A Manic Depressive Boy Named Dog Roger

by Julia Harris
“CAT BADGER. THIS IS DOG ROGER. WE HAVE A CODE GRAY. CAT BADGER. EMERGENCY. OVER.”

Click.

Dog Roger screamed into the walkie-talkie, his voice shuddering with urgency.  He crouched in tall grasses nestled directly behind the garage door where he could carefully scrutinize everything in his line of vision.  I watched from many feet away, sitting comfortably beneath a shaded aspen tree to avoid the rays of Colorado sun. It was a classic game of spy mission, and like all spy missions, Dog Roger did the combat battles.  Combat battles called for a specific personality—one that I did not demonstrate as I often feigned productivity in the form of catching frogs in the nearby pond, naming each of them Tonia.  I didn’t admit that to Dog Roger though, whose eyes shifted anxiously for the next excuse to yell “CODE GRAY” into the 90’s communication device that could, very noticeably, be heard from miles away.  “Code Gray” was a term my brother coined.  He had over fifteen codes, but this one I knew and could recognize without consultation.  If our Dad were to start singing, dancing, or whistling loudly when he thought nobody was within reasonable distance, Dog Roger or I might yell “Code Gray” for the other’s amusement.  According to Dog Roger, a Code Gray was underway.  I repositioned myself as he sprinted behind the nearest tree, his back leaning against its solid trunk to conceal his identity. 

“DOG ROGER, THIS IS CAT BADGER. OVER.” Click.

Although less urgent, I answered, watching what appeared to be our Dad maneuvering up the driveway in his gray pick-up.  Dog Roger stood completely still, his voice frantic as he whispered into his walkie-talkie.

“CAT BADGER. GET DOWN. OVER.” Click.  

I hesitantly kneeled to the ground as Dog Roger and I watched Dad whistling as he shut the car door.  I tucked myself deeper into my hiding spot, the leaves underneath me crinkling with the slight movement.  It was too late.  Dad peered behind the garage door, staring in my direction and offering a sheepish nod and wave of the hand.

“CAT BADGER. WE’VE GOT OURSELVES A PROBLEM. CODE RED. THIS IS AN EMERGENCY. CAT BADGER. ABORT MISSION. OVER.”

Click.

***

“Alright, Cat Badger. Stand here.”

Dog Roger released the basketball from his hands and threw it to me.  I caught it on my chest, my feet jostling for balance.  It was a summer day, like any other.  Dog Roger stood directly in front of me, his hands outstretched in defensive position.  

“Check.”

I bounced the ball to him.  He bounced it back to me.  Playing one-on-one basketball with Dog Roger was our normal summer activity.  Although most of his days were spent conditioning, doing intensive drill-work and making thousands of baskets, he spent time teaching me because, according to him, it was the only way to improve.  

“You’re not going to make the team unless you play with people who push you,” he said in a serious voice. “I’m not gonna go easy on you.”

I was nervous to play with my brother.  Not only was he an exceptional basketball player, but his achievements exceeded the level of a normal seventh grader.  He played on the eighth grade team.  I was just a year younger, but never quite as focused or athletic as he was.  I wasn’t as determined.  I didn’t spend my days logging my workouts in a notebook that tracked my progress.  I didn’t run laps around the neighborhood, or sprint until I was green in the face.  He did, though.  Mom said it was because he was “Type A”.  I didn’t know what that meant, but I hoped that I could someday be that way, too.

I dribbled the ball in my right hand, and he followed my every move.  He mirrored every shift, moving his body swiftly and quickly, his feet shuffling on the concrete driveway.  I crossed the ball over into my left hand but he was quicker than I was.  He picked the ball out of my hands off the dribble, spun and drove towards the hoop.  

“Start over,” he said, bouncing the ball back at me. “You’re gonna get it right.” 

I groaned, grasped the ball in my hands, and continued.  Each time yielded the same result, but some were better than others.  Every time, he snatched it out of my hands, advising me to dribble lower or protect the ball more carefully with my left hand.  Two hours passed by and I was losing hope.  I could not beat Dog Roger, even if I tried.

