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JESUS LAUGHING 

By Julie Nichols 

M Y BROTHER PAUL RETURNED THIS AFTER- 
noon from the dead. Sam, my lover, said, "For he115 
sake," when he opened the door and saw Paul there, 

though he generally tries not to swear in front of my daughter 
Tessa. For three years all we have known of Paul is a news- 
paper headline saying MISSIONARY DISAPPEARS and a map of 
Central America inset with photographs of bombed-out 
church buildings-hardly more than crooked slats and yel- 
lowed sheeting in the windows-with captions about political 
upheaval. Now Paul takes up the whole couch under the 
painting of the laughing Christ, he and the small Latina he 
showed up with this afternoon. She wears a T-shirt that says 
"Conference on East Asian Religions Jakarta 1987," but she is 
turned in toward him so we can see only her back. They are 
sleeping like the dead. Tessa stares longingly at the thick black 
braid this Latina wears. She seems to be longing to touch her, 
but I stand in the way to warn her. 

Paul is the model for the laughing Jesus. Sam enlarged an 
old photograph of him with his head thrown back in a fit of 
pleasure, then painted in the background like a desert in the 
East. He did it to make me happy, in remembrance of Paul, but 
he was only moderately successful. The first thing Paul said 
when he walked in the door was, "That painting-it's ob- 
scene." Before I could cry out in amazement at his unexpected 
appearance, he stepped forward with his arms outflung and 
made this long strange speech: 

"Jesus doesn't laugh. No, Gabrielle, in my experience, 
which as you know is quite wide, there have been two kinds of 
Jesus to identify with, and neither one is laughing. Jesus the 
fisherman drags in innocent fish and disciples. The other Jesus 
knocks down tables in the temple and whips hypocrites into 
shape. This second one lets Judas kiss him, but in his depths 
he's angry. I Iike this one the best. I'm telling you, I know: he 
comes again in glory, but laughing isn't how." 

His Latina huddled up against him, convinced he told the 
truth. I stepped back, gestured toward the couch, meaning 
"Please sit down," and he and his Latina collapsed into uncon- 
sciousness before I could say, "or sleep, if you like." It was clear 
to me they'd been taking something, and would be again. 
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S AM says anger wastes energy. M7hen the news came that 
Paul was missing, he said to me, "Don't be angry. Those 
guerrillas are chemically imbalanced. Victims of mental 

and social dysfunction. They know not what they do-know 
what I mean?" 

"Sure," I said. It was his version, and it worked for him. I 
haven't put much stock in my versions of stories since I was 
little. They got me in trouble-with Sunday School teachers, 
the bishop, maybe worst of all with my mother. She wanted 
her family, Dad and Paul and me, to be some version of 
normal-acceptable to our conservative neighbors, regular 
churchgoers, and popular with the families on the block-but 
we weren't. It still isn't clear to me what our father wanted, but 
Paul and I, at least, wanted something wider, something more 
spacey than this valley has to offer. Things change, though; 
now I sometimes actually enjoy living here, surrounded by 
these brown mountains, the desert of ash and salt, especially 
when Sam interprets the news or the neighbors from the ec- 
centric psychological place his out-of-state nativity allows him. 

"We know more than any of those guys," I tell him, 
meaning the newscasters and the neighbors, as we lie out in 
the backyard some nights, and h.e strokes my hips, my shoul- 
ders. "We should be out running the place, not them." 

Except for now, with Paul dead and the newspapers dent, I cant 
buy dm about the guerrillas with mental dysfunction. They dont seem 
to have much to do with me and my dead brother Paul. 

My daughter says, "Is it the last days? Will his body lie in 
the street for three days?" She is thinking of that legend some 
religions have that says the body of a saint will lie three days in 
the streets of Jerusalem just before Jesus makes his second ap- 
pearance. I tell her no. I tell her to wait and see. I tell her to go 
ask Sam, whose stories before now have made so much sense. 

