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For my much-missed late mother
Donna Leslie


I hope that wherever you are, the crosswords aren’t too hard,
the Chardonnay is on tap, and there’s a new episode
of CSI every night.




PREFACE


It was November, and I love November. I love the sunny mornings and the slate gray afternoons, and waiting for the first snowfall.


What I hate are perfect July evenings when all the young couples in love stroll around with arms around each other’s tanned waists, jeans hanging off their hips in such a way that you know that they just pulled them on after having sex all afternoon. Or maybe they just drove back to the city after being at their parents’ summer homes for long lazy weekends, diving off the dock into cold blue water. They wander the streets, meeting other carefree youngsters for drinks on the street-side patios of bars, their voices carrying into the night.


I like that in November, people cover up and walk faster to get where they’re going. And I don’t have to see young people with the cockiness of a perfect past and a promising future in front of them. Or so they think.


My sister thought that. I thought that once, too. And look at us now.


She’s in her grave. And me?


I’m going to find everyone who put her there.
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A handy tip about addicts:


For every crazy-eyed, brain-fried crackhead you see shambling down the street with flip-flops on in the middle of winter, there are a hundred like me, who stay at home and have their drugs delivered. If you have ready cash and know a dealer (and preferably one who doesn’t dabble in his own merchandise), it’s not much more difficult than ordering in pizza. But unlike the Domino’s guy, dealers drive black SUVs with tinted windows, they never get out of their vehicle, and forget about thirty minutes or it’s free.


See, we’re not much different to alcoholics. You see boozers on the street drinking two-dollar wine out of paper bags, and you know they’re only five steps ahead of your Uncle Eddie, who drinks a quart of Jameson every night and falls asleep on the couch with a lit Marlboro in his hand.


We’re like rats: if you see one in an alley, you know there are dozens more, hiding inside somewhere in the dark.


But this isn’t about crack.


This is about Ginger.


* * *


It was a typical day for me, or at least a typical end-of-bender day. I’d been up for two days with Gene, my partner in crime. We were watching a stupid comedy on cable, laughing and feeding each other hits. As usual, we were carefully watching the size of the rock sitting on the CD case on the coffee table dwindle, the anxiety building.


For a crack addict, the coming down is so bad that you’d rather keep going until there is no going left.


“Call him,” I said, referring to our main dealer, D-Man. “He can get down here and back by rush hour.” Gene lit two cigarettes and handed me one. We were a regular forties movie brought to life, we were.


“No, darlin’,” Gene said. He always did this, pretended that we should stop. He wasn’t the one paying for it. “We can’t.” It was pure show. As usual, I ignored him.


“If I call him, you have to go outside and get it,” I said. For a full-time crack dealer, D-Man wasn’t a bad guy, but I didn’t particularly like having him up to the apartment. It was not a pleasant experience. He had some kind of paranoid mental illness that he obviously wasn’t treating with the right medication, and having him around made me feel like I was in a bad early-90s movie about the dangers of the druggie lifestyle. He was a slightly built but pudgy Slavic guy. He wore Bee Gees or Air Supply t-shirts tucked into combat pants that left very little to the imagination. And I have a good imagination. His real name was Darko, and he had a heavy Eastern European accent. Some days he said he was Croatian, some days Czech, but who was going to argue. The D-Man moniker he had come up with on his own, he said. He was proud of it. He wanted some of his customers, the ones he had never met face to face, to think he was a black dude. The black guys got more respect, he said. I never wanted to tell him that even over the phone, no one was going to mistake his accent, but keeping drug dealers sweet is something junkies tend to aspire to.


D-Man answered on the second ring. At this time of day, late morning, he would have been asleep for about three or four hours, and he always feigned impatience with us when we woke him up. But we all knew that Gene and I were his best customers. He lived way, way uptown, but within an hour, he or one of his scary-ass drivers would be idling at my back door with a little white rock wrapped in Saran.


“Hey, babe,” I said, perky and sounding as blonde as I could. My looks were still there, and they still worked for me when I wanted them to. “We watched all our movies. You bringing more down?” This was our stupid code. Hey, don’t blame me, blame D-Man. Or Gene. One of them. The cheesy gangster shit was always embarrassing to me – I had absolutely no paranoia, and couldn’t imagine that our pissant dealings were important enough to warrant a wiretap. But if I had to play the game to get my rock, then play the game I would do.


“What? You watched all those films already? You people need to get some sleep,” D-Man said. I could hear him straining to sit up and lighting a cigarette. He was probably in bed at this hour, and I didn’t want to imagine what kind of state his bed was in – even though he didn’t smell, per se, I had a vague image of his apartment as something out of a movie about the East Village in the 70s, with cockroaches and a hot plate with tomato sauce burned onto it.


Then again, he was just as likely to have a bourgie middle-class home with wall-to-wall Berber rugs. I’d paid him enough.


“What can I say, we’re celebrating,” I replied. “You know we like our movie marathons sometimes.” Yeah, like twice a week for two or three days at a time.