“I’m never gonna score on you,” I admitted, resting my hand and the ball on my knees in an attempt to catch my breath. “Besides,” I panted, “it’s getting hot out here.  Can we just take a break?”

Zach looked at me intently and stopped me short.

“Listen, Cat. Every minute you spend inside being lazy, your competition is out there practicing.  Someone’s practicing harder than you are.  Someone is doing more lay-ups.  More free throws.  There’s somebody who isn’t taking a break.  And when it comes down to it, which one’s gonna win the game?  The one who gave up, or the one who stayed outside and worked harder?”

He threw the ball back to me and I sat up and caught it between my fingers, which were blackened by the excessive basketball use.  His words gave me a surge of confidence this time.

“Check.”

He bounced the ball back to me and I pivoted on the catch.  I faked the ball upwards with every ounce of energy I had, swung the ball to my right side, and drove to the basket.  Release.  The ball ascended in the air, ricocheted off the backboard and fell neatly into the netted hoop.

“I knew you could do it, Cat Badger.”  Dog Roger was always right.

***

“What’s she doing here?” a tall boy with dark hair and a nasally voice said as he pointed at me.

Six boys stood in front of me, tall and large as they grew closer.  The boy laughed as he shrugged his shoulders, snickering to the others in a teenage way.  Each stood dumbfounded at my existence, as if waiting for an explanation as to why I stepped foot on their court. 

“Basketball’s not a girl’s sport,” he continued. “You can’t play with us.” 

I slowly lowered my shoulders attempting to keep calm as they walked closer to me.  “M-my brother told me to meet him here,” I muttered quietly.  I paused.  The words barely came out of my mouth.  I looked around.  Where was Dog Roger?  I had to leave; I didn’t belong here without him.

“Go home.  There are no cheerleading spots open,” the boy hissed through his large, crooked teeth. His friends chuckled and slapped hands at the joke, cheering loudly as they shooed me away.  My eyes grew warmer as I turned, mentally planning my escape route from each angle.

“She’s my sister,” a voice said loudly from behind me.  It quickly fell silent.

“You… you’re Zach’s sister?” the same boy asked, this time with an ounce of fear in his voice.  I nodded slightly as he made his way onto the court.

“Shayne, you and I are captains.  Shoot for first pick.”

Zach threw the ball crisply at Shayne, who immediately obeyed and positioned himself for a shot.  It quickly bounced off the backboard and onto the pavement, where Zach swiftly scooped it into his hands.  He stepped back, looked at me, then back up to the hoop.  The ball flew from his hands and soared towards the basket, just above the rim and into the net.  

“Alright, I’ll go first,” he said as he scanned the group of boys watching in confusion and awe.  “I pick Cat Badger.”

***

“What’s wrong?”

Dog Roger didn’t answer, didn’t even look in my direction.  I sat on the driveway, watching him sprint back and forth, his face rouged and sweat dripping from every pore on his body.  He didn’t stop.  Mother stood nervously on the front porch, trembling as she grasped the phone in her hand, her eyes fixed on her middle son.  I watched too, for although Dog Roger’s normal regimen consisted of hard technique and drill work, nobody had ever seen him quite like this.

Dog Roger had grown distant lately.  He and Mom left more frequently for doctor’s appointments.  Annual check-ups.  Flu shots.  Tetanus boosters.  The usual—or so I was told.  It didn’t seem like the usual, though.  I rarely got invited on spy missions anymore.  Our daily lessons were replaced by longer and more intensive workouts, with ten hours spent outside training.  He hardly invited me to join, and when he did, he got frustrated with my lack of focus or failure to execute a drill properly.  Some days he didn’t let me join at all.  Today was one of those days.

“WHAT’S WRONG?” 

My voice grew louder as I approached him, carrying our spy gear in my hands for him to see.  His shoulder brushed aggressively against mine as he passed by.  I stumbled in my stance, managing to regaining my balance.  He still didn’t look.  He continued to storm up and down the driveway, dribbling the ball in his left hand, then switching to his right.  

“ZACH!” I yelled as he ran my way. 
I intercepted his path and swapped the ball from his hand.  His stale face erupted into fury, but he caught up with the ball quickly, only pausing for a brief second.  He stopped to catch his breath, sweat dripping down his forehead as he wiped it aside.

