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Lex Williford

This is a “before™ picture, Easter, 1963, five kids already pracriced
at their fale seiles: me, op left, with obligatory buech haircr,;
miy sister Lisa, top right, with aubun bangs; my brother Jofin,

bottone right, with carot-top creve cut; and my redheaded sister Low,

Bottom lefi, as always holding our brother Carl, beautifil
blond child, just months before he got sick.

Lex Williford. a Texas naove, holds an MFA from the Univessity of Arkansas.
The 1994 Shane Stevens Fellow in Fiction at Bread Loaf Wnters” Conference
amd a recipient of a 1993 Naoonal Endowment of the Arts fellowshap, he
weas als co-wanmer of the 1993 lowa School of Letters Award for Shore Fiction
forr his ook, Macmidey's Thiset, Two stories from that collecton, “Macauley's
Thumb" and “Hoor's Last Bubble Dath,” appeared in Glimmer Traie Stonis.
Williford teaches in che MFA program at the University of Alabama,




Jesse

I miermory o Carl Alan Williford
July 15, 1962 — Novenber 5, 1965

he VeEar my bn’]i]'lt‘]’j&'{'-'h: ot Sir_'k, what we .'Jl.W:!':r'!i
feared the most were the nosebleeds. Once they got started, my
moether could almost never make them stop. holding an old
wwel or Jesse’s blood-soaked pajama tops under his nose for
hours sometimes, squeering his noserils shut bereeen her fore-
finger and thumb, praying that she and my father wouldn’t have
to tike him back again to Baylor Hospital. And what we all
teared most [also secretdy wanred the most, sometimes even
praved for. Almost every night at the beginning, when |esse was
still strong and angry and mean, as [ lay in a room all to oyseld
n the house my father designed, built, and would soon lose
because ofhim, Dstared up ac my plastic models, the few that had
survived him, dangling from niv mother’s white sewing thread,
high up, our of Jesse's reach, and sometmes | imagined benyg
able to hic him as hard as [ could, in the stomach, in the nose, ol
he bled.

“Pray for him,” Sister Mary Tuth told us kids ac Mass every
weekday moming before classes at St. Patrick’s School. ' Pray for
yourselves,” my mother told w3, "o be strong.” But towards
the end, when Jesse was like an old man, always limp in my
mother’s lap and harmless to anvone anymore, as | liy sleepless
i the top bunk listening to him moan in his sleep almost every
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tight, across the cramped room we three boys had to share in
that green-shuttered rental house the last three monrths Jesse was
alive, | praved For hum toodie, By then, Jesse always had ae least
one black eye, and bruises everywhere—on the tips of his fingers
ard thumbs from ail the blood tests, in the crooks of his bone-
thin arms and the backs of his hands and the insides of his wrises
frooall the transfusions, on his elbows and knees and shins from
even the slightest burmp or fll. His stomach was distended from
his swollen Iiver and spleen, the hmph nodes behind his ears so
swallen that he abaays had a finger in lis ear from the constane
throbbing, and the glands at Tas javws as swallen as JEK s had been
when he'd been shot that same moneh Jesse fell inte has fimst
coma, thatsame awtol Noveniber in Dallas. By then, the last twa
mmionths, the only way my parents could keep Jesse from bleeding
to death was to ke tums every ather day driving to Wadley
Cline to give a pint of their whole Blood in the momings, and
then to retumn in the afternoons, haggard, exhausted, to getcheir
own blood back, all their platelets spun out for Jesse. By then, all
I could see anymore when [ knelt in the pew every morning
betore class, and looked up at the crucified Christ over the
altar—his head fallen limp and bleeding fom his crown of
thorns, his knees and elbows bloody ftom falling, his hands and
feet pierced, his body gaunt, Bloody, and gray—uowas my awn
brother hanging there on that cross. And all I could do anymore
was pray o God ro take him, soon, soon—mnat just to end his
suffering, bur to end my own. '