“What you got for me?” D-Man wanted to know. Ouch. This was always tricky. I had started out paying him huge sums of money, in cash, drawing it out from the bank machine downstairs from my building once or twice a day. Then I graduated to cash advances on credit cards, then to applying for and getting more credit cards. Having been such a nice middle-class girl for so many years meant that I had had a spectacular credit rating, once upon a time. And a lot of credit cards. But when the credit card companies turn on you, they turn nasty. Usually, I only plugged my phone in to call D-Man or one of our other, backup dealers, or when I was expecting a call from them to say they were downstairs. What friends I had left knew to email me, and I would check my email account every few days or so. And Gene and I would head down to our bars every week or so to keep current on the doings in the neighborhood, so we didn’t tend to speak to people on the phone much.


I was out of money again. All my cash advances had run out, and while I was expecting a spousal support deposit from my ex, Jack, in a few days, I already owed D-Man upwards of a grand.


“On Friday, D,” I said to him. “You know I’m good for it.” I always had been, too. As far as he was concerned, I was a cash cow. He didn’t have to know that this cow was now bone dry.


“Friday,” he said. I could hear him drawing on his cigarette. He liked to pause a lot, as though considering whether to bother. He wanted to keep me on my toes, but we both knew it was a game. He knew Gene and I had options, other people we could go to. But not everyone delivered, and when you’ve been up hitting the pipe hard for a couple of days, delivery is key. Daylight is the enemy.


“I drew out my maximum this week, sweetie; you know how my bank is set up,” I replied. I stubbed my own butt out and motioned for Gene to clean out the pipe so that we’d have some resin to smoke along with our crumbs of crack until D-Man arrived.


The resin is the powdery, ashy remains of the crack that collects on the inside of the pipe. It can be more potent than the actual rock. Ideally, Gene and I liked to time it so that we weren’t left jonesing and crashing for an hour or so until D-Man arrived. It was bad news if it was too close to rush hour, because the trip one way could take over an hour in Toronto traffic. “Oh right, your bank, your bank,” D-Man said. He was fairly simple for a drug dealer, not as wily as some, and he liked to think that he was our friend, that he was In The Know. “Man, you got to get that sorted out, you know? They can’t be holding your money that way. That is your money, Danny.”


And yours, too, D-Man. “I know it, D. I know it. So you coming down?”


I could hear him shuffling around. “Gotta make a call. She’s on her way.”


This was part of D-Man’s brilliant code to foil the police. “She” was Bruno, a cabbie friend of D-Man’s, a junkie himself who delivered crack all over town in his cab in exchange for free hits. He was a fat old white guy with a nasty dermatological condition that made most of the skin on his hands and face look like it was constantly peeling off. The first time he met me, he shook my hand through the car window and it took every ounce of my nice-girl breeding not to retch in revulsion. After that, every time I met him outside my back door, he kissed me on the cheek and told me he loved me.


Right back at ya, Bruno.


There was nothing effeminate about him, which I guess is why D-Man reasoned that anyone listening would be fooled by the female pronoun. Hey, he may not have been a Harvard grad, but he gave us what we needed.


I hung off the phone and took the pipe from Gene. This was our ritual: he would light it for me while I took a hit. He would set it all up for me, with the foil and the ash and the rock on top like a cherry on the sundae. We were old school with our pipes, MacGyvering them out of empty Tylenol bottles, hollowed-out Bic pens, tin foil, duct tape, and safety pins. He would light it for me, like a gentleman. Even junkies like routine. A year into this habit, I had started to notice Gene was putting less crack in the pipe for me than he was for himself, and it was starting to burn me up. This was my money, and now my debt. Gene couldn’t hold down a job – his habit was older than mine, and before crack he had been into regular cocaine – well, so had I, come to think of it – and before that he was just a friendly alcoholic. And a bartender, which is like letting a pedophile babysit your kids: not a good idea. At his last job, he got caught one too many times on the boss’s secret CCTV, sitting after hours doing lines off the mahogany bar, helping himself to shots of Jack and playing the trivia machine with money he pilfered from the till.


Despite the fact that we had been joined at the hip for a couple of years, Gene and I were just friends. With the odd benefit. True, we did sleep in the same bed a lot of the time – when we slept, that is. We cuddled and were affectionate with each other, especially in bed. We went to sleep in each other’s arms and woke the same way. But we never kissed, and we only had friendly, perfunctory sex about once every few months or so. I couldn’t see myself getting over Jack, and Gene was one of those addicts whose sex drive had long since gone down the drain. But affection is good. Friendship is good. And as far as we were concerned, we had all that in each other. We didn’t need anybody else. “How long?” Gene asked me.


I shrugged, keeping the smoke in my lungs. It wasn’t the best hit, but it would do. Oh boy, it would do, do, do. The longer you hold the smoke in, the better the rush.


“Dunno,” I exhaled, dropping my head onto his shoulder. The movie was over, and Gene was flipping stations. “Look. The Feud is on.” Gene fixed his hit, and for once I refrained from watching how much of the precious leftover resin he put on his.


We sat in silence, watching Family Feud. Often we yelled out answers, but just as often we sat in silence. I was more of a talker than Gene while high. Well, I was more of a talker than Gene, period.


We sat like that for an hour, slowly using the last of our stash with Gene cleaning the pipe assiduously, waiting for the phone call. It rang once and we both jumped out of our skins and grabbed for it, but the caller I.D. showed that it was my bank. Fuck you, Bank.


