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Note: Stuff in small italicized type is not ready for this draft. Please ignore it.

Half Sister
It's my brother's second birthday. He's laughing and smearing myself with cake. Mom is laughing and taking pictures. Grandma and Grandpa are laughing. "Happy birthday, Jeff," says Dad. He's beaming. 

"By the way," he says. "You're mother's going to have a baby."

Grandma and Grandpa smile, but don't seem surprised. Mom smiles wanly. She doesn't say anything. 

I point at Jeff. "She already has a baby," I say. Dad laughs, his great belly rolling and quaking in glee. 


"You're going to have a sister," he says. This makes sense. I already have a brother; a sister seems like a natural addition.


"When will she get here?" I ask. 


"Not until January," he says. "It's August now," he adds, when it's clear that I'm confused. "Your sister will arrive after Christmas. We'll count the days."


From a roll of adding machine tape he and Grandpa made a linear calendar that stretches the length of the trailer house hallway. Every night, after dinner, we mark off a day. We start at the kitchen. "When we reach the bathroom, your sister will be here," Dad says.


On the Friday after Christmas, Dad wakes us in the middle of the night. "Hurry up," he says. "We have to go. Your sister is coming." He leaves us at our grandparents' house and speeds away with Mom.


When my parents return two days later, they bring a baby girl. She squawks and squawks. Mom rocks her and says, "Hush. Hush. There, now." Mom looks tired but happy. The baby screams.


"What's her name?" I ask, shouting to be heard. The baby is tiny in Mom's arms. She holds it close.


Dad laughs. "Shhh," he says. "His name is Tony," he says. "You have a baby brother."


I'm disappointed; I already have one of those. I want a sister.

* * *

On New Year's Day 1977, my parents drive us to Uncle Norman's house. "We'll be gone for the night, but Norman and Janice will watch out for you," says Mom. We're standing on the sidewalk, surrounded by bags of clothes and toys.

"Is it Christmas?" asks Tony. He's just turned five and is only just beginning to grasp months and seasons. Any time might be Christmas time in his world.

"No, dummy," I say.

"Don't call him dummy," says Dad as he snaps me on the side of the head.

"Ouch," I say, dodging onto the lawn. "Christmas was last week," I say to Tony.

"Is it Thanksgiving?" Tony asks.

"No," says Mom. She squats, spits on her hand, and wipes a smudge from Tony's cheek. "My beautiful baby," she whispers to him. Then she says, "Your father and I are going on a trip. We're going to Seattle. We'll only be gone for a day. You'll have a good time with Norman and Janice and all your cousins."

We stand on the sidewalk with Aunt Janice and our cousin Debbie. We wave as Mom and Dad drive over the hill. Tony whimpers.

"Come inside," says Aunt Janice. "I'll make you some breakfast." Debbie takes Jeff and Tony by the hand, and leads them inside.

The next afternoon, we're helping Uncle Norman stack firewood by the smokehouse when we hear the Valiant pull into the driveway. We run to greet our parents. 

They have a girl with them.

"Boys," says Dad. "This is your sister, Shelley." He nudges her forward. I'm only in the second grade, but I know that sisters do not spring fully formed form their fathers' heads. They start as babies. Where has this sister come from? 


Norman gives Dad a look of disapproval. Dad shakes his head in response. That's all I notice of the adults. I stare at Shelley. Jeff stares at Shelley. Tony stares at Shelley. We're mesmerized.

She's tall and skinny and has gangly arms. Her hair is sandy blond and long, with a faint hint of curls. She's wearing a white cotton dress, too thin for the cold wind outside. Her lips are pressed tight in a combination of grin and grimace as she stands shivering in the driveway, her arms crossed tightly in front of her chest.

"Say hello, boys," says Dad. Mom stands behind the car, like it's a protective wall.

Nobody says anything.

Dad puts his hands on his waist. He's touching his belt. The message is clear. "Say hello, boys," he says.

"Hi," I say.

Jeff says, "Hi."