Onee, @ month atter Dr. Speigal’s diagnosis of leukemia and
Jesse'srerurn from his first long stay at Bavlor Hospital, ooy father
brought home a punching bag, a bowling pin-shaped blow-up
clown wath s sandbag base that caused the clown to pop back up,
grimning, every time Jesse punched him hard in che face, and
Jusse and my sister BEmma both fell laughing oo the floor. Ever
since they’d heard his diagnosis, my parents had been bringing
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home extravagans gifts for Jesse: a bright stripe-billed Toucan
Sam and a stuffed panda bear as big as Jesse, a red metal tracror
fur Jesse to push up and down the dovewasy like a micovele
Whatever he saw, whatever he wanted, he got, but he destroyed
everything almost as soon as he por it—chewing off the touean’s
plastic beak: ripping a hole in the panda’s face and tearing our
handfuls of stuffing, then scattering them all over the house;
ramming his tractor into the hallway wall, over and over again,
until the tractor's steering wheel fell off and there was a huge
knee-high hole in the Sheetrock, The punching clown, my
father told my mother, might help the kid let oft a lisde steam,
without hurting his brothers, his sisters, or himself,

B like all lus other gifis—the Tonto outfitand the bow-and-
arrow set from the Jayeee's, the Superman costume Tom my
mother'ssister Netta, the motorized police car from my mother's
parents, Hanny and Pop Pop—Jesse soon grew bored with the
clowt, alwiys more imterested in hitting MNate or me instead,
knnwing we couldn't it him back; ;|lw:|.1:'s more interested in
getting his hands on the wovs Nate and Dimanaged vo get, one way
or the other. They were ours, alter all, nor hus.

One Sarurday afternoon, when MNare bought a green Luger
water pistol with the dollar Hanny had given him ar the
{Quiic?';tnp down at the cormer of Beacon and Columbia, where
Pop Pop's old service stanon wsed to be, Jesse threw down his
new police car, the wheels ving off, the electric motar shreking
to a stop, and he grabbed for the pistal. MNate gave it to him
withour hesitation, withour a waord. sweert kid that he was, and
stood there squeezing his eyes shur while Jesse squirted him aver
and overagain in the fice, His shirtwas water-soaked by the time
Hanny walked into the room and stopped Jesse, took the warer
pistol away from hun for a while, Daouldn'e seop bhim, though,
wouldn't take anything from him anvmore. By then, Dwouldn't
even go near him most of the time, except when he'd fallen oe
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hurt himself, whenever there was any threat from harm,
I'd become one of his fiercest protectors by then, along with
Emuma and my father, no matter what he'd done to Mate, or to
me.

The same thing happened a fow days later with the rubber dart
gun Pop Pop bought Mate to replace his lost water pastol. Right
off, the moment he saw it in Nate's hand, Jesse dropped the
water pistol ta the floor and never looked at it again. And, right
off, the moment MNate saw thae Jesse wanted it, he handed the
dart gun over to bom, then each of the darts, one at a time. “1c's
okay, son,” my father told MNate, “Let him have ic. We'll just get
vou another one, okay?” Bur my father never did get MNate
anocher ane, and Mate never said a thing about it one way or the
other, never said much, anyway, cxcept when he talked o G1
Joe in our bedroom closer. He just picked up the warer piseal
Jesse had tken from him at the beginning and walked out
smiling o the front porch o play.

The dart gun was with Jesse for maonths after that and durng
his next long stay at Baylor, when he'd just learned new words
to make my parents flinch—iee tee and doo doo—from the
encephalitic bov with the frog eyes and baskethall head whe
shared his room and died the next week, When Jesse saw Pop
Pop the week after that, walking through the hospital room
door, he said, “Buou!™ and shot Pop Pop from the hospical bed,
the rubber dart stickang between Pop Pop's eyes and staving
there because Jesse and Ermma’d both spic onic. The two of them
laughed so hard they both peed Jesse's hospiral bed,