The phone rang again. It was long distance, a 949 area code. My sister Ginger. I glanced at the clock on the DVD player – noon, so nine a.m. in California. She would have just gotten back from taking the rugrats to school and Fred off to work. She was checking up on me.


“Ginger?” Gene asked.


“I’m not answering it,” I said, nodding. Ginger knew about me. She hadn’t given up on me either, and I did talk to her once every month or so. I loved her. I envied her. I didn’t want to think about her. I let her call go to voicemail, and five minutes later, D-Man called to say that She – Bruno – was outside.


Gene sprang to life, grabbing his jacket and his keys to get back into the building. His boots were already on so as not to waste precious crack time when we got the call.


“Do you have twenty bucks for Bruno?” I asked. That was the price of delivery – even if we didn’t have money to pay for the product, we always had to fork over twenty for delivery.


“Shit,” Gene answered. He checked his wallet. “I have ten.”


I jumped up and checked the pile of coins I kept for laundry money. I had nine dollars in loonies and four quarters. I handed them to Gene. It meant that we only had a half pack of cigarettes between us and no money for more, but who cared.


He smiled. “This is embarrassing,” he said.


“Deal with it, dear,” I replied. “Go get me my drugs, and make it snappy.” Our moods always improved when another eightball was waiting for us outside.


Anticipation. Just like the song says.


“You’ll just have to wait for it, bee-yatch,” Gene said, all happy tough guy.


“Fuck off and get me my drugs,” I replied, happy right back.


Gene left and I got up and went to the bathroom, peed and brushed my teeth, splashed water on my face. It’s important to keep up hygiene whilst consuming large quantities of drugs. You sweat so much while smoking crack that you might as well have just finished a triathlon. I actually kept crack clothes, old worn-out workout clothes, in which I only smoked crack. It was a good thing I’d never been all that vain. Gene was taking a few minutes, which didn’t worry me, because usually D-Man called too early, and one of us would be waiting in the cul-de-sac outside the back door of my art deco-era apartment building for ten minutes or more, strung out but coolly pretending to be waiting for our ride somewhere. Just behind me was, literally, the most expensive restaurant in Toronto, a place so upscale that you had to know where it was, located on a back residential street. Limos drove in every few minutes between seven and ten p.m., and Gene and I always thought the valets had made us. However? So far, so good, was our motto.


Inside the apartment, I paced and picked up a couple of glasses, stuck them in a sink full of soapy water, made more ice, got the Murphy’s Oil Soap out and had a swipe at the ugly-ass coffee table that my ex had made from scratch. In a previous life, I had been married to a man who had decided to take up woodworking to help quash the demons in his head.


I didn’t like to think of my previous life.


But it made me think of Ginger. I picked up the cordless and decided to stay on top of things, the manic hyperactivity of the addict waiting for a fix. I would check my messages!


Five minutes later, Gene came through the door.


“What an idiot,” he said, kicking off his boots. “This is twice what we ordered.”


I looked at him, my whole body shaking.


“Ginger is dead,” I said. “She’s dead.” I stopped.


My sister. My beautiful sister.


My twin.
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There were no twins on either side of either my mother’s or my father’s family, so imagine their surprise, they used to like to tell us, when they were told that Ginger and I were growing together in my mother’s womb.


“I thought your father was going to faint, right there in the doctor’s office,” my mother told us. It was one of our favorite stories, Ginger’s and mine. We loved to hear how we began, and to imagine growing nestled together, all safe and warm and protected. There were no stork fantasies in our house; both Mom and Dad were very no-nonsense about the facts of life. “But in those days it was rare enough that the man even came into the doctor’s office for these things, so I was proud of him anyway,” Mom told us. Dad said that he even drove down to Boston to hear some famous psychologist give a lecture on raising twins.


My parents had five kids including Ginger and me, and they weren’t even Catholic. Go figure. My mother, a beauty queen back in the day, didn’t know what the hell to do with all of us, and who could blame her. My father owned a couple of dry cleaners in Maine, where I grew up. I guess you could call him successful, but for us, back then, success meant that we had a shit-box summer cabin on a tiny lake and we usually got meat for supper. The steamy chemical smell of a real dry cleaner – as opposed to the storefronts at which we drop our shirts off in the city – always makes me feel eight again. In a good way.


Ginger and I had three brothers. Skipper was almost eighteen years older than Darren, the youngest, and he and his wife Marie lived back in Maine. Laurence, the second oldest, worked in television in New York City. And our little brother Darren, the pet, was a musician, and now lived in Toronto, like me. I had struck out for Canada after high school. Ginger, who had always had her head in a book, had gone off to Bennington, and I had met a Canadian boy who had spent the summer with his grandparents in Downs Mills. When he left for university in Toronto in the fall, I followed him, full of love and craving adventure like I now craved crack. I hadn’t been anywhere, and even though I was from Maine, Canada seemed as foreign as Paris.


Of course, the boyfriend didn’t last, but Toronto did. And two years later when he finished high school, Darren followed. He was my baby, my pet, and Ginger was engaged to Fred and planning her own life.