“LEAVE ME ALONE!” he bellowed, his voice exploding with anger. 

I stumbled, stepped back, and watched my brother.  His eyes were red and still.  I had never heard him yell like that.  He rarely raised his voice, especially at me.  He continued sprinting up and down the court, never stopping for anything; not a water break, not even a moment of rest.  He just continued up and down the driveway, faster and more aggressively each time.

“What about our spy mission?  You said we would yesterday.”

Zach paused and turned around.  His eyes filled with water as he approached me, as if confused by my persistence in bothering him once more.  I stepped back, slowly backing myself into the garage door where he stood nearly five feet away.  We were no longer in Mom’s line of vision.  His eyes shifted nervously as he grasped the basketball in his right hand, winding it back as he stared at me. He released it and I flinched, but not quickly enough to prepare for his next action.  The ball hit my torso enough force to knock me to my knees, clenching my stomach to catch my breath.  The walkie-talkies tumbled out of my hands onto the driveway. He picked the basketball back up and kicked the walkie-talkies towards him, pelting each with the basketball.  I watched the walkie-talkies under his feet as he crunched them beneath his basketball shoes.  Once.  Twice.  Three times.  The phones cracked, and I crawled towards them to gather the remains.

“I TOLD YOU TO LEAVE ME ALONE!” he roared, picking the basketball off the ground and continuing his laps up and down the driveway.  I stood up in disbelief, staring at my brother in complete silence.  He didn’t look back or apologize.  Tears rolled down my cheeks as I pressed the buttons on the walkie-talkies. 

There was no response.  No static.  Just one faint click, then silence.  

***

“Can I come in?” Mom asked, tapping my bedroom door gently from the outside.  

I didn’t budge.  I said nothing.  I just sat on my window seat and stared outside.  From the window seat I could see everything I wanted to see: Zach playing basketball on the driveway, the neighbors walking by the house with their children and pets.  I could even see the exact dot where the mountains met the skyline, the orange backdrop outlined in light blue.

“Julia, open the door,” she said again, this time more urgent.

“It’s open,” I answered back.  Mom walked in and sat neatly on my bed, repositioning the pillows and folding the sheets that had somehow formed into a ball-shaped catastrophe.  

“What do you want?” I mumbled quietly as I buried my head deeper into my knees.

“What are you doing up here?” she asked, gazing across my floor.  There was hardly any room to maneuver.  Every inch of carpet was covered in clothes and all that remained of broken objects Zach had destroyed in one of his recent outbursts.  He got angry a lot lately, and although the items were unable to be fixed I could not part with the memories that were still strongly mended to each of them.

I looked up at my mother, her eyes pained and reddened.  “It’s a beautiful day, Julia.  You should be outside.  Why don’t you call Chelsea or Katie?”

I stared back out the window, watching my brother play on the basketball court by himself.  I didn’t want to call Chelsea or Katie.  I didn’t want to do anything.  All I wanted to do was all that I had ever done on any given day: play with Zach.  I couldn’t do that now.  Mom and Dad wouldn’t allow it.  Zach wouldn’t allow it.  Mom got off the bed and sat next to me on the window seat.  Zach was still outside playing basketball, running the dreadful back and forth sprints that consumed hours of his new regimen.  I counted laps from the window seat, patiently waiting for him to come inside, to come to his senses and invite me to join.

“You haven’t left your room in weeks.  You can’t stay in here forever,” Mom begged, brushing my hair away from my eyes.  I glanced at the spy gear, the broken receiver that I used to cradle in my hands on warm summer days.  The light inscription of “Dog Roger” could barely be made out through the damage.

“Julia, listen to me.  Whatever is going on, were going to fix it.  Your brother is sick, and you have to understand that.  Dad and I are going to make him okay.  For now, though, you can’t do the things you used to do.  You can’t spend time with him.  t’s just going to hurt you and I can’t let that happen.”

Mom never spoke in that tone before.  She never sounded so concerned.  Her eyes teared up as she grazed her hand across my back.  I lowered my voice and met her eyes, carefully examining every movement on her face.