Ermma was abways climbing into bed wich Jesse whenever
Hanny and Pop Pop teck us to visit him at Bavlor, was always
climbing into bed with him at home, ockling him and laughing
with him and sleeping with him, reading to him when my
parents were too tired, always too dred. She read him The Cat
i the Har or Miranda the Panda {5 on the Verandalh until he'd
memorized every hne, then brought his red portable record
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playver to his bed, endlessly plaving tnny, scratched 45-wem
kids' records, or stealing mv parents’ 33-pes records from their
LCA console downstairs. Then they'd both recite together the
story of MNiki Niki Timbe Oso Rimbo Uma Muchi Gamge Gama
Guchi, the Japanese boy with the longest name m the world, so
fat that he got wedged into the well. Or they'd laugh at Soupy
Sales or Bill Cosby or Jonathan Winters records. Or they™d sing
alongwath Hoest Side Storp, or South Pacific, or the Beatles™s *Hard
Dray's MNight,” while | played Ringe's drum parts on my knees
with my cardboard coat-hanger drumsticks, Or sometimes late
at night they sang a nonsense song they'd made up ogether in
Jesse’s bed—almost a hum, a whisper, a secret song that only the
rwo of them could understand:

Hi pee ger, ho wee pee,

Mo boddee oddee oddees hune wam nul,

Mo meete, o dreernko, ne muanee fave ape s .

When Jesse was back at Baylor again, he'd save Emma the
strawherry Jell-O or lime sherbet from his bland hospital dinner
tray, even though it was mostly melted by the time we all came
o visit from Hanny and Pop Pnp',l;, becanse Emma liked sherbet
and Jell-0, and the cold sometimes hurt Jesse's gums, Some-
ames he'd let her play with the electric switches next o his bed,
would let her mowve the bed and s seainless-steel guardeails up
atd dowry, then ler her pet his pricked and bruised arms, taped
to the transfusion boards, when he'd let no one else except the
nurses touch him there, not even my mother sometimes, Emima
wigzled the plastic mubes coming down from the clear plasma
bottles and red mansfusion bags and laughed, pretending the
tubes were worms orsnakes, then kissed the crook in Jesse’s arm
or his wrist or the back of his hand owver and over again, where
the white tape was, where the needles went inro his veins,

Ome Sunday morning atter Mass ac Se_ James's, we all sacin the
walting room at Baylor, Hanny checking her watch for cluldren’s
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visiting hours to begin. We all heard Jesse's high, shrilling scream
from the end of the ward, and EJHI:]I:-I.J'UI::I:IPEL{ from Hﬂ'l.'.l'l']}",.‘i ]:3]_\‘
runming like a big loping cat down the long cornidons to Jesse’s
roam, Whenshe saw my mother holding Jesse down while the ar-
tending nurse tried to find a vein that hadn’t collapsed, and stuck
Jesse's wrist with the needle again and again, Emma marned over
the nurse’s cart, then the cransfusion tree next to Jesse’s bed, and
the boule hanging from it shattered to the floor, Then Emuma
picked up Jesse’s dart gun from the nightstand, stripped off the
rubber suction cups, and started shooting at the nurse’s face.

My father ran around the bed ta catch Emma and she ducked,
throwing the dart gun at him, then took off her black Sunday
shoesand threw them as hard as she could at the nurse. My father
chased Emma around the bed as she tiptoed through the splinters
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of glass that it into her toes cthrough her white cotton socks.
Chen she slid and fell into the pink slick of platelets and glass and
blood plasma. When my father'd finally caught her up in his
army, Emma kicked him and hit him and spitin his face and bit
him and shouted, “Stop it stop i, stop it He draped Emima,
kicking, over hisshoulderand carried her back out to the waiting
roorm, held her by her wrist high in the air, and paddled her
backside hard with his open hand as she swung there,

"What in hell’s wrong with you, little girl?"” he shouced. *You
wane to tell me that? Do vou? Do you?”

Then Hanny shouted, " Travis!™ and my father handed Emma
over to her, walked straight past the nume’s desk, and pushed the
elevator burton down, spending the next two hours pacing and
chain-smoking in the hospital parking lot.

Emma didn't ery once during her whipping, didn’t even cry
when the head nurse peeled off her sticky wetsocks and tweezed
the glass slivers from her bare feet, swabbing the dots of blood
sweating from her heels with rubbing aleohol, Emma just sac in
Hanny's lap in a waiting-room chair, panting, her blue oyes
fierce and pale, like the snow leopard’s we'd seen at the Marsalis
Zoo in Oak CHIT the summer before Jesse got sick,

Adter thar day, Jesse threw away the rubber suction cups from
the darts and started taking aim at my eves when [ walked into
his room at Baylor, ar the eves of the new hemophiliac boy in
the bed next to his, and my father finally had o take the dart gun
away from him for good.