Mom had had us, the twins, at forty, and Darren a couple of years later. She called us her change-of-life babies, but until I knew what that meant I couldn’t figure how a few more kids could change your life that much. As close as Ginger and I were, Darren was sort of like our honorary third twin. We babied him and dressed him up and for the most part took him with us everywhere we went. The three of us would read together, perched in a tree in the backyard. We shared a stereo, Ginger and I letting Darren take it for two or three days at a time into his room once he passed his twelfth birthday. And when Karen Milton, the love of his sixteen-year-old life, stood him up for junior prom, Ginger and I went to her house, rang the doorbell, and I punched her straight in the face when she answered. Ginger was scared to death, but stood her ground. She might not have been as impulsive as I was, but she never left me to flounder alone. She was always there.


Karen Milton’s folks had me arrested. They didn’t understand familial loyalty one little bit. I couldn’t totally blame them – I did break Karen’s nose, and she had supposedly had a burgeoning career as a catalogue model. I found it difficult to believe – I thought she was shaped like a tuber – but I knew better than to say so. My dad was so proud of us for sticking up for our little brother that he bought Ginger and me our first car, an old Buick station wagon with actual wood panel sides. We had the summer of our lives, riding around in that thing, stopping at Dairy Queen and singing out the window at the fireflies, and arguing whose turn it was to drive. We never talked about it, but Ginger could always tell what was bothering me, and I her. If she was in math class and I was in English, sometimes the answer to a quadratic equation would pop into my head, and Ginger would find herself reciting bits of Macbeth in her head.


I loved my older brothers well enough, but in some ways they were like foreign creatures to me – blond and athletic and perfect. In fact, I looked like that too, but I always felt darker, as though I should have inky black hair and pale skin. But we all had the quirky, snide sense of humor that made me love my family, when I could bear to talk to them in my angst-ridden teenage years. In my family, the highest form of humor is self-deprecation. Not the “I’m so ugly” kind of thing, but got a long anecdote about having your skirt blow up in front of a class of tenth-graders when you were a student teacher? That story will get told and retold in various guises in my family, with continued appreciation. Bump somebody’s car in the parking lot and accidentally leave your dentist’s business card instead of your own on the other card’s windshield? Hil-arious. In my family, one-upmanship is about how stupid you could be in any given context, not about the money you made or the house you just bought.


Sometimes I thought my being a crackhead was the ultimate manifestation of stupid one-upmanship.


* * *


I, Danny, am the black sheep of the family. Literally, now. When my life started taking its sharp sudden downtown after my leaving Jack, when I went from a few glasses of Shiraz once or twice a week to being a full-time crack addict within a year, I dyed my naturally wheat-blonde hair black. Since I had always felt like a goth Sylvia Plath inside the body of a brainless cheerleader, I figured it was time to let the outside match how I felt inside. I’m the only person I know who has blonde roots showing. Dark hair feels much better on me. I don’t care how it looks. I don’t spend much time in front of the mirror anymore anyway.


When I left Jack – when I felt like I had to leave, to separate myself from the madness that was overtaking him – I wanted to jump into a dark pool and never resurface. And that’s what I did. I made almost a career of it, in the beginning. From a young age, I could drink like the Irish girl I was, generations back, and I became a regular at a neighborhood pub, where I learned how to drink like a professional. I found myself enjoying the company of people who lived on the margins; the unemployed actors, wait staff on their days off who couldn’t stay away from the place, tweedy retired professors with English accents and broken capillaries, and guys who didn’t get work at the union hall that day. I could watch baseball, discuss politics or read a trashy novel with a glass of Shiraz in front of me, and I didn’t have to think about a thing. No one judged me. No one asked difficult questions. I was everyone’s little sister. The bartender dealt coke, and soon I became one of the people running to the bathroom every forty minutes, becoming more animated every time I came back. Then I met Gene and he introduced me to cocaine’s evil cousin.


Crack.


All I can say is, if it didn’t feel like a choir of angels all of a sudden bursting into the room and whispering into your ears, I wouldn’t do it. Taking a hit off the pipe is like having every good thing in the world rush into your head in one moment, and stay there for a bit, and all the bad things are gone, gone, gone. It’s better than a twenty-minute orgasm. Not that I would know.


Crack had me at hello. But it also took my money – I spent over a hundred grand in one year on my habit, without blinking. I had always been a saver; never cared a whit about material things. But crack became my full-time job. I used a lot of creative financing, believe me, and I think most of the collection agencies had me on speed dial. I change my unlisted phone number more than some people I know change their underwear.


Not only did it take away my money, but it also took away most of my straight friends – what we in the drug world call the normal people, with nine-to-five jobs and mortgages and kids, regardless of sexuality – and most of my family. Not that they didn’t try, my family, but my shame meant that I knew they were better off not worrying about what I was getting up to.


But Ginger knew. She knew what I was doing to myself.


Of course she did. She was my twin. I couldn’t get away with lying to her about anything important. I couldn’t figure out how I hadn’t felt her death. I told myself it must have been the crack; it messed with everything in my head, and I couldn’t read any signs clearly when I was high – no hunger, anger, love or hate. That’s why I did it; that was the beauty of it. Torturing myself that I left Jack when he needed me? Crack, please. Haven’t eaten for three days and feeling a bit weak? A couple of stale crackers and another hit will fix me right up without having to go to the grocery store or call for pizza.


