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GENEii Category 2 Honorable Mention 
 
A Coral Necklace 
by Peggy Spear 

 
I held the ruddy coral necklace in my hands, as my grandfather watched.  It was just the right 
size to go around my neck, twiggy and polished and bright.  I was eleven years old, a gawky 
tomboy just beginning to feel like a girl.  Papa, a colonel in the Army during World War II, had 
traveled to the Caribbean for a strategic meeting, and he had brought the necklace to me as a 
gift. I put it on, and turned to him for approval.   

 
Papa was a part of my life from the time I was three years old.  I lived in Mexico City with my 
mother and father, who were with the American Embassy, and my beloved Mexican nurse, 
Nana.    My grandfather and grandmother lived in Mexico City, too, where Papa worked for the 
Foreign Bondholders Association.  Spanish was my first language, another link with Papa, who 
grew up in Latin America.  But I’m getting ahead of my story. 
 
My grandfather was a quiet man.  Cancer of the larynx had reduced his voice to a harsh whisper, 
but he was studious and courtly by nature. The coral necklace was the first and only gift he ever 
gave me, and I treasured it.  When it broke after years of wear, I stuffed the little coral twigs into 
an envelope and tucked it away in the top drawer of my bureau.  
 
When my daughter, Sarah, was nearing her eleventh birthday, I was obsessed with the idea of 
making her a coral necklace, combining slender silver tubes with the bright coral twigs still 
stored in a crumpled envelope at the back of my bureau drawer.  It was the perfect gift. My 
grandfather’s love came flooding back as I strung the necklace, and I felt I was passing it on to 
my daughter, who never knew him.  
 
It wasn’t until years later that my mother revealed the true meaning of the necklace.  My 
grandfather lost his mother when he was twelve and his brother, Albert, was eleven.  The only 
things he had to remember his mother by was her coral jewelry and a family crest from Spain, 
showing their descent from Ponce de Leon, the Spanish explorer.  
 
When my grandfather married my grandmother (she was 17 at the time), he gave her his 
mother’s coral jewelry as a wedding present. Although it was stolen some years later, coral 
became the immutable bond that linked one generation with another.  For four generations, 
coral has been a keepsake against oblivion. We are bound not only by our genetic heritage, but 
also by love, our arms reaching out to each other like twigs, creating a barrier against time and 
loss.   

 
 


