer room down the hall—which wasn’t often, his father preferred to stay late at the 

office where the internet was faster instead of tying up the phone line. More space than a family 

of three needed, but just enough space for a family of three to hide from one another. 

 His mom stood on the porch when he pulled up. She made a whirling motion with her 

arms and pointed. “On the grass!” she called. “Park on the grass!” 

 As Chris edged the truck closer to the house, he noticed the orange cones and yellow tape 

across the driveway entrance. Right, he remembered, the facilities crew sealed the driveway 

today. He whipped the truck around and drove it across the front lawn. He threw it in park right 

in the middle of the yard. His dad would love that. 

“Get your new card?” his mom asked when he reached the porch. She wore jean shorts 

and a t-shirt from last summer’s airshow with a picture of the Thunderbirds’ airplanes on it.  

Chris nodded, showing her the picture. “Good for the next five years.” 

She smiled, ruffling his hair. “My handsome boy. You need a haircut, though. Hasn’t 

your father said something?” 

He’d been nagging Chris to get his hair buzzed for two weeks as a matter of fact, but 

Chris wanted to wait until after his ID picture. Something about being shaggy-headed on a 

military ID card was oddly satisfying. 
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“He says he’ll be home by seven,” Chris said, following his mom into the foyer, 

removing his sneakers and leaving them on the welcome mat. Rule number one: no shoes in the 

house.  

“He’ll definitely be here by seven? Or he’ll try to get away by seven but no promises?” 

His mom looked at him and sighed. His face must’ve given him away. “That’s what I thought.” 

She sank onto the loveseat, Chris into the recliner, and they sat. This happened a lot since school 

had let out for the summer. With no homework to distract him and friends with conflicting 

summer job schedules, Chris usually wound up watching TV all afternoon.  

“Do you work tonight?” his mom asked.  

“Not until eight. Dennis is trying to give all the delivery guys an equal number of hours, 

which means each of us gets practically none.” Chris worked at the Pizza Hut ten minutes from 

base. Dennis probably hired him last spring because having a delivery guy with access to the Air 

Force base—where most of the pizzas went—was pretty convenient. Even before he officially 

owned the truck, Chris had borrowed it from his dad to run deliveries.   

His mom straightened the stack of People magazines on the end table. She’d finally 

ordered a subscription when they settled into this house instead of buying them weekly at the 

grocery register. “I hate seeing you work so late. You and your father, both so dedicated.” Her 

voice slipped over that last word.  

When Chris was two, his mom quit her job as a receptionist in a dentist’s office to 

become a stay-at-home mom. Chris always loved it: he didn’t have to ride the bus to school on 

rainy days—his mom drove him—and he never killed time at KinderCare after school until five 

in the evening like other kids did until their parents’ work day ended. His mom always waited for 

him at home and helped him with school assignments.  



Bartlett/Cinnamon/9 
 

But things changed as Chris got older. He stayed after school for newspaper meetings, 

sometimes not getting home until five. He drove himself places and did his own homework. And 

since his father’s promotion, his mom spent even more time by herself. Chris knew his mom was 

a grown woman and could take care of herself, but he still felt guilty at the thought of her sitting 

in the living room alone all day. 

“Tell Dad we’re having steaks for dinner,” Chris said. “That’ll get him home faster.” 

“And when he comes in and sees meatloaf on the table?” His mom raised her eyebrows. 

Chris grinned. “It’ll be too late to go back to work.” 

“That sly humor,” his mom said, smiling and shaking her head, “you don’t get that from 

me, you know.” 

She said stuff like that sometimes, sideways comments implying that Chris and his dad 

were alike. Even if she was right, Chris didn’t want to hear it. If he was so much like his father, 

he’d be hard at work gathering references for his Air Force academy application and taking AP 

physics in the fall to boost his aviation knowledge. He wouldn’t be applying to Penn State as a 

journalism major if he was his father’s son, that’s for sure.  

His dad almost had a heart attack when Chris voiced his plan. He didn’t talk to Chris for 

a day and a half, and when he did, it was all, “Penn State has a nationally ranked aeronautical 

engineering program, too, you know,” and “You don’t have to decide your major right away. 

Take some science classes, you’re good at those.”  

True, Chris had never gotten below an A minus in a science class, not even in honors 

chem, the class that brought more than a few eleventh graders to tears. His friends fought over 

him for their lab partner because they knew they’d hardly have to work at all. Chris barely had to 

study for tests. He just got it. 
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 English, on the other hand, left Chris in the dark most of the time. He spent hours 

decoding Shakespeare for homework and consulting his AP Style guidebook every time he wrote 

an article for the school paper. But when he finally finished and everything looked 

correct…nothing beat that pride.  