"Rawr," says Tony. "I'm Tuffy Tiger."

The girl laughs. "Hi," she says. "I'm Shelley." 

* * *

The drive home is only twenty minutes, but it's long enough to break the ice. Shelley sits in the back seat of the Valiant, wedged between me and Jeff. She's new and doesn't know better than to sit on the hump, and we aren't about to tell her. Tony kneels in the front seat and stares back at us. Stares back at Shelley.

"Where you from," Jeff asks.

"Seattle," says Shelley. "That's in Washington."

"Where's your Mom and Dad?" I ask.

Dad speaks up before Shelley has a chance to answer, "Shelley's Mom is someone I knew a long time ago. She's sick now, so Shelley's going to live with us."

I feel as if my question hasn't been answered. "How old are you?" I ask.

"I'm nine," she says. She's two years older than I am. "My birthday's on Saturday. That's the same day as Elvis Presley. I'll be ten." She'll be three years older than I am.

"Who's Elvis Presley?" asks Tony. He's still staring at Shelley, still mesmerized.

Before anyone can answer, Dad begins to beller, "You ain't nuttin' but a hound dog, a-cryin' all the time." 

"Steve," says Mom, covering her ears. "Please." When Dad sings, it's painful. We hate it.

"You ain't never caught a rabbit and you ain't no friend of mine."

Shelley begins to cry.

"Now look what you've done," says Mom. She looks back at Shelley, as if she wants to console her, but she doesn't say anything.

"I 'm just trying to have a little fun," Dad says.

"Who's Elvis Presley?" asks Tony.

"Elvis Presley is a singer, honey," says Mom. "He's a very popular singer. Now sit down. Quit staring at her." She picks Tony up and turns him around and sits him down on the front seat. But when her attention drifts out the window to the passing fields, Tony crawls onto his knees and stares back at Shelley again. She smiles at him and giggles through the last of her tears.

"Rawr," says Tuffy Tiger.

When we pull into the driveway and get out of the car, Dad spreads his arms toward the trailer house and the shop and the garden and he announces, "Here it is: home sweet home."

Shelley begins to cry again.

* * *

It's strange to have a girl in the house.

Shelley shuts the door when she's in the bathroom. Nobody shuts the bathroom door. Shelley shuts the door. Soon Mom begins to shut the door. And then Dad. Everyone is shutting the bathroom door, and I didn't know why. What does it signify?

Tony doesn't understand why the bathroom door is closed, either. If Shelley's in the bathroom and Tony wants to talk to her, he opens the door and goes in. "Sue!" Shelley screams. "He's doing it again." Tony cannot be dissuaded. Shelley resigns herself to his presence.

The trailer house was cramped before Shelley arrived; now it is even more so. We have no extra bedroom, so Shelley sleeps in the living room next to Freddy, the macaw. We buy a dirty brown and white loveseat with a foldaway bed inside.

 The living room is crowded with Shelley and her stuff. Her clothes are in one corner, her personal belongings -- all of her records and magazines and toys -- in another corner. The loveseat/bed takes up most of one wall. The rest of the room is dominated by the wood stove, by Freddy, and by the bar that extends into the room from the kitchen.

The trailer house is small. 

In the evenings, the family gathers in the living room. We don't have a television, so we listen to the old-time radio programs or we read from the Bible. We play games. We let Freddy out of his cage, and he swoops around the house, squawking. He chews on wood. He poops on the curtains. Shelley hates the bird. She thinks he's disgusting.

"Does he have to live in here?" she says.

"He could live in our room," Jeff says. He loves Freddy. He talks more to Freddy than he talks to anyone else. 

Dad's face darkens. "There's no room for the bird in with the boys," he tells Shelley. "This is the biggest room in the house. There's plenty of room for you and Freddy."

Shelley is not convinced.

One night, Freddy poops all over her suitcase full of clothes. "I can't live like this," Shelley cries, throwing herself onto the loveseat. "I need my own room."