"Not that body," he says. "Your uncle Paul is not a saint." So 
far that much is true. Paul and I were eleven months apart (our 
mother was a Mormon in a hurry). Our father was an eccentric 
builder, an excellent model for God. We lived in a house he 
built with a loft, a bedroom, and a big unnamed room that 
served as kitchen and everything else. Paul and I got the loft, 
where we slept in a dizzy pair of bunkbeds our father made 
out of blocky unstained wood and fat iron bolts, me beneath, 
Paul on top. 
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'Yesus the fisherman drags in innocent fish and disciples. The other Jesus knocks 
down tables in the temple and whips hypocrites into shape. This second one lets 

Judas kiss him, but in his depths he's angry I like this one the best." 

Of the two of us, I was the unknown one. As long as my 
dresses were the proper length and my hair looked reasonably 
like everyone else's, I believed I wasn't too far from what our 
mother wanted, worthy to be invited to youth group socials 
and as good a candidate for the clean-cut young men at the 
high school to take to the prom as anyone else. But Paul was 
the junior high genius, the one with the vocabulary and the 
memory for movie plots that made him popular at parties. He 
gave the nod to all things. I wasn't the only one who looked to 
him for verity; no one knew so much. He extended his ap- 
proval like a hand of confirmation. Shoulders straightened, 
shirts were tucked in, hair was pulled back from overshaded 
eyes when he walked by 

I had a vision when I was in eighth grade, he in the ninth. It 
was a humble vision: in a rainbow I saw an angel, who smiled 
at me. That was it, but it gave me great peace. A week or so be- 
fore, our father had left our mother's cupboardless kitchen for 
good, muttering, "Dust off my feet! Dust off my feet!" He 
meant to shake it off, to show he would have nothing more to 
do with the household. It was something missionaries did in 
Jesus' time when a city refused their mcssage. It wasn't usually 
reserved for their own families. Paul was stoic, but my mother 

and I panicked. 
The angel let me know, winglessly, that I wasn't to blame, 

that I wouldn't be held accountable for my mother's daily 
scrabble through the help wanteds, her desperate grabs for the 
phone and the mail, her lethargic collapses immediately after, 
when they held no redemptive missive from Our Father the 
Disappeared. Nor would I be held responsible for her refusal 
of the ladies' Relief Society's attempts at compassion ("A casse- 
role!" she spat. "What earthly good can a casserole do?"), or for 
Paul's hunger when no dinner was provided by any other 
means. 

The angel, a translucent gold personage through whom the 
rainbow shone, persuaded me God not only absolved me but 
loved me kindly, constantly, as my father never could. It was a 
strange and fleeting experience but 1 held the comfort to me, 
and it calmed my damaged heart. 

When I told Paul, he said from his space above me in our 
loft, "That's great, Gaby, I believe you and I love it and I know 
it5 true. But be careful. Don't tell anybody but me. That's not 
the kind of thing you spread abroad. They'll take you away for 
sure, and then you'll really be alone." So I kept quiet. 

Paul also said, "Don't worry, I won't leave you, Gaby," and 1 

PAGE 34 DECEMBER 1995 



was stricken dumb with gratitude. He was the sophomore 
class wonder, better than Jesus, smarter than God. For a while 
in those days, Paul had control of everything: my social life, 
the length of my hair, the number of pounds I weighed. This is 
the truth; when he said, "You'll never have a lover. You're too 
fat," I was shocked, but I went to the free diet clinic at the hos- 
pital and lost fifteen pounds. I needed him-though we no 
longer shared a room-even when, and even after, I saw the 
caption underneath his picture in the East High yearbook that 
year. "Most spiritual," it said, and when I asked one of his girl- 
friends why, she said, "He had a vision after your father left, a 
being in a rainbow Didn't you know?" 

Years later I found a lover who was broader and taller and 
wiser than all our valley This was after I had mamed and had 
a daughter and been left behind for someone else. Once I met 
Sam I thought, "Thank God, I am free." "Tell me everything 
you know," Sam said, his arms around my waist, his chest tight 
against mine. "I need to hear everything you've ever seen in 
your life." With Sam it seemed I could do without even Paul, 
though of course we were still connected by the dark red 
power of blood. 