And writing was something his father had never tried, one of the only fields without a 

preset standard for Chris to fall short of. In ten years he’d be crafting leads and collecting bylines 

in a frenzied newsroom instead of working logistics and deployments in a stone-silent Air Force 

mobility wing. He’d finally be living his own life, far away from his father’s mile-long shadow.    

 

* 

 

Steak lie or not, Chris’s father didn’t get home until seven-fifteen. Chris and his mom 

already sat at the table, trying—and failing—to not sneak small bites of mashed potatoes when 

the front door finally opened.  

“Was it necessary to park your truck right in the middle of the lawn?” his father called 

from the doorway. Not “Hello!” or “How was your day?” His laser focus caught the imperfection 

and needed to repair it. 

“They’re sealing the driveway, Jacob,” Chris’s mom said before Chris could work up a 

response. “I told him to park on the grass.” 

“There’s grass in the backyard.” Chris’s father strode into the dining room, still dressed 

in his flight suit. “Start without me. I need to change before I eat.” 
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This suited Chris fine. He began slicing up the piece of meatloaf on his plate, but his 

mom held out her hand to stop him. “Honey, Chris has to leave for work in half an hour. Just sit 

and eat now.”  

Chris knew his father always liked to change into a t-shirt and gym shorts after work, so 

it surprised him when he relented, sinking into his dinner chair still in uniform.  

Chris’s mom looked a little shocked too, but her voice sounded normal when she asked, 

“Anything exciting happen today?”  

“Nothing unusual,” his dad said, scooping mashed potatoes onto his plate. “Went out to 

the flight line to check on the KC-10s. Got this one his new ID.” He nodded at Chris. “How long 

did they make you wait after I left?” 

“I was the first one they took back once they got the machine working,” Chris said.  

“Take them long to fix it?” 

His father was probably just making conversation, Chris knew, but he suddenly felt like a 

weasel. “Like five more minutes after you left.” It really took them fifteen. Chris speared a green 

bean on his fork, avoiding eye contact with his father. 

“Couldn’t have gotten a haircut before your picture, I guess,” his father said.  

Chris resisted the urge to brush his hair out of his eyes. “My hair’s fine.”  

Forks scraped against the ceramic dinner plates. No one looked up. Chris ate at double 

speed, escape in sight. A usual dinner in the Hodges household.  

The moment Chris cleaned his plate of food, he stood up. “Gotta get ready for work.” 

“What’s to get ready for?” his father asked, his plate still half-covered with meatloaf and 

potatoes. “You’re just driving around in that truck all night. Do they even make you wear a 

uniform?” 
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 His father knew the answer. He’d seen him in the black polo with the red and white 

Pizza Hut logo. “I’m going to get changed now.” 

He left the required Pizza Hut baseball cap off when he came back downstairs, tucking it 

into the back pocket of his jeans instead. He walked into the kitchen, where all the car keys hung 

on hooks beneath the medicine cupboard, and plucked off the truck keys.  

“Have a good shift,” his mom called from the dining room. “Drive safe, okay?” 

“Will do.” 

His father tossed his napkin onto his plate and stood up. Chris imagined the funny pair 

they’d make in an outsider’s eyes: a colonel in a flight suit and his son in a Pizza Hut polo. 

“Christopher.” 

“Dad.” Whenever his dad called him Christopher, an argument usually followed. “I’m 

going to be late.” 

“You can do more than this, Christopher. Delivering pizzas—I know you’re capable of 

more.” 

“I don’t mind driving the truck around. It gives me time to think,” Chris said.  

“About?” 

A pop quiz? Chris thought. Really, Dad, right now? “Whatever I want. Or nothing at all.” 

“And that’s what you want? A job where thinking is optional?” 

“Jacob, stop it,” Chris’s mom said sharply. “Chris, honey, you should head to work.” 

Chris stuffed his feet into black Vans, not bothering to tie the laces. “I’ve got the rest of 

my life to be a slave to my job and climb stupid ladders and stress about what all my coworkers 

think of me,” he told his father.  
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“And what about the people you’re delivering to?” His father folded his arms. “Did you 

know you dropped off pizzas at Jeremy Zobrist’s house last week?”  