“What do you mean, he’s sick?” I asked, lifting my head from my knees.  Startled, mom glanced up, the creases around her eyes and forehead becoming more apparent as she attempted to soften her facial expression.

“I don’t know how to say this,” she started, letting out a sigh. “Your brother—he’s a sad boy.  He has a lot of anger.  You know that feeling when your legs feel like bricks?  Well, he feels that all the time.  The doctor’s don’t know why.”

Confusion swept across my face.

“Just tell me what’s going on,” I insisted, the words stumbling off my tongue loudly, shaking as they escaped my mouth.  Mom looked me straight in the eyes and lowered her voice.

“Your brother, he—he has what’s called Manic Depressive Disorder.” She paused and her voice cracked with sincerity as she continued: “He’s mentally ill.” 

***

“Julia, get back in your room.  Dad will be back shortly to take you to school,” Mom insisted.  I groaned, feeling the frustration burn in my veins.

“I’m gonna be late!” I yelled back. “I have a test first period!  A TEST!”

There it was.  The panic sensation and the moment that directly proceeds it—the dulling pain.  That’s how it felt each time Zach had an outburst, and what caused me to take extra precautions.

Mom waited with me as Dad drove home from work.  Zach and I couldn’t be in the same car together, even to go to school.  He was too “unstable.”  Earlier that morning, he tripped my Mom as she was making pancakes on the stove.  In order to prevent the same thing from happening to me, the school would be notified and Dad would be dropping me off.  I was embarrassed.

Zach and I didn’t acknowledge each other anymore.  It had been like this since seventh grade: I didn’t say hello as he lurked into the kitchen, slowly taking his belongings and exiting out the door.  Although at times I felt guilty over our absent evasiveness, the thought of a public interaction felt impossible.  Mom and Dad advised that I stay in my room as much as possible, avoid the basement at all costs, and stay on a different floor than Zach at all times.  Although I despised the limitations, I always obliged. 

“I’m sick of this!” I screamed at my mother, who managed to maintain a poised composure.  She didn’t answer.

Zach stood by the front door, grasping his brown bag lunchbox in one hand.  He was, tall, thin and sulking, and his hair was slicked back to each side of his head.  He had a very large and noticeable part running down the very center.  It was irritating.  Everything about him bothered me. 

“What guy parts their hair?” I whispered angrily towards Mom, who rolled her eyes at me as if to shake my shoulders with just one crisp glare.

“HE’S SICK, JULIA. DON’T YOU UNDERSTAND? IT’S NOT HIS FAULT.”

I didn’t understand.  Sure, I understood he was sick, but younger siblings should not be embarrassed of their older siblings.  Younger siblings were not the ones that stood up for their older siblings—it wasn't right.  Mom didn’t understand, though, and neither did Dad.  My classmates who constantly asked about our relationship certainly didn’t understand. But somehow, they believed I held the answer they were seeking.  

The more everyone talked, the more I learned to despise that quiet boy who lurked in the corner at lunch and threw chunks of food through the side rot-wire fence.  I grew to hate the part in his hair, the way his khaki pants never hit his shoes and the way he tucked in his collared shirts and buttoned them up so precisely.  I began to take notice of the detergent stains on his pants, the way he wore the same ones everyday with that same sickening pale yellow collared shirt.  I couldn’t stand his eyes and their lack of emotion, his passive aggressive stares and the way he would stand in my way with the sole purpose of blockading and intimidating me.  I hated the way he caused me to be late for school.  Most of all, though, I hated being associated with his shameful behavior.

One day, through the crowded corridors of our small, private high school I heard the side chatter of conversation.

“He’s just a waste of space.”

“Oh, Julia’s brother?”

“Yeah, him.  Isn’t he mental?”

“Who told you that, his sister? Ha—she’s probably crazy too.”

***

“Julia, right?” a voice behind me muttered in a strange voice.

I turned around to see three junior boys standing directly behind me in the hallway.  My eyes widened as I met theirs, nervously awaiting what they had to say.  I smiled nervously and nodded.  Three junior boys.  Junior boys never talked to freshman girls.  I stood up confidently and waited for a response.

