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Like every kid of my generation, there were two types of phenomenon. The first is the monster who lived in the dark recesses of every kid’s closet. The second was a zombie kind of monster that stood outside your bedroom window and gave you a dead stare. To my twelve-year-old mind, both were real, but I wasn’t afraid. They were nothing compared to the unbridled wrath of my older sister, Kate.

I am Bertram Grant, but for as long as I can remember, everyone, except my mother, called me Burkie. Dad was a military/civilian coordinator who worked at Thompson Air Force Base eight miles west of San Ramon. Mom was a homemaker and volunteer at Saint Ignacio’s Parish; our family was Catholic. My father was born and raised Catholic, but as an adult, he was more of a lapsed Catholic who took a lot of their doctrine with a grain of salt. The only time he acted super Catholic is when Jehovah’s Witnesses or Mormon Missionary kids showed up at our house. My mom converted to Catholicism, but not because my father pressured her. He couldn’t have cared less either way. I don’t know about other converts, but my mom became a hard-core Catholic!

Our dad taught my brother, sister, and me to think for ourselves and question everything. Dad was an easy-going man who lived each day by his own design. He kept things simple and seldom got worked up about things. Except for one occasion that I’ll explain later in this story. Like clockwork, every day of my childhood, he’d go to work and come home. My mom would start making dinner after he got home. He’d sit at the kitchen table, drink a beer, read the Chiricahua County Enterprise, especially Lilly Ledbetter’s column, and talk to mom. For as long as I can remember, that’s what they did. They talked, gossiped, laughed, and when he got up to get his second beer, he’d pinch her on her rear end. She would giggle, then warn him he had twenty minutes to stop! Then she snickered again under her breath and kept on making dinner. They seldom said anything about their feelings toward each other. We all knew they were in love.

My brother is Malcolm Junior—we called him Junior. He was five years older than me and very much like our father, easy-going and quiet. He attended college at Arizona State University and earned a degree in architecture. Afterwards, an architectural firm in Rancho Cucamonga, California, hired him. In April 1989, Junior was driving home after work when a drunk driver broadsided him two blocks from his home. A drunk driver killed Malcom. He left his wife of almost twenty years and three daughters. Prior to my brother being killed, I never thought about death. I knew someday I was going to die, but that was so far off in the future, it didn’t seem real. It happened without warning—my forty-four-year-old brother was dead. It has been years since his death, but there are still times when I feel a sadness about Junior’s death.

My older sister Kate and I had a special, love/hate relationship. I remember her watching out for me when I was growing up. She was more of a disciplinarian than either of our parents. Her given name was Katherine Elizabeth. My sister was two and a half years older than me. In the third grade, she decided that she no longer wanted to be called Katherine, but rather Kate. She was fearless, determined, self-disciplined, conscientious, strong-willed, opinionated, caring, and the smartest person I ever met. For as far back as I can remember, she was always watching out for me. Even when I complained to mom and dad, they both said that I should feel lucky that Katherine loved me so much. Well, I didn’t feel lucky. It was like being stalked by a crazed lunatic.

It was the summer of 1959. Our family was on a trip to Strawberry, Arizona, to get out of the summer heat in San Ramon. My dad liked to stop at a little hole in the wall bar called Sunflower. In those days, all it amounted to was a bar, a tin outhouse, a small bar/store. When we stopped that year, Junior, Kate, and I walked over to a small creek that flowed through a patch of sycamore trees. After a few minutes, I came back to make use of the tin outhouse. It was a flimsy structure built from two by fours and corrugated tin. They built a wall to divide the cowboy’s section from the cowgirl’s section. At least that’s what the sign said on the door. When I first went into the cowboy’s part, I noticed several holes poked through the tin wall that separated the two sides. I felt obligated to check it out to see what was going on in the girl’s side—the cowgirl’s side was empty. While I was fastening my Levi’s, I heard the door on the cowgirl’s side opening. I was nine years old and had no interest in girls, especially since I spent every waking minute stewing about my older sister. On the other hand, I was a nine-year-old boy, and what’s the harm of taking a sneak peek? It was almost like a rite of passage. I peeked through one of the holes in the corrugated tin wall. Just when I looked, a girl about the same age as Kate pulled her pants down. There it was—her bare butt on full display. Right there before my eyes. I was so mesmerized I forgot to stop looking, even after there was nothing to see. Then, out of nowhere, a fist slammed into the corrugated tin that separated the two restrooms. The sudden explosion could have caused me to be knocked out or even blinded. How could she be so disrespectful? The noise coming from the corrugated tin sounded like a bomb had gone off, except for the girl’s voice calling me a little son-of-a-bitch. My first thought was, ‘what if Kate finds out?’ I heard the girl’s outhouse door slam shut; a second later, the girl was pounding on my door ordering me to get out so she could teach me a lesson!

