Jon thought about the plastic machine gun his father bought him for
his sixth birthday. It was huge and dark green and Jon could ﬁll it up
with water and outlast all the other boys on the block. With one squeeze
of the trigger he could shoot a stream of water clear across the street. But
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Jon’s father kept a real gun in the house. Jon knew because he’d heard
his father and mother talking about the gun one night when he was
supposed to be asleep.
‘I want you to get rid of that gun,’ his mother had said.
‘I can’t,’ his father said.
‘But it scares me,’ his mother said.
‘There’s no need to be frightened,’ his father said. ‘It’s in a safe place.’
‘I know where it is,’ his mother said.
‘Of course,’ his father said. ‘You and I have no secrets.’
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Jon lay there in bed thinking about his father’s gun. If only I could see
it, he thought. Just once. But ﬁrst he’d have to ﬁnd it.
That Saturday his father went out in the truck to get some topsoil for
the garden. Jon waited until his mother went outside to hang up the
washing. Then he gently opened the door to their bedroom and crept
inside. It was hard to see very much because his mother always kept the
heavy curtains drawn. And he didn’t dare switch on the light. He drew
back the white knobby bedspread and slipped his hand under his father’s
pillow and felt ... nothing.
Where could it be? Had his father hidden it somewhere else after all?
He had to ﬁnd it and quickly, because he knew his mother would be
ﬁnished with the washing any minute.
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Jon got down on his hands and knees and felt under the bed. That’s
when he found the box. It must have been made from dark wood because
it seemed almost black in the dim light even after he set it down on the
bed. There was no lock. He just slid oﬀ the top and looked inside. There
was the gun. It was about the size he’d imagined, but heavy, much heavier
than his machine gun.
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Jon almost dropped it as he lifted it from the box. His hands were
trembling and sweaty, but the metal of the gun was cool. He ran the back
of his ﬁngers up and down the shaft feeling how nice and smooth it was.
He couldn’t think of anything but the gun. His mother could have
walked in right then and he wouldn’t have noticed her. He knew that he
should have put the gun back right away, but he couldn’t. He just wanted
to aim it at something and pretend to shoot, like in the movies. The
mirror on the wall was the perfect thing, for he could watch himself lift
the gun, and take aim like a soldier.
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Staring into the mirror brought it all back to him. One day, sitting in
the back of their car, he heard his parents talking about it. ‘You’re not a
soldier any more,’ his mother had said, ‘so why do you need a gun?’
‘You don’t know what it is to be a soldier,’ his father said.
‘I know what it is to be the wife of a soldier, though,’ his mother said.
‘And what it means to worry about guns.’
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