T ESSA listens to Sam's version, whichever version Sam 
tells of Paul, with her mouth open, believing. It's good 
for her to trust Sam, but I go further back with Paul 

and I know a few more facts. In the three years since his disap- 
pearance, I've been trylng to make some changes that will 
leave his marks behind forever. I have lost weight (again) and 
bought a new wardrobe, and my hair is as long as it was when 
I was in high school and anybody-here-seen-my-old-friend 
Joan Baez was the lady to imitate. I spend a lot of money on 
combs and clips and ribbons for myself and Tessa. She loves to 
brush my hair. It occurs to me that for her long dark hair, Tessa 
may adopt this Latina of Paul's for a sister. In fact, I am mor- 
tally sure of it. I take Tessa in my arms and turn her away, hold 
her to me, walk her to her room where we can sit on the futon 
and read fanciful children's books so that she forgets the ap- 
parition in the living room and remembers: it's me she loves, 
me. 

And the story's only half told. 
At nineteen, Paul wrote a definitive piece on the mystical 

origins of the Book of Mormon. The basis of this was a vi- 
sion-he was dead sober when it happened, fasting, so he 
swore-a vision of palm leaves and a resurrected god without 
nail marks but with breasts. The manuscript was nearly a hun- 
dred pages. He carried this revelation, this record of truth, in 
the backpack he carried with him while he biked in central 
Europe that summer, the summer he was nineteen, broad- 
ening himself, going far beyond our valley (I lived at home 
with our mother, attended aerobics classes, made myself desir- 
able for the man who would be my husband in another little 
while.) In Luxembourg one rainy July weekend, he laid the 
backpack down long enough to fish for a socket wrench in his 
back pocket and tighten his Peugeot's gears. When he straight- 
ened up, the backpack was gone with its treasure, its living 
scripture in Paul's upright hand. Nothing remained. Not a 

clue. 
He called me in a panic. (I was home, on break between 

workouts.) 1 told him to say a fast prayer and look for help, if 
that's what he wanted-didn't he always get what he wanted? 
For an hour he fed coins (what are they in Luxembourg? . 

shillings? denare? drachmae?) into the phone box, babbling a 
story in which he followed a wrinkled, ancient woman in an 
orange robe who showed him the path of his nemesis, the thief 
of his treatise. She led him into the red-light district, the 
Bowery of Luxembourg, the North Beach of my brother's 
young life. Down an alley they went, into the most sordid sex 
market I could imagine (he made sure of it), and after zeeing 
behind screens the suggestions of sights I ought not to have 
known, dirty and deformed legs and arms in positions and 
gestures I could scarcely comprehend, the story had a happy 
ending: the woman pointed a crooked finger into a dung-filled 
comer, where, beneath a heap of stinking rags, he found the 
backpack with his manuscript. He scooped and turned to re- 
ward his silent guide, but she was gone. There were only fat 
pimps and squalid security men with sallow skin, muttering 
after him in unfamiliar languages. He knew he was lucky to 
have his life. 

That's amazing, 1 say, because he expects it; that's an aston- 
ishing story, a testimony to-to something. 

Yes, he says. And you watch, there will be a reason for this. 
The truth must come to light. Perhaps I am a prophet. Perhaps 
I am the christ. 

It was a possibility However, the definitive treatise never 
saw print. Paul came home and lived with our mother after I 
married, breaking her heart daily as I never did, shocking her 
with what he knew and what he didn't know, throttling her 
boyfriends and demanding that they declare their intentions, 
religiously as well as in regard to my mother. Late in his twen- 
ties he went off to the jungle on a mission, not, I think, having 
anyplace else to go with all of that knowledge, all of that lack. 
Our mother paid $350 a month to keep him there. I couldn't 
imagine where in the world he was putting that money, or 
what in the world he thought he could say that the jungle na- 
tives hadn't already figured out for themselves. 

Now-I gesture at him and the woman, and the vision of 
effort against convention they reveal to me in their sl~ep- 
now, this. 

A COUPLE of months ago I saw a sailboat fall out of the 
sky. Sam and Tessa and I took an evening off, drove up 
to the reservoir at dusk to watch the boats tied to the 

piers or floating free, bobbing, tacking, dodging the boats tied 
to the piers. We slid the skylight of the van back to let in the 
sun. Sam ate chips from a yellow bag on the floor by the stick. 
He drove slowly in a clockwise circle around the lake. Tessa fell 
asleep. 1 said, "This day should last forever, don't you think?" 
Then I looked up, and a sailboat was coming in for a landing. 
One mast, full sheets to the wind, with an American flag off the 
mast-top. 