Zobrist was the Vice Wing Commander, second in command of the base. “No.” 

“His wife answered the door,” his father continued, as if this would jog Chris’s memory. 

“She must’ve recognized you and told Jeremy, because you know what he said to me at work the 

other day?”  

When Chris shrugged, his father said, “He said, ‘Your son makes great time with 

deliveries. Got us our pizzas ten minutes faster than the Pizza Hut guarantee.’ Is that how you 

want people to remember you?” 

“Dad, I have to—”  

“Is Fastest-Pizza-Hut-Delivery-Boy the legacy you want to leave behind?”  

Chris stared at the patch on his father’s flight suit, the wings symbol above his nametag 

that designated his parachute certification and solo aviation qualification. When Chris was 

younger, his dad used to bring home fake plastic wing pins, like the ones flight attendants gave 

out to well-behaved children during flights to Disney World. “When you learn to fly a plane,” his 

dad told him, “these’ll be silver, and when you wear them on your uniform, everyone will know 

how talented you are. What you’re capable of.”  

Chris had pinned them on his camouflage Halloween uniform—almost an exact replica of 

his dad’s real uniform, except it was small enough to fit an eight year old—and when he went 

trick-or-treating, he’d bragged, “These wings mean I’m going to fly planes someday.”    

Then his dad traded in his own camo uniform for Wing Commander blues, and Chris hid 

all his plastic wings at the back of his sock drawer.  
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“Well,” Chris said, pulling his hat out of his back pocket and wedging it over his head, 

squashing his hair down. “It’s no Wing Commander legacy, but people tend to like the person 

who brings them food.” He twirled his keys around his finger. “Don’t wait up.” And he headed 

for the door. 

“When you get home,” his father called after him, “park that truck around back.” 

 

* 

 

“Hodges! You’re going out to North Bolling.” Chris’s boss, Dennis, plunked the 

restaurant phone back on its base with one hand and balanced three medium pizza boxes on the 

other.  

 Chris hopped out of the booth where he’d been killing time. Despite his protests to his 

father, he wound up arriving at work early. He grabbed the cardboard pizza boxes. “House 

number?” 

 “Forty-two ten.” 

 He slid the boxes into their insulated cover to save their warmth and loaded them into the 

truck. He knew exactly where North Bolling Boulevard was: back on base. With Pizza Hut’s red 

roof car topper already attached to his truck, he steered out of the parking lot, fiddling with the 

radio. All his preset stations went to commercial at exactly the same time, and every button he 

clicked filled the truck with a different grocery store jingle. Figured. 

 When he hit a red light, he started twisting the tuning knob, scanning stations. Static, 

oldies, some Christian song with a sweeping choral ensemble, more static. Just as the light turned 

green, he hit a song in the middle of an electric guitar solo. He let it play and drove through the 
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light. By the time he reached the end of the street, he recognized the song. “Ain’t Goin’ Down 

(‘Til The Sun Comes Up)” by Garth Brooks. Chris had accidentally settled on his dad’s country 

station.  

 He reached to change it but stopped himself. His dad had listened to Garth Brooks 

constantly when Chris was a kid. If they drove to the commissary for groceries and a Garth song 

came on, his dad cranked up the volume and told Chris, “This is how you do country music! This 

man is a genius!” And the two of them sang along with out-of-tune voices until the song ended.  

 Chris wondered if his father even turned the radio on when he cruised around the base in 

White Top, if he ever hummed along when Garth Brooks came on. And suddenly Chris was 

turning the volume knob even louder than he had when he blasted angry eighties rock last 

weekend after arguing with his dad. He was singing along to Garth Brooks because he knew 

every single word and even though his truck was full of piping hot pizzas he smelled cinnamon. 

    

* 

 

 The sun shone weakly through the bedroom blinds when Chris woke. He must’ve 

forgotten to close them last night when he got home from his shift. He reached out to twist the 

wand that folded the blinds shut but peered out the window first. His truck sat in the backyard, 

matting down the non-manicured grass, the unimportant part of the property hidden from 

passersby.  

Inside the truck, he saw his father. No uniform, just a tee shirt. He sank back into the 

driver’s seat—Chris imagined it pushed all the way back—and closed his eyes. In that moment, 
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he didn’t look like the Wing Commander, all laces and buckles and carefully constructed 

expressionlessness. He looked like Chris’s dad.  

Chris wondered if his father was chewing gum in the truck or if he’d turned the radio on 

and noticed Chris had left it on the country station.  

 

 