And my twin sister had died, without me knowing anything about it. I hadn’t felt her death, but I felt her absence.


I used to be a twin. I was Ginger Cleary’s twin.


* * *


The airport in Toronto was particularly crowded. Word had gotten out that the Rolling Stones were flying in with their walkers to do one of their impromptu concerts at The Horseshoe or some other old-school bar band kind of place. Other than “Sympathy For The Devil,” I’m not much of a Stones fan, so I couldn’t have cared less if they were standing next to me at the Starbucks getting shots of espresso to shoot into their veins. Now, if Tom Waits was next to me in line, I might have made a sycophantic ass of myself. Or Elvis Costello. Or Kris Kristofferson. God, I’d had it bad for KK when I was a kid. He still did it for me. The whole Rhodes Scholar-troubadour thing. And his version of “Me and Bobby McGee” is probably my favorite recording of all time. But all around me were your basic no-names. Like me.


I scanned the crowd in line at Air Canada, looking for Darren. Darren had paid for my ticket, and he was supposed to meet me here. I didn’t have the confirmation number, but he had assured me on the phone that we were booked on the 5:15 flight to LAX, California.


I’d like to say that as soon as I’d gotten Fred’s message that Ginger had died, I’d pulled myself together and gotten on the phone with my brothers, trying to arrange a flight. I’d like to be able to say that.


Instead, I’d unplugged my phone, taken a huge hit, and spent the next eight or ten hours with Gene, sitting on my battered green couch. Anyone who tells you that drugs don’t help make pain easier to bear is telling only a half truth. When you’re high, the pain is a part of you, but bearable. It’s when you come down that it gets you, and the pain hits you a millionfold. And therein, as they say, lies the rub.


Gene watched over me, his eyes red from sadness for me and two or three days without sleep, and listened to me talk about Ginger. What a great mother she was. How, being fraternal twins, we looked so different, yet still like sisters. How beautiful Ginger was, how everything that was awkward and uncomfortable about me was somehow effortless and gentle on her. How she had gotten her period a year before I did and when I finally got mine at fifteen and Mom wouldn’t let me wear tampons because she thought it would mean I wouldn’t be a virgin anymore, Ginger had given me a big box of Tampax and told me to hide them under my bed. She had even, God help her, locked the two of us in the bathroom and showed me the right way to put one in. And made it funny. By the time it was done, we were both laughing so hard that Dad started banging on the door wanting to know what all the commotion was about in there.


The heartbreak when we were eighteen and Ginger decided to go off to Bennington to study French literature.


French literature. That was Ginger. Loved what she loved, and wouldn’t be talked out of anything because it might be impractical. When I finally enrolled in college in Toronto, I went from travel and tourism to culinary arts (big mistake – I was asked to leave after I started my second fire in one of the college kitchens), and finally settled into a diploma program in something they called Health and Wellness.


The irony is not lost on me.


Whenever Ginger came to visit me we wouldn’t stop talking. We would sit up late into the night while she told me about boys – she and her high-school sweetheart Fred had taken a year’s break from each other, and I was a single girl around town – and her classes, and what it was like in Vermont. I would make her laugh, talking about how I felt like I was stuck in one perpetual Phys. Ed. class.


I would just sit on my bed and watch her cleaning her face with Nivea, a ritual that she performed every night of her life. She had never put on so much as a swipe of mascara, not even years later at her own quirky wedding at Cape Cod, when she and Fred had exchanged vows in front of our two families and a half dozen friends. It was a cold day in October, they were both barefoot, and the breakers were so loud that none of us could hear a word that the justice of the peace was saying. Still, it was the most beautiful wedding I have ever attended, and I wasn’t the only one crying. And crying is something I was never in the habit of doing. Not then, anyway.


She and Fred were the happiest couple in the world. They had started dating when they both worked at McDonald’s at sixteen. I had opted to work in Dad’s dry cleaners, but Ginger went for the glamour of the golden arches. Fred and Ginger: it had to be destined, right? Fred was no trip to Hollywood, as my mother, bless her, was fond of saying: he had never grown into the Dumbo ears that protruded from his gigantic head, and the man seemed to have been born without shoulders. But he was funny, smart, kind, a whiz with computers and business later on, as well as being a great fan of early twentieth-century Irish poetry. I always thought Fred was a prize – I think, looking back, that he was my first crush. Even though we were the same age, he treated me with the affection one would reserve for a beloved family dog. And I was always just as loyal as one.


Ginger was what I had always wished I could have been, but have always known deep in my soul that I couldn’t. I didn’t have her charisma, her loving openness with everyone, even strangers in the grocery store. Her infinite capacity for nurturing.


She was the best of us, and now she was dead.


And in his hysterical voicemail to me, Fred had said it was by her own hand.


* * *


I got to the front of the line at the Air Canada check-in counter, and slapped my passport down on the counter. Thank God it was still valid. I hadn’t used it in two years, but before that, with Jack, I had travelled all over the world. I had more stamps in there than all of the Jolie-Pitts combined.


“I’m on the 5:15 to Orange County,” I said, not returning the ticket agent’s perky smile. “I don’t have the confirmation number. My brother has it, but he’s not here yet.”


The agent slid my passport off the counter and looked at the picture, looked at me.