Dad is at the table, finishing a third bowl of potato soup. He laughs, but I can tell that he's angry. "Poor little rich girl."

Mom, washing dishes, comes to Shelley's defense. Though it's barely a whisper, she says, "The girl deserves a place of her own." 

"We don't have room," Dad says, turning on her. His face glows red. "And we certainly can't move. Do you think I'm made of money?" I'm not finished eating, but I leave the room. I hear Mom began to protest, but Dad cuts her short. He slams his hands flat on the table. The plates and knives and forks clatter. A glass falls to the floor and shatters.

The house is silent.

"Fine," he says. He slams the front door and then drives off in the car.

He returns an hour later with an armful of tools and nails. He rips out the bar and throws it onto the front lawn.

"Honey, it's late," Mom says, but Dad ignores her. He nails a piece of plywood to the living room wall, covering the kitchen pass through. He rigs a curtain rod across the doorway between the kitchen and the living room. From this he hangs a tattered sheet, creating a sort of curtain door. Finally, he drags a dresser across the lawn, from the Valiant to the trailer.

"How did you get that in the…," Mom begins.

"Shut up and help me get this inside," Dad says.

When he's finished, Shelley has her own room. Of sorts. It's sealed off from the rest of the house -- though the curtain door isn't much of a seal -- and she has a dresser for her clothes. The bird can no longer poop on them, though he poops on the dresser. Shelley's general mood improves dramatically. In the evenings, she opens the curtain  door to us into her room. 

We have a living room and Shelley has a private space.

* * *

It's a sunny Sunday morning in late March. We're driving to church. Dad is singing: "Hey -- if you happen to see the most beautiful girl in the world." Church. Watsons have arrived. Shelley is suddenly shy around Corey.
Shelley has a stack of records, but we don't have a record player. Dad buys one. I hear Mom and Dad talking in low whispers. "But I don't have enough money for food," Mom says. Dad silences her with a wave his hand.

Shelley plays records for us. She plays Captain & Tennille. She plays The Bay City Rollers. She plays Elton John and Kiki Dee. Mostly she plays Elvis Presley. Jeff, Tony, and I sit on the floor to listen. We watch Shelley dance around the room. She's happy. She lines us up in the living room and she teaches us to dance to "Blue Suede Shoes". 

"What are blues age whos?" asks Tony, and I wonder the same myself.

"I don't know," says Shelley. "It doesn't matter. Now do this." And she shows us how to bend our knees and twist our hips and raise our arms while we dance around the room singing, "You canned you knee thing but loft my blues age whos!" 

Shelley teaches us to dance to "Jailhouse Rock", to "Return to Sender", to "Hound Dog". She coaxes Jeff, gets him to croon "Love Me Tender" to her while she swoons on the orange shag carpet. 

Dad buys Shelley a record album from a group called ABBA. It supplants Elvis in popularity. We sing "Honey, Honey", we sing "Mamma Mia". Shelley teaches us to dance to "Nina Pretty Ballerina". The four of us hop around the room like ballet dancers. We scream and die laughing, then we do it all over again.

We feel like a family. She is our sister. We are her brothers.

* * *

The phone rings. Mom answers. Her face grows pale. "Yes, of course," she says. "We'd be glad to. Bring him over."

She gathers us together. "Chris Watson is very badly hurt. His family is taking him to the hospital. Sister Watson asked me to watch Corey for the night, so he's going to stay here. Can you guys help me find a place for him?"

We boys are excited. We prepare my bunk as the spot of honor for our guest. I'll sleep in Tony's bed, and he'll sleep with Jeff. Shelley is too shocked to do or say anything. "Corey's staying the night here?" she says. She locks herself in the bathroom.

[stuff]

"What is there to do around here?" Corey says. He slumps onto the love seat and looks around, bored. He's in a house with a girl and three small boys. "I wish they left me at home," he says. 

Shelley comes out from the bathroom. She's curled her hair and coated it with hair spray. She stinks. She's wearing her best dress. 