Jesse hardly ever torched Emma's things, or my other sister
Hamma's, Emma brought his miniature piano to his bed all the
time and let him hammer on all the keys till mose of them had
gone dead or fallen off, and she let him scribble loops all over her
Crayola drawings of bright birds and mermaids on her bedroom
walls, And all it rook from Hanna was one of her brown-eyed,
dark looks when Jesse walked in on Ken and Barbie's wedding,
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or approached Hanna's Kenner Kitchen wirh its Hghe-bulb
oven and cardboard refrigeraror, and [ese knew to sty away.
Bur even more than Mate's thingﬁ—hjs p"—i.‘;ﬂti Piﬁtﬂl_‘: and G
Joes and Tonka trucks—]Jesse wanted mine: mwy Paladin walles
cards (Have G, I Travel ), which he took from mey dresser
driwer one morming and played with in his bubble bath «ll
they'd shredded apart, or my round-levered plastic rifle from
The Riflewan, which be broke m half againse the mimosa tree
i our backyard, or my grav, fele Confederace cap from The
Febe!, which he threw up on the reof of our house while Twasn't
looking. My father found the cap months later when we were
moving out, sun bleached and mildew rotten in the rain gurter,
More than these, though, Jesse wanted my plastc models,
the kis fromm Revell and Lindbergh and Aurora I'd glued
together and painted, and boughe with money I'd earned from
mowing Hanny and Pop Pop’s lawn in east Dallas: my X-15 and
Mercury Redstone rockets, my Spitfire and Corsair warplanes,
my Fed Baron’s tnpline and the Spint of 5t Louis, and
especially my monster kies, the Frankenstein Monster and the
Werewoll, Dracula and the Mumimy, and the Creature from the
Black Lagoon,

Before Jesse wassick, ['d kept my models on my dresser, oron
the shelves my father had buile into the wall of the bedroom
which [ had all to mysell i our new house, But three months
atter Jesse fell ill, when he was big enough to stand on the end
of my bed and puoll them all down, he began plaving with them
while [was away at school, When [ caught him and told him he
couldn't play with them anvmore and took them away, he
waited untl [ was gone and threew thewm all agauinst my bedraommn
wall. I glued the models back together aswell as [ could, and my
father helped me hang chem from the ceiling with the thread my
maother wsed o sew patches onto the knees of my jeans.

“Travis,” my father sud, standing on one of his barstools,
looping white thread around the end of 2 thumbtack in the
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ceiling, “vou got to understand, son, He's not even three yer
He's just a baby, you know?”

That year, for my tenth birthday, my father bought me a balsa
model kit—a Sopwith Camellike the biplane his éather had once
co-piloted at Fort McMair with an RAF pilot during World
War |, while chisfengineer tor the sanitary-sewer division of the
LS, Army Alr Corps in Washingron, 3.2

Two weeks before my birthday would have been my
grandfather’s seventieth birthday. When my father'd gone out to
the grave site at Restland to chip around his father’s granite
headstone and cut fresh bluebonnes from the roadside for the
bronze vase, he remembered the summer betore his father died
w1945, when Truman bombed Hiroshima and MNagasaki and
ended the war. My father’d stayed in a dormatory with his father
at Texas A & M University, while his father designed and buile
an X-ray machine he wsed o analyze paving-asphalt aggregates
for the Texas Highway Department. And, my father told me, he
remembered his father buving plans for a Sopwich Camel halsa
kit on his tenth birthday that summer, The two of them traced
and cut the balsa stock for the cowling and other plane parts from
the plan's paper templates, then inte strips of dbbing for the
fuselare and wings, laying whire tssue paper over the ribbing
and gluing it there, werring the paper and warching it dry and
seretch taut, then painting it wich clear dope and camonflage
paint and taking it out and fying it only ance for thirey minutes
one afternoon at Kvle Field, where the Texas Agges played cherr
foothall games.