“You’ve certainly changed,” she said. I’ll say. My passport showed a woman with long blonde hair and thirty extra healthy pounds on my 5’10” frame.


“Plastic surgery, Lisa,” I said, glancing at her nametag. I met her eyes with a level gaze. She smiled uncertainly, then dropped her eyes. She was clicking away at her terminal. “Aisle seat, please, Lisa, if possible. And please seat my brother, Darren Cleary, next to me.” I was trying to sound normal and control the shaking that was starting to take over my limbs. Sometimes after a long enough bender and not enough sleep or food, I could resemble someone with a neurological disorder. I had managed a bit of sleep, so I should be okay without a hit for a while, but I was days past any food other than saltines.


And my twin sister had committed suicide. Ginger was dead. I knew I couldn’t think about it now. If I thought about it now, I would sink down to the floor and might not be able to get up again. And this, I had to do. I fantasized about running out the door, into a taxi and back home. Calling D-Man and hitting the pipe until my heart exploded. What did it matter? Ginger was dead. I somehow used every reserve of strength left in me to stay standing. To not flake out on Darren and leave him to deal with Fred and the boys – oh God, the boys – alone. Not to mention Skipper and Laurence and the horrors of funeral planning.


I closed my eyes, and willed myself to be still, and to not vomit.


Lisa the Ticket Agent clicked away further without acknowledging me. She probably had dealt with enough wise-ass freaks today. She was in her forties, tanned to a nice leathery quality, and looked as tired as I felt.


“Sorry if I was rude,” I said to her. “I’m going down to California for my sister’s funeral. I’m a little…”


I stopped when Lisa the Ticket Agent quickly glanced up at me. Something in her eyes made mine start to water.


“Oh, my dear, I’m so sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to my sister. She’s my best friend.” She leaned across the counter and patted my hand. “I’m sorry for your loss, Danielle.”


Danielle. The only person who had ever, and I mean ever, called me that was my mother, and she was dead too. Three years ago, she and Dad, driving back from their yearly Florida jaunt, killed by a drunk driver on the I-95.


“Danny,” I said, wetness leaking slowly onto my pale cheeks now. “Everybody calls me Danny.”


“Well, Danny,” she said as brightly as she was able, faced with a scrawny junkie with a bad dye job crying in front of her, “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. Coach is overbooked, so I’m going to bump you and Darren Cleary into first-class. Is that alright?”


I loved Lisa.


I nodded. “Thank you,” I said softly. Lisa nodded and whipped my suitcase onto the conveyor belt behind her and handed me my boarding pass. She pointed out the gate and boarding time, half an hour from now. Where was Darren?


“You have a good flight now, Danny,” she said. I glanced at her and tried to smile but I think it came out all crooked. I was about to walk away from the counter when a glance at Lisa’s face stopped me.


“Danny,” she said, in a quieter, different voice than she had used before, “I just had a flash of something. Do you know what I mean?” She was looking intently at me.


“A hot flash?” I asked, confused, and then blushed, because I didn’t want to insinuate that she was menopausal. Lisa looked like she cared about her looks. Women who spend that much time in tanning beds don’t usually want to be mistaken for anything past thirty-five, even if their skin resembles an alligator handbag.


“Your sister. She didn’t die naturally, Danny,” she said. She was whispering, and the look on her face made the hair on my forearms stand straight up.


“No, they’re saying she committed suicide,” I said, locked onto Lisa’s face. Somewhere in my brain I couldn’t believe I was telling a stranger that my sister had offed herself.


“I don’t think she did, Danny,” Lisa continued. “I don’t think so.” She turned away from me for a minute and called out to another agent. “Kimberly, I’m going on break right now, okay?” I stood with my feet glued to the floor, sweating and shivering at once. Lisa looked back at me with her normal face and a hard, shaky tone in her voice.


“You be careful down there, Danny, okay? You be real careful.” And with that, Lisa walked quickly behind the agents to her right and into a room behind counters, snapping the door sharply behind her.


I believe in psychic phenomena about as much as I believe in the Easter Bunny. But I shivered, and I wasn’t sure it was just from the lack of sleep, food, and crack leaving my body.


I took my suitcase and walked away.


Now I just had to get through security with a balloon filled with two grams of powdered cocaine and half an eightball of crack stuck as far up my vagina as I could get it. With a length of kitchen string tied around the balloon for easy retrieval in a public bathroom. The coke was to keep me awake and going and get me through times when I had to be on, and in extremis, I could do a fairly decent job of cooking it into something resembling crack. Crack, because, crack.


My lack of paranoia served me well. I smiled and sailed through security and customs in Toronto with a smile on my face and narcotics in my cooch.


* * *


Darren was waiting for me at the gate. He pulled me into him and hugged me tightly, not letting go even after I tried to pull away. What started with a sad fraternal embrace ended with us wrestling, me trying to get away from him as he held my head in a vice grip against his chest and sang “Hush little baby, don’t say a word, Daddy’s going to buy you a mockingbird” loudly, until I was laughing so hard I started to hiccup. A family affliction. Nobody could make me laugh like Darren could. All the other passengers at the gate were watching, some with confusion, most with amusement. At nearly thirty, Darren looked a bit like a younger Brad Pitt. And unfortunately, he knew it.