She stops in the doorway, for effect, and with a rounded mouth and perfect enunciation, she says, "Hello, Corey."

Corey looks up. "Hi, Shelley. Hey, do you guys have a TV? I wanna see what's on."

"We don't have one," I say. "My parents don’t believe in it."

"Wanna listen to records?" Tony asks.

Corey considers this. "Yeah. Sure. Okay." We put on Captain and Tennille. "Kids stuff," he says, so we put on ABBA. Shelley leans against the wall, mortified, while we boys show Corey how to dance "Nina Pretty Ballerina". 

"Wanna try?" says Tony, grabbing him by the hand. Corey laughs. "No thanks," he says. "I could never dance like that." We dance for him again.

When Dad comes home, he and Mom have a hurried conference. He gathers us and says, "Your  mother and I are going over to the Watsons to take care of some stuff. Shelley and Corey are in charge while we're gone. You mind them."

One day, on the way home from church, Shelley asks Dad why we don't have a television.


"We don’t need one," he says. "Besides, there's nothing on but a bunch of crap. You guys get plenty of TV at other people's houses. You don't need to watch it at home."


"But Dad," says Shelley, "Everyone else has one. And there's stuff that's good to watch. Like Sesame Street and stuff. Besides, it doesn't have to be on all the time." She starts to cry. Jeff and I exchange a glance. We've noticed this crying thing by now, and are displeased with how often it succeeds. This time, however, it's a case of divided loyalties. We'd like to see Shelley's ploy fail, sure, but we'd also like to have a television.


When Dad comes home form work with a small set on Monday, we're ecstatic. "It's so small," says Shelley, "And it isn't even color." 


"I can take it right back where I got it," says Dad. As if to prove his point, he moves to unplug it. 


"No!" says Shelley. She smiles, and she hugs him, straining to get her arms around his girth. "Thank you," she says. "You're the best Dad ever." Mom stands at the entryway and watches. When we sit down to see what's on, she goes to the back of the trailer to finish the laundry.

Dad lays down television rules. We're only allowed to watch specific shows, and only if all our chores are finished. The entire family watches Donny and Marie on Friday nights. They're Mormon, so we're guaranteed wholesome entertainment. Plus, they're fun. 

Each of us is allowed to choose one show per week for the rest of us to watch. Tony chooses The Bionic Woman on Saturday nights. I choose Star Trek on Sunday afternoons. Jeff chooses The Six Million Dollar Man on Sunday nights. Our weekends are filled with science fiction adventure. Other than Donny and Marie, we don't watch anything the rest of the week. Except Shelley's program. She alternates between Happy Days and Welcome Back, Kotter. She complains that the viewing restrictions aren't fair, that the shows we've chosen aren't any good.

"Brothers," she says, and she sighs.

* * *

One day in the middle of August, Dad comes home from work to find that Shelley's crying again. "What is it this time?" he asks Mom, but she doesn't know. We boys don't know either. She's been crying all afternoon.


Dad is working now, so we have money for a nice supper. Mom has made a roast and some potatoes and carrots. The whole house smells of beef and gravy. "Shelley, honey," Mom says, "It's time to eat." Shelley cries.


"We'll just eat without her then," Dad says, and we do. He pulls the curtain door closed. But it's hard to enjoy this feast with Shelley crying on the other side of the curtain. After dinner, Dad sits next to her on the love seat and strokes her back. "There there," he says. "There there. It'll be okay." She chokes down a couple of sobs and then she's just whimpering.


"What's the matter?" he asks her.


She looks up at him. Her eyes are swollen and red. She frowns and she says, "Elvis is dead!" and then she breaks into tears again. 


That night I'm awakened by the sound of music coming from the living room. I get out of bed and creep down the hallway, through the kitchen, to the edge of the curtain doorway. Shelley is singing softly along with Elvis, "Wise men say only fools rush in, but I can't help falling in love with you."

* * *


Not only is Shelley in the fifth grade, she's also one of the cool kids. Her hear is long; it's feathered in the perfect way. (She spends what seems like hours on it every week.) She wears Jordache jeans with a big plastic comb in the back pocket. She's not very smart, but everyone likes her.