[t was the only summer my father'd ever spent muach ome
with his father alone, he told me while we worked, the only
thing they'd ever really done together, just the rwo of them.
My father wished later that he'd paid more attention, because he
didn't know it would be the last time, had no way of knowing
that the X-rays would bloom the black mole on his facher’s
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shoulder into a melanoma, and that his father would die the next
summer at the house in Houston which he'd bought for his
mother and spinster sisters,

It took my father and 1 four Satoedays o build the Sopwith
Camel, time he spared for me when he didn't have dme—not
with his new partmership, Hazard and Phelan Associares, Arche-
tects, notafter his partner Hap had lost the big high-rise job he'd
said would make them both rich and rise enough money to y
Jesse to the Mayo Clinic, Jesse watched my father and me work
Logze ther at the kicchen table, shuffling in his pajarma feet across
the Mexican tiles, standing on his toes and picking up the halt-
finished tail rudder, saying, "Daddy, can [ have 2™

by farher rook it from him and said, " MNo, Jesse bov. Sorry, but
this one’s for vour big brather.” Then my father looked at me,
ar the worry in my eyes, shook his head, and sad, “My God,
Travis, do vou have any idea how much you're like my facher?
So damin serons all the ome, Cheer up, will you, for crying out
loud?™ He put me back o work, sanding the plane’s tail rudder
while he hooked the long rubber band into the propeller's eve
hook, then fed itback through the hole in the Rasclage fo the eye
hook in the tail.

"¥ou paving attention?” he said a2 while laer and laughed,
then shook his head.

Char Last Sarurday, juse as we'd finished dipping the red and
yellow target decals into a bowl of water and siid them, slick,
onto the Sopwith Camels camouflaged wings, Jese came
shuffling inco the kicchen, crying, his pajama tops bloody, a
snatty drool of blood stinging down ineo his palms, cupped
under his face,

“Draddy? he said,

My father squeezed his eves shut and said, “God, oh God,”
then shouted, “Helen!"

We didn't tly the balsa biplane for another month after thar,
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weeks after my tenth birthday party at Hanny and Pep Pop's,
which my parents had missed because Jesse was in ICU vomiting,
blood for three days straight, When my parents brought him
back home, hewas sall terribly sick—swollen neck and stomach,
stick arms and legs, ke a poster child for CARE or UNICEF,
except for his white skin, his strught blond hair, and has fierce
Blue eves, like the piler lights on the gas stove—and he was sull
in danger of hemorrhaging again at any time. It had been Jesse’s
longest stay in the hospital up dll then, and my father’d made him
stay in his bed all the time, wouldn't let him go anywhere in the
house with all its high, angular baleonies and scaivs and tiled sceps
between split levels, wouldn'tlet him go outside either, not even
when ['d bothered Ty father so Ty tirmes after he'd Hotten
home late from work thar he finally agreed vo take me oueeo fly
the Sopwith Camel in the cul-de-sac down the street,

Why don’t you let him go outside with you?™ my mother
asked my father thar Saturday atternoon, as he stood winding up
the propeller with me at the front door, one eye cosed against
the smoke of the Lucky Strike between his teeth. Jesse held onto
my mother's pant leg in the foyer, crving, a broised thumibs in Tus
mouth, his chewed and fraved Tony the Tiger bath sponge
wedged between the tp of his nose and the crook of his
ferefinger. “He just wants ro watch you fly the airplane, honev.
Thart’s all. He thinks vou're punishing him.”

My father stopped winding the propeller and nodded aver ta
the big bay window Bcing the frone vard from the dining room.
“He can watch us fly the damn thing from in here”

“What's it going to huet for him to go ouside, Travis, vou
want to tell me that? You're being unreasonable,”™

"Moo, Helen,™

"T'll go outside with him, then, all mght? P'll make sure nothing
happens. Will that make vou feel bereer?”