Handsome, is what I’m trying to say. Even I, his sister, could see it, and I liked to tease him about how long he spent on his hair in the morning, and ask him how the boys in the gay bars were liking him now that he was getting so long in the tooth. Stuff like that. My brother was uber-straight, and a slut to boot.


“You smell like weed,” I whispered. This was Darren’s only vice. He didn’t smoke cigarettes, and wasn’t much of a drinker. It was weird that we were related, when you think about it.


“That would be because I just smoked some, Danny Banany,” he stage-whispered back.


“Here? In the airport?” Even I wasn’t that dumb.


“Duh. In the car, shit-for-brains.” We parked on chairs and he put his arm around me, and I leaned into him gratefully.


“Since when do you have a car? Why didn’t I get a ride then, ingrate?”


“Wasn’t my car, baby. Got a lift from an admirer of the female persuasion.” I rolled my eyes at him.


In first class we got the kind of service that I had become distinctly unused to in the past two years of sitting around my smoky apartment, smoking crack. Darren told the flight attendant to “keep the wine flowing” as though he was Dean Martin on the way to Vegas, and the food was better than I had any right to expect. As I shovelled some kind of beef stew into my face, I caught Darren grinning at me.


“The fuck is your problem,” I said, and stuck my tongue out, showing him my half-chewed food. He laughed. Sometimes the old jokes are the best jokes.


“Nice to see you eat,” he said.


“Happens all the time,” I answered, swigging a glass of red wine.


“Bullshit,” he answered. “How long since you used?”


I paused. “Twenty-two hours,” I answered. I looked at his watch. “And about twenty minutes.” Food had made me feel better. Wine had made me feel better. And with crack, if you end a long bender and get some of your basic human needs fulfilled – sleep, food, hydration – you can go a while without using again and feeling too awful. Despite what you see in the media, crack isn’t like heroin. Most of us don’t need it every day. Unless, that is, we’re already on a bender, in which case stopping seems like the impossible dream. And I had already decided to get through the flight clean. I wasn’t so far gone enough that I didn’t realize that I needed to eat and achieve some semblance of normalcy before I faced Fred and the boys.


“Can’t score down there, you know,” he said quietly.


We’ll see, I thought. “Wasn’t planning on it,” I said. What I had wouldn’t last long, but long enough to score.


Harness the energy that we put into getting our drugs, and you could end world hunger.


Darren raised his eyebrows and said nothing.


“Don’t judge me, Darren.” I felt my face flush with wine and the beginnings of anger. Addicts and their high horses.


“Wouldn’t dream of it, Beanpole,” he said, patted my knee, and promptly fell fast asleep. I gazed at him. It was so simple for him. But then again, I thought things had always seemed pretty simple for Ginger. And look how she ended up.


I put my fork down and laid my head on Darren’s shoulder. I wasn’t going to tell him what Lisa the Ticket Agent had said. No point in freaking him out.


I was a freak already. I could handle it.


* * *


Ginger was alive, and on the plane with us. She kept grabbing at my glass of wine and taking swigs, laughing, holding it out of my reach. It was very important for me to get that glass back. No one else was on the plane, just Ginger, Darren and me. Ginger and Darren were playing hangman, rapt, which confused me, because I’d never seen them doing anything together with such concentration. I looked at Ginger and told her I loved her, even though she was a smart-ass and too perfect to live. Those were the words I used, “too perfect to live.” Ginger shook her head at me and took off a white scarf that had appeared around her neck. Her neck was bright red and purple and mottled. I felt sad for her, that it must hurt, like a bad splinter.


“No, Danny, no one is perfect,” dream Ginger said sadly. “That’s always been your problem.”


Then Ginger and I lit up a crack pipe and I inhaled and inhaled and got nothing. I was in a rage of frustration, especially when I saw that she had taken a hit and was holding it in like it was the last breath she would ever take.


* * *


Darren was squeezing my hand. “We’re landing, drooler,” he said. He grabbed a tissue from his jeans pocket and wiped my face. “You’re quite a picture.”


“Fuck you very much,” I said. I rubbed my eyes like a three-year-old, then remembered that I’d actually put eye makeup on this morning. Great.


“You okay?” he said, pushing his chair back to its upright position for landing.


“Crack dream,” I said. “Had them before when I’ve stopped.”


“How long do you keep having them?”


“Until you start smoking crack again, I suppose,” I answered. Darren sighed.


“Darren,” I said slowly. “Ginger didn’t kill herself. She didn’t.” It had been tugging at my faulty brain since I listened to Fred’s voicemail message. No way. Not with her boys to look after. Not Ginger.


Fred had said she was found hanging from a shower rod in a motel. Hanging. The image, the thought of it, was seared into my brain and the only way I knew to remove it was to smoke it away.


Darren looked at me, surprised. “Of course she didn’t, Beanpole. No fucking way.”


We were silent for a bit.


“Why do you think she was at a motel?” Darren told me Ginger’s body had been found in some sleazy dive called the Sunny Jim Motor Inn.


He shrugged, staring straight ahead.


“What are we going to do?” I asked. I looked up at him, my little brother, and saw a coldness I had never seen in him before now.