“What the hell is wrong with your brother?” the first boy asked, sneering in a shockingly angry tone.  I glanced at each of them, seeing how the way their demeanors could say so much more than they needed.  My face grew hot, and my confidence slowly slipped into embarrassment and shame.

“Wh-what happened?” I asked sheepishly, gathering my things in an attempt to look preoccupied.  That was another nervous habit.  I couldn’t make eye contact.

“He just got us all in detention,” the first boy continued. “He just sits at our lunch table and throws shit at people.  Nobody even wants him there.  He doesn’t even talk.”

Students passed through the hallways and glanced over as I backed deeper and deeper into the lockers to avoid being seen.  I took two books from my locker in a feeble attempt at being rushed.

“You wanna know something?” the second boy asked, glaring down at me.  I backed away as he leaned in closer, meeting my eyes and lowering his voice so only I could hear.

“He sucks,” he stated firmly.  I paused for a moment then nodded my head.

“I know.”

***

Click. Click. Click.

I almost thought I was dreaming.  For a second, I was outside with Dog Roger, maneuvering through tall grasses in search of a “Code Gray”.  I wasn’t dreaming, though.  That was not the clicking sound.

I perched myself on the white tile floor.  Mother sat in a chair with Dad, and my oldest brother was across the room.  Zach was in the room directly behind me, but my only knowledge of him being there was the incessant clicking sound from the ventilator pumping air into his lungs.  Forty seven, forty eight.  I counted the tiles.  I refused to sit and fully comprehend exactly what I was doing there.  I refused to believe it when the ICU nurse told me Zach was dying.

How did I get here?  I couldn’t remember.  All I could remember was waking up to a vacant house and four voicemails on my cell phone, hearing the urgency echoing from my mother’s voice as she tried her best to maintain a calm composure.

“Julia.  When you wake up, take the gold car… the keys, you have the keys.  The second set is in my dresser drawer.  We’re at Memorial Hospital.  The one by our house.  Call me back.  Everything’s gonna be okay.  Everything’s fine, just come here when you wake up.  Zach’s not doing so well.”

I remember the drive over.  I only vaguely knew where the hospital was, even though I drove by it every day.  This day, though, it was more than a building—this day, it was a hospital.  The hospital that would take care of my brother while he suffered pneumonia.  I didn’t really know what pneumonia was. had never realized it was life-threatening.  

Mom and Dad cried in their chairs and I sat with my head down, counting tiles on the hospital floor in an attempt to filter out the important details: the men and women in white shuffling around with clipboards and exchanging information.  I noticed the other family in the ICU, the way they paced and waited eagerly to hear any news as if it were a competition for who would hear good news first.  I hated it. 

“Honey, if you want something to drink, the code for the refrigerator is 4-6-5-0,” a nurse said calmly to me as I glanced up.  I nodded my head as I gazed up at her, a noticeably calm nurse with a half smile on her face.  She shouldn’t be so calm, I thought.  And I shouldn’t know the code to the refrigerator in the ICU.

Visitors frequented through the room to offer their support to Zach that night.  Not too many people stopped by, but enough to make me realize that although it bothered me that none of them really knew or acknowledged Zach on a daily basis, I was no better than them.  I felt sick.  

“Julia,” Mom wept, as she kneeled down beside me.  I looked back at her, seeing the way her eyes were swollen with tears.  

“The doctor’s don’t think he’ll make it through  tonight,” Mom quietly trembled through her quivering lips. “If you want to go inside and say goodbye, he won’t say anything, but the doctor’s say he can hear everything.  Be strong, and don’t let him know you’re scared.”

She erupted with tears as I shook my head, got up from my seat and made my way into Zach’s room of the ICU.  After eight years of silence, taunting, and an illness that he could not shake, this was his fate.  I couldn’t think positively.  Nothing about the situation was fair or deserved.  

“I wanna go in alone,” I told Mom, who abruptly stopped behind me.  The clicking noise grew louder as I entered the room.  That’s when I saw him.  He trembled up and down in the ventilator.  His hair was oiled and combed to one side.  Tubes ran inside his body.  I felt the panic sensation like a lump growing in the pit of my stomach.  I wanted to scream but my voice box wouldn’t let me.