“Groddammit, Helen, 1 said no”

“It's a beavtiful day out there, Travis, and ic's not going to hort
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him to zera lietle sun. He could use a httle sun, YO know that.”

o, my Daither said. “No” He hutfed out a sigh and a puff
of smoke, then shook his head and nodded aver at me. “Jesus,
Travis,” he vold me, “get the front door, will you?" He stepped
outside and looked back ot my mother, her arms folded, Jesse
crying behuind her leg in the doorway. “I den’t need this from
vou, Helen,” my father sasd, “This is the last poddamn thing |
need from you nght now, you know?™” Then he turned and
kicked the front door shut behind him.

In the circle down the street ar the dead end of Broken Bow
Pooad, sy father saic, “All right, son, all vou got to do s hold the
propeller like this and hold the fuselage here, back by the tail
[hen just let the propeller go as yvou toss it off. Like this.” My
tather snapped his wrist twice without letting the plane or the
propeller go. then said, “Ger 12"

“Gotie”

“Gaood.” My fither handed che plane over o me, the propeller
dipping from my fingers and spinning oue in my hands. Then my
father shook his head and sand, “Jesus, Jesus, Travis, All right, all
right, just wind the demn thing back up again, will you?” He
took a long drag from his Lucky, closed his eyes, and tilted his
face up into the afternoon sun, sighing smoke up at the sky,

I held the plane up ta let it go and glinced over at Jesse in our
house down the street, sucking his thuml, his forehead pressed
up against the bay window. Then [ looked back at my father.

He folded his arms and said, "Go on.”

“What if it crashes?" 1 said.

"Tewon't. Mot ir_].-'ﬂLl kea—:p the nose up. Just ]-c_r,_:n:p the nose L.
all righe?™

“lean’t,” 1said. “It crash.”

“If it crashes, it crashes. Worse goddamn things have hap-
pened in this world,”

I held onto the propeller, held the plane’s nose up, held my
breath. I looked out at the street ahead of me, at all the houses,
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the parked cars, the telephone poles, the wires strung taut
between then,

“1 don’t wane to," 1 sad. 1 changed my mind.”

“Give me that goddamn thing,” mv father said, and snatched
the plane away from me. Then with one quick pivot of his
forearm he sent the Sopwith Camel into the air, ghding only
about fifteen vards before landing on all its rubber wheels with
its nose up, bouncing over a dip in the asphalt, then urning and
bumping to a stop ac the curb,

“Seef" my facher said. "ledidn’t crash. [ eold you itwouldn's.”
Then he walked to the plane, stooped to pick 1t up, and handed
it o me. “That's enough,” he said, “T've had enough, Enough.
Wl fly itagain some other time.” He walked back to the house
without watting for me, withour even locking back.

In my bedroom ten minuees later, 1 laid the ]1-!:1:1: o my bed
for just a moment, to go to the bathroom down the hall, and
when [ came back Jesse was standing there next to my bed in his
Superiman suit. the Sopwith Camel smashed at his feet, Feeling
a fast mse 0 my throat, [ fell on him, held him down to the flaor,
and hit him in the stomach, then o the Fwce, and Jesse starced
sereaming and then Emma ran to my door and started sereaming
in the hallway, and my facher pulled me off and cthrew me againse
my dresser, knocking a deaswer out on top of me, clothes spilling
evervwhere.

“(h God,” my father said, falling to his knees nexe to Jesse, and
pulling Jesse's pajama tops up around his stomach to check for
the blue spread of a hemorrhaging brusse. He cupped Jesse's face
in his hands, tirning it leftand right, then opened his nostrils and
pecled back his lips, to check tor bleeding gums.

When he saw that Jesse was all righe for the moment, my facher
turnied to me, red faced, a single blue vein under the skin at the
thinning red hair of his widow’s peak. Then he fell on me,
pinned me to the floor, and pressed his forearnm hard into my
windpipe ol 1 choked, “Ion’t vou ever hat him again, ever,
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ever,” my father shouted, hitting me once hard in the stomach,
then hitting my thigh and my ribs with his fists, again and again.

“Travis!™ my mother shouted from the doorway, and fell on
my facher's back, pulling him off me.