"Look!" I said, pointing. "A sailboat!" 
"I don't see it," he said. There were sailboats everywhere, 
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but he wasn't looking up. 
"Up!" I said, grabbing his arm. He's told me a million times 

not to grab his arm while he's driving. Still he said he couldn't 
see it. It was beautiful, floating up there; I knew how Wendy 
felt when Peter came in Hook's vessel, though this one was 
smaller-just a mainsail and a jib, an ordinary enough 
Catalina in the sky. We drove under it and I had to face behind 
to see it but it was still there, heeling in the sky, with a proud 
navigator holding the rudder, looking down. 

Suddenly something happened. Maybe people who hang- 
glide can understand this-downdrafts, thermals, other mys- 
teries of the air. All I know is, the boat fell. It spiralled straight 
down very fast. I knew it was going to be a disaster and I yelled 
the way you do when you see one coming and wish it 
wouldn't. The boat cracked the water and the sailor inside fell 
out backward. His belt had a buckle of brass. 

Everyone came at once. I heard people saying, "Who is he?" 
and "Get some help," and I knew that if I saw a broken bone 
sticking out of his side it would make me sick. I didn't look. I 
told Sam to get us home fast, out of the range of lights and 
sirens, far away from the corpse. "He isn't dead," he said, "he's 
sleeping. Wake Tessa up and we'll get something at the Dairy 
Queen, shall we?" We drove home. 

No newspaper clippings corroborate me on this event. Sam 
and I discuss it only in our most private moments, and when I 
thought of telling Paul, just as part of the monthly letter to the 
family missionary, I remembered he was dead. Now that he's 
not, I will never mention it. On my own I've determined that it 
never made the news because a sailboat in the sky requires too 
much hope for the press to give it the authority of space. Like 
the thought of a Jesus who laughs: nobody wants to hear it, 
not in this valley, anyway 

I WASN'T surprised when the phone rang at 2:47 one 
morning and on the other end of the line was a Church 
spokesperson telling me that Paul had disappeared. 

Divorced and loverless, banished again from my mother's 
house while she entertained yet another potential mate, at first 
I had no formula for comfort. The hole in my life seemed bot- 
tomless. But after a while, I knew enough to think Paul prob- 
ably just couldn't stand the work. I was sure he didn't disap- 
pear by accident. It even occurred to me that he may have 
committed suicide. But I made up my mind not to be sur- 
prised if he called me next week, next month, or if his face 
showed up in a photoyaph of guerrilla action in Colombia 
next spring. Whatever happened, I would be able to say I 
knew it all along. "If he wakes up with that Latina from under 
that laughing Christ and tells us he wants to stay here," I 
whisper on the futon to Tessa, who nods soberly, "I think we 
will have to deny him." 

"Thrice," Sam hisses fiercely I watch in wonder-I didn't 
know he was listening: with his bare strength, all alone, he 
hooks his arms beneath my brothcr Paul's head and knees and 
lifts him. He gestures to me to open the door, through which 
he carries the sleeping Paul, who is certainly drugged; he never 
stirs. Sam returns in a moment, and in just the same way, 

gently, with great concentration, he lifts the little Latina and 
disappears also through the door with her. When he returns, 
arms empty, he shuts the door firmly behind him. He brushes 
his hands together, laughing a little in a way I've never seen. "It 
is finished," he says. He puts one arm around my shoulders 
and the other around Tessa's. I don't ask what he's done with 
those people. The deadbolt on the door glimmers in front of 
my eyes, a rainbo~xl of brass and silver. 0 

REPORT ON THE 
ROCHESTER MISSION 

The organizational meeting was held 
in a well-to-do house. 
As we sat in our hopeful circle, 
the little son of the family 
played with his war toys. 

Following optimistic prayer, 
our leader looked to the future, 
citing figures from Money magazine 
on how the city was likely to grow 
(failing to factor in downsizing, 
upward mobility, and leaving out the Gulf War entirely). 

Transferred elsewhere, 
the family of the future packed their computers, 
their aircraft camers, and the dog 
(I failed to mention) 
and left for Atlanta. 

An image I still carry 
from that meeting 
is of the priest who offered benediction- 
a modest man subsequently silenced 
for being openly gay Words 
that would have moved angels. 
as we sat in our hopeful circle. 

' -ROSEMARY KLEIN 
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