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My brother died seven years ago in a tragic accident while working aboard a tugboat in the 

Port of Los Angeles, making me the sole-survivor of the Burnett family. Second-hand lung cancer 
took my mother, Naomi, three years before that; and my father, Leo, took his own life four years 
before that. 

Tragedy is no stranger to the Burnett family. 
There’s a memorial at the port for all who have lost their lives there. Few people ever visit it. 

I visit the memorial from time to time; I feel closer to my brother when I’m there. 
I began this particular evening at the grocery store, staring for more than an hour at a jar of 

strawberry jam—my brother’s favorite—as I remembered the better days of our youth. Next thing I 
knew, I was sitting cross-legged in front of the memorial at the Port of Los Angeles, the sound of 
large ships coming and going in the night, the un-open jar of strawberry jam resting beside me. 

Tonight I lingered with my memories, which brought me to tears. I should have been 
startled—but wasn’t—when I heard my brother say, “Don’t cry, Petey.” 

I turned toward the voice and found Joseph smiling at me. Only it was a young Joseph from 
our grade-school days. I reached out to touch his face, certain his image would dissipate as my 
fingers grew near. So when they actually touched flesh, I jumped. 

“You’re really here,” I said. 
“Yeah.” He smiled. He was eyeing the jar next to me. 
“But I don’t understand. You’re only nine years old. Why are you nine years old again?” 
He shook his head, still eyeing the jar. “I don’t make up the rules, Petey.” 
“I’ve missed you, Jam,” I said. 
As early as I can remember, everyone used to call my brother Jam. He was notorious for 

eating an entire jar of strawberry jam in one sitting. Eventually, after someone coined the nickname, 
it took. My parents even gave him an engraved spoon one year for his birthday. From that day on he 
always kept it in his pocket. 

He nodded. “I miss you, too, Petey.” Then: “You gonna eat that jam?” 
I shook my head. “I forgot to bring a spoon.” 
Jam smiled and produced his, the engraved spoon that had been missing since the night of 

the accident. 
“I’m glad you came to see me,” Jam said between spoonfuls. 
“Have you always been here?” I asked. 
“I don’t think so.” Another spoonful. “But I had to come tonight.” 
“You had to come?” 
Jam stopped eating and stared at me. “I have a message from Pop.” 
“What?” His words shocked me. “Is Pop here, too? Where is he?” 
He shook his head. “Pop can’t come.” 
“He can’t? Why not?” 
“Rules, Petey.” 
“I don’t understand.” 
“I don’t either, little brother. I don’t even understand how I’m here.” 
Jam emptied the jar and set it down beside him. A large cargo ship sounded its horn as it 

approached the port. I heard the faint voices of late-night workers in the distance. “I’m almost out 
of time and I still haven’t given you Pop’s message.” 

“Don’t go!” I pleaded. 
“No choice,” Jam said. “Rules, remember?” 
I choked out my next question, even though I was certain I wouldn’t want to hear the 

answer. “What’s the message from Pop?” 
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Jam stared at me for a long time, the smile from earlier now a distant memory. “Pop knows 
you’re thinking of doing something stupid tonight.” 

It was true. This visit to Jam was going to be my goodbye. I blamed myself for Pop’s suicide, 
always had, and no matter how hard I tried I could never come to forgive myself. 

“Pop told me to tell you you’re wrong. It wasn’t your fault.” 
I started to cry then. Couldn’t help it. “If not me, then why? He did it right after I dropped 

out of college. I know he was disappointed in me.” 
Jam shook his head. Then he leaned in close to my ear and whispered the truth. It all made 

perfect sense, and I felt the weight of guilt lifted in that instant. I cried even harder then, a cry of 
both sadness and joy. 

“Pop loves you, Petey. He always has; he always will. He loves all of us.” 
I nodded and dried my eyes with my sleeve. 
“It was great seeing you, Petey,” he said. 
“Don’t leave, Jam. Please!” 
I grabbed his hands and held them tight. 
“No choice, little brother. Rules.” 
The tears were burning my eyes so badly I had to let go of his hands and wipe them away. 

And when I looked again, Jam was gone. 
“Jam!” I yelled. “Please come back. There’s so much more I want to ask you.” 
As if in response, a foghorn sounded in the distance, and I knew I would never see my 

brother again. 
I stared into the darkness for what felt like hours, hoping that Jam would come back. Just 

five more minutes. One minute. Anything! 
But he never did. 
I looked down at the jar of strawberry jam and saw that it was now empty. But when I 

picked it up and studied it closely, I saw that the factory-seal had never been broken. 
And sitting on the ground next to me was my brother’s engraved spoon. 
Jam 
When I returned home, I removed the pistol from my coat pocket and locked it back up in 

my safe. 
I heard Jam’s voice again, as I placed the spoon on the mantle next to his picture. 
Pop loves you, Petey. He always has; he always will. 