My father stood, wild-eved, looking ar his hands as if they
belonged to someone else, then looked down at me, took ina
breath, and said, “ My God, Travis, do you understand what vou
could’ve just done? Do you have any idea? Well, let me tell vou.
You could've killed him, He could ve died. Do you understand
me? Do yon ™

»

“es, i, 1 osaid, holding my stomach, thinking ac any
maoment I'd throw up. "I'm sorry, but he did it on purpose.”

"Idon'tcare. [ don’t give a good goddamn whathe did. 1 don't
care if he burned the whaole goddamn house down. Hell, thev're
goang to take 1t away from us anyway. Don’t you ever do that
again, do vou hear me? Ewer. We can replace the goddamn
house. We can replace the stupid goddamn plege. But we can't
replace him, do vou understand me? Do you understand what
['m saying?”

“Yes, sie,” Daaid, Yes”

My father pressed his palms into his eyes a moment, pulling his
fingers down his face. He turned to my mother, whe knelt next
to Jesse, checking him just as my father had done moments
before, “Do you think we should take him to Baylor, Helen?
What if there's internal bleeding? [ just don't think we should
take any goddamn chances here.”

“He's all right," myv mother said. 1 think he's all righe”

“I'm taking him to Baylor right now,” my father said. “Go get
his overnight bag, and I'll call the hospital o ler them know
we're on our way, "

Mo, Travis,” my mother said, stooping to pick up Jesse,
hitching hm up to her hap, “Let's wait, Ull call Dr. Speigal
first, to sec what she says, Then I'll wacch him, Il watch him
close.™
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“We'll both watch him,” my father said. “Tonight we'll
watch him in shifts.”

“You can’t afford to lose any more sleep, Travis, yon know
that," my mother told my father. "And what abour vour big
mecting with Zimmerman tomorrow?”

My father sighed. “Hap'll just have o handle things to-
morrow.”

“¥ou can’t atford to have Hap handle things tomorrow,” my
mother said.

My facher stepped toward my mother, then stopped, his blue
eyes half-lidded, ferce, and pale. *You alwayvs contadict me,
Helen, do you know that? Do you just have to concradict me
every goddamn minute of every goddamn day? Look, I don't
need you arguing with me right now, telling me how to run my
gc::l:l;unn business, all Tight?"

My mother blinked, her head cocked, her mouth open alirtle,
asifshe’d just been slapped. She shifted Jesse from her hip o her
shoulder,

"Go put Jesse down on the couch,”™ my father told her, “and
warch him all [eall D, Speigal, all rghe? Do vou think vou can
do thar?”

My mother looked down, nodded, and followed my father
out of the room. As she passed chrough the open doorway, Jesse
looked down at e ﬁ'mn OVET TV rm}t]u:.r‘s xhu;uih‘]cr, his f-:n:c
changed, his eyes more afraid than I'd ever secn them. 1 was
afraid, too, and sorry, more than I'd ever been. When my father
turned back in the doorway and looked at me sitting ac the end
of my bed, his face was changed, too, the face of 2 man I'd never
seen before, his eves a cold blue, burning, like Pop Pop’s white
German shepherd Hev-Boy's, after he'd eaten all the pups in the
litter and Pop Pop had to shoot him wich his 22, My father swept
his hand across the room, pointng to my underwear and T-shirts
and rolled socks seattered all over the floor, then to the tansted
balsa wood-and-tssue biplane we'd built together, " This room
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is a mess, Travag," he sand, “Clean up this goddamn mess, will
vou?" Then he kicked my bedroom door shut behind him,

MNeither ofmy parents could sleep thar naght, and neither could
L A though it torned out that Jesse would have only a shiner
the next week—his left eve swollen shut the next dav, a blue
half-moon turning to black and then to yellow—I was sure he'd
die that night of 1 slepe. ©stayed awake all night and prayed that
he wouldn't die, half hoping that he would, then hating myself
far that hope, hating myself for heing sleepy and then for not
being able to sleep, for closing my eyes and then for not being
able to close them. 1 lay staring up at my patched-together
warplanes above me, ready to dive and fall. staring up at Dracula
and the Werewolf and the Creature from the Black Lagoon
dangling from the whire threads hanging from mv bedroom
ceiling, their mouths and hands black with bload in the dark.