‘Ah man,’ I thought, not knowing what to do.

“Get out of there, you pervert. I’m going to beat the crap out of you,” she yelled as she banged on the door.

“I didn’t mean to look at you, besides I didn’t see anything.”

“You’re full of shit.”

“What’s going on?” asked my sister.

This was terrible. I may as well die right on this spot.

“The kid in there was peeping while I was peeing,” she answered.

“Burkie, is that you in there?”

Ah man, how could it get any worse?

“Who’s Burkie?” asked the girl dead set on killing me.

“He’s my little brother,” answered Kate. “Burkie, if that’s you in there, you’d better come out.”

“Yeah, ya little shit. You’d better do what your sister said!”

“I will, but I didn’t see anything.” It was a lie, but I was holding my ground in fear of my life.

“Okay,” said Kate. “Get your ass out of there!”

As soon as I opened the door, they started laughing. I had the start of a big shiner from the tin hitting my eye. My sister promised the girl that he, referring to me, would never do something so stupid like that again.

I survived that ordeal without too much loss of self-respect. Over the next few years, she kept an eye on me. It was the usual stuff that sisters complain of about their brothers. Giving me the evil eye, ordering me to pick up after myself, to lift the toilet seat, telling me to make my bed, and even going as far as ordering me to wash the dishes when it wasn’t even my turn!

One summer day, mom interrupted our afternoon movie by insisting we to go to Saint Ignacio’s to give confession. Kate stood her ground and told mom she wouldn’t go. Twenty minutes later, Kate and I were at the church. Kate looked at me and told me to go first. When I finished, it was Kate’s turn. I watched her make her way to the confessional.

“Hello, Katherine, it’s nice to see you,” said Father Daniel as she approached.

“It’s Kate.”

“Well, I apologize. It’s nice to see you, Kate.”

“Yeah, well, let’s get this over with.”

The parish was quiet for the first few minutes, then a faint murmur of voices raising. Their volume of their voices continued to increase. The doors of the confessional flew open.

“I just turned seventeen,” said Kate as she confronted Father Daniel. “Of course, I’ve thought about it, but I’ve never had sex. And yeah, I do one rub one out every once in a while, which is none of your damn business.” She stated as she walked toward me.

“My dear, it is giving in to yourself and temptation.”

Kate turned around. “You know what? If you don’t play the game, you can’t make the rules. It sounds to me like you need to rub one out before hearing any confessions,” she said as she turned around. She flipped him the bird as she walked out of the parish.

Appearing shaken, Father Daniel looked at me. “Burkie, is there something wrong with her?”

I had no idea how to answer his question. “Ah, I’d better go.”   

Later that evening at dinner, my mother, as she always did, blamed my father’s side of the family for Kate’s rebelliousness toward Father Daniel. The lecturing by my mother persisted throughout dinner, with Kate holding her ground. The passive aggressive bickering between mom and Kate continued through dinner. Later that evening, dad talked to Kate. He was the most humble, laid-back man I ever knew. It was comforting to listen to him speaking with my sister. The first thing he told Kate was to not worry; it was not quite the end of the world. Dad told her how proud he was of her. Then told her that the
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