"I told you you'd be sorry." record
* * *


Though we haven't much money, Dad finds a way to take each kid out once a month. When I least expect it, he'll come up and whisper in my ear, "Come on, I'm sneaking you out." He takes me to pizza and a movie. 


"What movie do you want to see?" he says.


My answer in June is Star Wars. My answer in July is Star Wars. My answer in August is Star Wars. Those are Jeff and Tony's answers, too. In September, Dad asks, "What movie other than Star Wars do you want to see?" He shoves the movie ads past my last slice of pepperoni pizza. 


I want to cry, but I don't. I look at the ads and sigh. "That one," I say, pointing out The Spy Who Loved Me. Dad frowns, but he takes me. The movie ends with James Bond in the arms of a beautiful woman. Dad is frowning. "Next month," he says, turning to me, "Next month, we can see Star Wars again if you want." And we do.


When Dad sneaks out with Shelley, she doesn't want to see Star Wars. She chooses Bad News Bears, The Rescuers, Pete's Dragon, and then A Star is Born.


"I don't think she's old enough for those kinds of movies," Mom says to him the next day. Dad shrugs. Shelley walks around the trailer, emoting; she's Barbra Striesand singing "Evergreen": "Love, soft as an easy chair!" 

The week before Christmas, Dad takes Shelley to see Saturday Night Fever. When they come home, his face is white. "How was the movie?" Mom asks, though she already knows the answer.


"No more R-rated movies," he says.

* * *


Dad's out of work again by Christmas, but we have some money saved up so that we can buy presents. Last year, we rewrapped our favorite toys and gave them to each other as gifts. This year, Mom and Dad give us $5 for each of our siblings. I buy Jeff two Star Wars action figures: Darth Vader and Walrus Man. I buy Tony a huge stuffed tiger. Together we pool our money to buy Shelley the Bionic Woman Playset. "Thanks," she says, and she plays with it for a few days before setting it aside, next to Freddy's cage. 


Fortunately, Mom and Dad have given her the perfect gift: The Saturday Night Fever soundtrack. She's thrilled. She plays it repeatedly, subjecting us to the shrill voices of he Brothers Gibb.

The Bionic Woman finds its way into our collection of Star Wars toys, though she's scaled much larger. Jamie Sommers is a giant Imperial agent! Ch-ch-ch-ch, she leaps from the bed to the Millennium Falcon! Luke's lightsaber bites ineffectively against her ankle! B-b-b-b, her Bionic Hearing is powerful enough to hear Mom and Dad arguing behind their bedroom door!

* * *


Shelley decides to learn disco dancing. She checks out a book from the public library. I'm on the love seat, reading the latest issue of Fantastic Four, when she comes home with her treasure. I laugh at the cover, which features sweaty sequin-clad dancers with big hair and big grins. They're having fun. When Shelley tries to disco dance, it doesn't look like fun.


She cuts foot-shaped templates from construction paper and tapes them to the living room floor in the proper positions. The shag carpet won't lay flat; the more she presses it down, the more it springs back, disrupting her precisely-aligned feet. Shelley spends several minutes trying to get them perfect before resigning with a sigh.


She puts on "Stayin' Alive". "I love this song," she says as she finds her spot on the first two construction paper feet. I set my comic book aside and slide off the loveseat onto the floor. I lay on my stomach, chin propped on palms, and watch as Shelley tries to dance. She holds the book in front of her, reading it, and at the same time she tries to watch her position on the construction paper feet. The herky-jerky display before me doesn't look like any dancing I've ever seen. But, then, I haven't seen a lot of dancing.


She chooses to watch Solid Gold that week instead of Happy Days. The show is like Donny and Marie, but with only dancing. "What is this crap?" Dad says when he wanders in for a drink of water. He's been outside in the shop, building some new gadget.


"Dad," Shelley whines, "It's dancing!"