By then all of us were becoming insomniacs, Jesse tumed and
moaned in his bed across the room we shared in that green-
shurtered rental house on Estare Lane, which we'd moved into
amonth later, and | held my pillow over my head half the nighe,
then got up and padded down the cold lnoleum tile of the
hallway to my parents’ room, and said, “Mom, Dad, he won't
stop.” Then ane of them, my father, my mother, gor up,
exhavseed, and followed me back down the hallway o our
bedroom and picked Jesse up, his pillows and sheets covered
with sweat and sometimes bleod, and took him down che
hallway to their room to toss and moan in their bed between
them, pressing his hot, sweaty face into my mother’s face all
night, his thin, bruised amn shung out over her neck.

Orther nights my mother rocked Jesse in the dark living room
tll dawn, creaking the red Naugahyde rocker with cigarette
burns on its arms. Or my father walked half the night through
the dark house, wearing his dress slacks with no shirt, his dress
shoes with no socks, smoking one Lucky after another, the
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bright ash wagging in the dark hallways, the ice tinkling the
sweating glass in his hand, as he paced the hall past our bedrooms.
Some nights my father left us gifts tor the moming, like the one
[ found on mv dresser, as | packed the last of the boxes to move
out of my room on Broken Bow: a Guillows balsa model kit of
a German BE-109 Messerschmide, with a note taped to the box,
saving, “1 couldn't find another Sopwith Camel, son. [ looked
everywhere, 'm sorry.” Then some nights my farther just came
into the room we three boys shared on Estate Lane and stood
over Jesse’s bed, just stood there for hours sometimes, tll 1
whispered from the rop bunk, “Dad?” and he left the room
without answering, without saying a word.

Other nights Hanna sneaked into the kitchen and ate the
entire layer of chocolate from the Meapolitan ice cream in the
freezer, or all the Hershey's semi-sweet morsels my mother had
hidden in the pantry for chocolate-chip cookies. Or Mate gotup
in his frayed and yellow-stained skivvies, and closed the door to
our closet, clicking it shut, then whispering to GI Joe half the
night. Or sometimes he just lay awake in the bunk beneath mine,
kicking the slats holding up my mattress, keeping me up half the
night, snoring like a man, grinding his teeth in his sleep nll 1
thought they’d break off in his mouth, rolling around in his bed.
kicking off his sheets and blankets, and mumbling, Mo, no,” ull
I'd throw everyvthing on my bed—my sheets, my blankets, my
pillow, my bedspread—to cover and muffle him again, And
even then | couldn’t sleep.

And then, some nights, when everything was quiet and T was
finally dropping off, Emma’d come to our bedroom doorway,
wide-eyed, lstening for Jesse’s breathing, and when she knew he
was there asleep in his bed, and not in my parents’, or n some
hospital bed all the way on the other side of Dallas, she climbed
into his bed and spooned up to him and hummed to him half the
night their secret song in the dark. i\,
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5 4 nd these are two “after™ plooures,
my brother Carl at age three just before he died, his '--.-
sweet courage as he sticks his finger in his car, his fierce "'«\ e
tenacity as he takes aim with his red dart gun at someone,

pr-:)h:tbly my brm;hr.rjnhn, or e,

["ve tried for years to write abour my brother’s illness, the most
difficult writing assignment ['ve ever given myself, 2 mine ficld
of potential sentdmentalicy and voresolved grief,

Right after I wrote this story, T told a massage therapise about
it while she worked the r_'hrnnift;{l]j,' sore mivscles in rmy lerweer
back.

“1 lost ooy licde brother, too,” she said, “in much the same
way.” Then she told me about her brother’s itlness and death,
pressing her thumbs hard into the hard knot ot muscles that fisted
at the base of‘lj‘ny spine, I don’t know whar s down here,” she
satcd, "hut it's deep and it's been here a long time. Time to let e
o, don't Wik think?™ And then as i she'd ﬂippl:d a switch, |
began to weep. [ completely lost i [wenr on and on, tried again
and again to stop, but couldn’t

If he'd lived, my brother would have turned thirey-five this
July. T can only chink of him as eternally three.
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