“Za-ch,” I mumbled, slowly grasping his cold and clammy hand.  I could barely recognize the way his name rolled off my lips.  The clicking noise grew louder and I choked back tears.  Why was Dog Roger always in the frontline of combat mission?  Why not me?  I tried to catch my breath.  This combat mission was far greater than any we had ever prepared, and I knew he would not be able to do it alone with a sister who halfheartedly played her role as subordinate.  As my fingers intertwined with his, I felt my heart beat faster.  I had to join him on the frontline.   

It was my turn to be Dog Roger.

“I know you can do it,” I whispered, firmly grasping his hand as the nurse poked her head in as if my time was up.  I looked back at Dog Roger, his body shaking with the beat of the racing heart monitor.

“Coach told me I have the best jump shot he’s ever seen,” I whispered, leaning closer to his trembling body.

“Just wait until he sees yours.”

***

I hadn’t been home since August.  My first year of college started, which meant I only came back for Christmas break.  It was December—the trees lost their leaves in Colorado, and the air grew cooler and required extra layers to be worn both outside and inside.  Zach was wrapped in a blanket on the sofa in the living room.  It had been nearly nine months since the doctors claimed the most miraculous recovery they had ever seen.  It was nine months since I saw my brother out of the hospital, a short duration compared to our eight years of silence.

“Dinner’s ready!” Dad exclaimed, calling his kids to the dining room table.  Everyone gathered at his call, though it took Zach longer to maneuver from the living room to the dining room, as he was still considerably weak from the weight loss and prolonged recovery process.

“Dinner!” Dad repeated again, and Mom hit him in the arm as she glared at her husband.  The five of us promptly sat down at the table in the usual configuration.  I sat across from my brothers, and my parents sat at each end.  

“Time for a toast,” Dad stated, raising his glass and barely tapping the knife against it.  There we all were.  It was the first time the family sat together since Zach’s pneumonia.  It was the first time in years that we sat together to eat a meal as a family.

“Well, it’s been a rough year,” Dad began. “As you all know, a lot happened this year in our family.” 

“Lighthearted, please,” Mom demanded, exchanging a meaningful glance with Dad, who quickly followed her queue.  

“Well, last year on this day, Christopher Colum- uh, I mean,” Dad said, laughing nervously before correcting his error.

A laugh erupted from the other end of the table.  I sat up to locate where the noise was coming from.  My oldest brother was looking down with a serious look upon his face.  It wasn’t coming from him.  I turned towards Zach, a small grin increasing between his cheeks.  He was smiling.  Zach was smiling.  He glanced up at me as if to gauge my reaction the way friends do when they exchange an unspoken joke, as if he was wondering if I too spotted the “CODE GRAY”.  At that moment, our eyes met—only for an instant, but longer than we had ever made eye contact.  He nervously looked away, but I didn’t care. 

“Cheers!” I exclaimed, as we all burst into laughter.  Zach smirked halfheartedly as we all raised our glasses to the middle of the table.

I clashed my glass with everyone, and then with Dog Roger.  

***

Spies have unparalleled loyalty to each other.  Ask any spy, and they’ll tell you.  They never forget their missions, the lessons they learn, and the unspoken bond they personally and probably legally cannot break.  Though Dog Roger continues to take the combat missions, I no longer dwell in the dark shadow of the shaded aspen.  In fact, I battle my own combat missions now. Maybe not as well as Dog Roger did, but I try and believe in myself and the power of hard work and dedication that Dog Roger always taught me.  So if he wonders where I stand these days, I’m right next to him on the frontline.  He just doesn’t know it yet.  Just like I’ll never know if he thought of our spy missions in the backyard when Dad committed a “Code Gray” that Christmas Dinner.  I think I already know the answer, though.  Because if I know Dog Roger the way I once did, I know that if looks could speak words aloud, he’d say loudly in a powerful, “Code Red” urgent voice:

“CAT BADGER, THIS IS DOG ROGER. ABORT MISSION. OVER.”

Click.

And in that moment, it was.

