
Chapter 3: Joe

Chapter 3: Joe follows the journey of Joe, a fifty-six-year-old man dealing with the
burdens of illness, as he is accompanied by his aging mother, Mae, to a doctor’s
appointment. The road they travel on symbolizes more than just a physical journey; it
becomes a metaphor for Joe’s internal struggles. Each bump in the road, each pothole,
mirrors the pain Joe experiences, both from his failing health and the emotional scars
that persist in his family life. Despite his deep desire to remain at home, Joe complies
with Mae’s insistence that he join her for the day. The day culminates in a simple yet
poignant moment as they enjoy an all-day breakfast, offering Joe a brief respite from
the ongoing turmoil in his life. This small comfort, though fleeting, serves as a
temporary escape from the emotional weight that continues to press on Joe’s
shoulders.

The chapter delves into the lingering mystery of Joe's missing sister, Ruthie, a loss that
continues to haunt both him and Mae. Ruthie’s absence is a shadow that colors their
daily lives, and both Joe and Mae struggle with the finality of her disappearance. Their
conversations are filled with disbelief as they continue to grapple with the idea of
death, something they cannot fully accept. The memories of past seasons, spent
harvesting fruit and working alongside apple pickers, evoke a stark contrast to the
emptiness Ruthie left behind. The lively presence of the workers stands in sharp
contrast to the quiet, hollow spaces Ruthie’s absence has left within the family. As the
seasons change, the emotional dynamics within the household begin to shift as Mae,
once vibrant, becomes quieter, retreating into her own thoughts, leaving behind a
sense of deep, unhealed pain that remains ever-present.

In their household, roles shift, and Mae steps into a more nurturing role, becoming the
primary caregiver for both Joe and their aging mother. This shift in responsibility
highlights the complexities of family life, where survival becomes a day-to-day focus



amidst the backdrop of greater loss. The chapter’s vivid imagery of daily interactions
brings the weight of grief to the forefront, reminding the reader of the family’s ongoing
struggle with the absence of Ruthie. In the midst of these everyday realities, the
burden of illness becomes an added layer to the already difficult lives they lead. Joe,
burdened by his own health, feels the weight of both his and his family's emotional
scars. These subtle details underscore the reality of living with loss and how it affects
every facet of life, from family roles to personal struggles, as each family member
copes in their own way.

The narrative also touches on the fiercely protective nature of Joe's father, particularly
regarding his children’s relationships with outsiders. Joe’s father, unwilling to let
anyone from the outside intrude on his family’s life, stands resolutely against any
potential suitors who might threaten the family’s autonomy. This protective instinct
comes to the forefront when Joe’s father confronts a man named Mr. Hughes, fiercely
defending his children’s right to remain untouched by outside forces. This scene serves
as a powerful reminder of the lengths a parent will go to protect their own, even in a
world that seems full of loss and uncertainty. Joe’s recollections of his childhood,
particularly the memories of hiding in the woods with his family to avoid those who
represent control and authority, further illustrate the family’s deep-seated need for
protection and survival.

As Joe reflects on these memories, a mixture of childhood innocence and harsh family
realities come to the surface. The juxtaposition of warmth and humor in these
moments contrasts sharply with the underlying grief and loss that continues to haunt
them. Joe, in particular, yearns for recognition and belonging, feeling overshadowed by
the history and actions of his parents. The chapter captures the delicate balance
between survival, memory, and hope, revealing how family ties shape one’s identity
amidst a backdrop of ongoing struggles. The complexity of these themes, as Joe seeks
solace in both the past and present, serves as a poignant exploration of the deeply
intertwined nature of familial love, loss, and the human need for connection. Through
these layered experiences, the chapter reflects on the resilience of the human spirit
and the longing for healing, even in the face of profound sorrow.