Dad grunts and walks out. After Solid Gold is over, Shelley plays "Stayin' Alive" again and tries her dance steps. She's better this time.

* * *

During Spring Break, Shelley goes to Seattle to visit her mother. Tony cries when she leaves. He's inconsolable. To ease his pain, Dad brings him a cat from Uncle Norman's house. "Be gentle," Dad says as Tony flails to pet it. "You're scaring her."


Tony loves the cat. He wants to hold her. He names her Batman. 


"Honey, you can't call her Batman," Mom says. "Batman is a boy name. This is a girl cat." But this only makes Tony cry, so we call the cat Batman.


Batman is an outdoor cat, but she doesn't know it. "She can't stay inside," Dad says, but when we try to put her outside, she hides behind the loveseat, then under Mom and Dad's bed. "Get her our of here," Dad says. We scare her out from under the bed, but she runs and hides someplace else. We can't find her.


"Let's just leave her inside," I tell Jeff, and he agrees.


In the morning, we discover that Batman has pissed all over Shelley's pile of dirty clothes. "What are we going to do?" asks Jeff. I decide to wash the clothes. I add extra bleach to get rid of the smell. When we take the clothes out of the dryer, they're all various shades of pastel. "What are we going to do?" asks Jeff. I throw all the clothes back in Shelley's dirty clothes corner and hope that she just doesn't notice.


She does notice.


When Shelley finds that her clothes have been ruined, she shrieks at us. She lunges at Batman. Tony cries. Jeff and I hide in our rooms. Mom tries to reason with her. "I can't live like this," Shelley screams.


When Dad comes home from job-hunting, they confer in their bedroom. On Saturday, Dad and Norman stand behind the trailer house, pointing and drawing lines in the air. Dad pours concrete footings, builds a wooden floor. "This will be your room," he tells Shelley. To Mom, he adds, "And we'll move the washer and dryer from the bathroom to a new utility room." He has grand plans.


But then he gets a job. Suddenly he doesn't have free time. He's traveling across the country, selling staples and staplers, and the last thing he wants to do when he gets home is to do more work. We have some money now, which means better food and new clothes, so Mom doesn't complain. Shelley is still unhappy, but she, too, likes the influx of money so she says nothing.

* * *

The neighbors grow corn that summer. They use a new irrigation system: an enormous tractor-drawn sprinkler that casts a vast stream of water in a large circle. It's not pure water, though. "That's sileage," Dad says when we complain to him about the smell. "It's manure mixed with water. It's good fertilizer. That's going to be good corn."


We won't eat it -- corn covered in shit. 


The flies, however, love it. They come by the hundreds. By the thousands. By the millions. The flies descend upon the corn field, and they swarm into the trailer. We have no screens on the windows -- three boys in a trailer house for eight years will ruin any number of window screens -- so we have no protection from the flies. They're everywhere.


We shut the windows and set off a bug bomb, a massive can of insecticide. We leave for dinner at Burgerville. When we come home there is a crunchy carpet of flies throughout the house. It takes an hour to sweep them up. Things are fine for a few days -- except that all the food tastes like insecticide -- and then it gets hot again. We have a couple of oscillating fans, but they're largely ineffective. We take cool baths. We sit in the car with the air conditioning on. "Please," we beg Dad, "Let us open the windows." 


"It's your choice," he says. "You can be hot and live without flies, or you can open the windows and live with the flies." We decide to live with the flies. Jeff and I run from room to room, opening the windows, positioning are meager fans to encourage a draft. The flies pour in.


Shelley sits on the loveseat, staring blankly into space.

* * *


At the end of July, the news if full of Louise Brown, the first test-tube baby, but Shelley doesn't even notice. I wonder at the marvels of science. A test-tube baby. If I want a sister, I can go to the local scientist and ask for one. But I have a sister. Sort of. 


Ever since March, Shelley has been unhappy. 

Dad's leaving for a fastener supply convention in Rhode Island. He pulls me aside as he's loading the car. "How do you like your sister?" he asks. I like her. I don't think she likes us. 

"You understand that I'm her father, but your Mother played no role in her birth?" he says. I know. I've pieced it together by now. I've overheard conversations. "I love her as much as I love you, though."

Shelley hates living here. She doesn't dance any more.


At the beginning of August, her sour mood sweetens for a few days. There's a break in the weather. It rains. The flies vanish. Dad is back from his business trip. He takes Shelley to see Grease, and he buys her the soundtrack. For a few days, she's the old Shelley again. She teaches us new dances. She plays "You're The One That I Want" and shakes her entire body, tossing her long hair from shoulder to shoulder. When she plays "Greased Lightning", we all pretend that we're cars racing around the living room. 


Mom doesn't like the record. She hates the song "Look at Me I'm Sandra Dee". One day Shelley discovers that somehow that song, and only that song, has a big scratch through it. We all know it's Mom, but nobody says anything. We're not sure why it upsets her.


Shelley's good mood ends one Sunday morning while we're getting ready for church. She's curling her hair, which I still find ridiculous. From some secret spot she pulls a stick of red lipstick. I'm shocked. "You can't wear makeup," I tell her.


"Shut up," she says as she dons a pair of clip-on earrings. 


It all makes sense to me. I dance around and taunt her. "Shelley loves Corey. Shelley loves Corey."


She whirls to face me. "Shut up, I said."


"Shelley loves Corey, Shelley loves Corey."


She pulls her fist back and swings. She hits me in the eye. 


I'm stunned.


We stand facing each other.


Then I begin to cry. She marches off to the living room while I run to find Dad. He's out back, in his suit, nailing down a board to the addition. He's made slow progress in the past few months, but thinks he'll be erecting the walls soon. "What's wrong?" he asks.


I stifle my tears. "Shelley hit me," I say. 


He looks at me for a moment, considering. He sighs. "Well," he says. "You probably deserved it."


By the end of church, I have a black eye. I'm standing in the foyer with Chris Watson and Even Stephens and Chipper Engleman. "What happened?" they ask, breathless. I look over to where Shelley is talking with Corey. She's not listening.


"I got in a fight with Leon," I say. Leon's a neighbor boy. He's in junior high, four years older than I am. He's a bully, and nobody likes him. My friends gasp, impressed. Shelley laughs. She is standing behind them now, listening to my story. I'm trapped by my lie, but she only stands there, smiling, listening. She does not give me away.

* * *


The week before I begin the fourth grade, a black man appears at our door. I've never met a black man before. He's tall and muscular and intimidating. "Hello," he says when I answer the door. He reaches out to shake my hand. His grip is soft, almost womanly. "I'm Lonnnie," he says. "I'm here for Shelley." I'm scared.


Mom comes to the door. "Hello, Lonnie," she says, and she smiles at him. 


"I'm here for Shelley," he says. "Her Mom is out of the hospital now, and she wants her daughter home."

Mom invites him in. He sits at the table and waits for Shelley to pack. Jeff and Tony and I stand in the hallway, watching him. A black man. I wonder what Seattle must be like: white girls living with black men, color televisions everywhere, no flies in the summer, fashionably dressed children.

Shelley cries as she says good-bye. She hugs Tony, and he cries, too. She hugs Jeff, and he sniffles. She hugs me and I didn't know what to do. "Good-bye," I say. 

"Write to me," she says. "You've been good brothers." We stand on the lawn and watch Lonnie drive her away.

* * *

When Dad died in 1995, Shelley came to the funeral. She was bereft. I felt ashamed that my grief was so insignificant compared to hers. She sobbed. She hung on the casket. She could not let him go, this man she had barely known. Somehow, in some way, he had been an important part of her life. She was her father. 


He was my father, too, but he'd been omnipresent in my life, wanting to control every aspect. Though I felt sadness at his passing, I mostly felt relief.


Watching Shelley's demonstrations of grief, I wondered what her life had been like. I wondered how my life might have been different.


I had always wanted a sister.