“We’re going to talk to the police,” he said slowly. “We’re going to find out exactly what happened.” He tapped a beat on his knee, something only he could hear.


“And if they don’t believe us? If they don’t help us?”


“Then we’ll find out what killed her. Who killed her,” he answered. He was looking straight ahead.


“And when we find them?”


Darren squeezed my hand again. “What do you think, Danny? What do you want to do?”


I looked him in his cool blue eyes. Mine were reflected in his. “I don’t know about you, but I’m going to kill them.” I hadn’t thought about it, just said it. But as soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew it was true.


I felt my heart race in my chest like I had just taken a hit. Yes. This was right. This was what had to happen. Wasn’t this the natural order of things? I had travelled so far down the rabbit hole that contemplating – actually planning and contemplating killing whoever was responsible for Ginger’s death – seemed more than plausible. Why not? Whoever they were, Ginger was worth ten of them, a thousand of them, a million. And if I destroyed myself in the process? Well I was pretty nearly there already. I took a deep breath, and felt an odd peace settle over me, a feeling I hadn’t had in recent memory. This could be the end, then. I would do this thing, and I would do it well. And after that, whatever happened to me didn’t matter.


Darren leaned past me and looked out the window at sunny California.


“No,” he whispered, his eyes trained on the ground. “We’re going to kill them.”


I looked at Darren quickly. My sunny blond brother had a look on his face that I had never seen before. His eyes looked like mine, at that moment. Calm and decided and yet not quite present. He was somewhere else, somewhere where he could do serious damage to anyone who got in his way.


“We’ve lost too much,” I said. “Right?”


“You are right,” Darren said, leaning back into his seat and closing his eyes. “Right the fuck on.”


But I knew that when push came to shove, I would do this alone. Darren had a life. He had a great, sprawling, messy adventure of a life to look forward to. And as much as he loved Ginger, she was my twin. My other half.


This was my job.


* * *


It was only seven-thirty p.m. in California when we landed, and even inside the airport it felt hot. Hot and dry.


“Santa Anas,” Darren explained. “There are probably going to be fires again.”


“Thank you, Mr. Weather Channel,” I said. Probably his only truly geeky habit, an obsession with weather patterns had been with him since he was a kid looking forward to snowstorms and hurricanes in Maine. If I let him go, he would explain the meteorological reasons for such climate patterns, and I would keel over from glassy-eyed boredom. Standing by the luggage carousel waiting for bags to start spitting out, I had a sudden and intense craving, so profound that I wanted to lie down on the spot, curl up into the fetal position, and wait for it to go away. It had been something like twenty-six hours since I last smoked. The longest I’d gone without a hit in ten months. And while I had what I needed tucked safely between my legs, even I wasn’t about to try to smoke it in a public washroom in LAX.


“There’s my bag,” I said, pointing to a lime-green suitcase coming around on the conveyor. “Bathroom.”


I hurried to the ladies’ room and thanked the toilet gods that it wasn’t crowded. I locked myself into a cubicle and threw up, every ounce of meat and wine violently splashing all over the floor and walls. It wasn’t a neat endeavour. It continued until I had nothing left, and I leaned against the wall for support. At home, I would have slumped down to the floor, but by this point there was far too much of a mess for that. I felt sorry for the poor washroom attendant who had to face this. If I could have tipped her, I would have. I felt as empty and hollow and in as much pain as I ever have in my life. I closed my eyes. If it weren’t for this, the vomiting that always overtook me for a couple of days after the crack was leaving my system, I might have been able to quit. But anytime I started to feel like this, I would pick up the phone and call D-Man on my speed dial, and within a couple of hours all would be just fine. It wasn’t just the vomiting, it was the constant nausea and diarrhea, which lasted even longer. Note to self, I thought: buy water.


I spent a few minutes at the sink trying to clean myself up. I was in a white t-shirt and pale, ripped blue jeans, and both were now brilliantly stained with bright red vomit. Mascara had smeared under my eyes, my skin was gray under the fluorescent lights, and my lips were chapped and bleeding from chewing them, another habit I subconsciously took to when I was without my drug.


Where were the model talent scouts when you needed one?


When I exited the bathroom, Darren was chatting it up with a paunchy guy in a black suit who was wearing a spiffy cap. He was holding a sign.


“Here she is!” Darren said, very hail-fellow-well-met. He was another one in the family who made friends wherever he went. “Look, Danny!” He held up a sign that read “D and D Cleary.”


“D and D,” I said. “Drunk and Disorderly.”


“Dungeons and Dragons,” Darren said.


“Dumb and Dumber,” I shot back.


“Dark and Demented?” Darren tried.


“Weak,” I said. “Bitch, please.” The driver was looking at us, an uncertain smile on his face. He was probably in his fifties but he had the red nose and beer gut of the experienced drinker. Ex-cop maybe? Couldn’t have a drunk driving record if he worked for a car service though. I might be an addict myself, but I ranked drunk drivers with pedophiles and serial rapists – bad, bad news.


“Danny Cleary,” I said, shaking the man’s hand. Being around my family always made me want to improve my manners. I was the one with the street skills, not the social ones. Division of responsibility and all that.


Both the driver and Darren were looking at the stains on my clothes, and the ashen, makeup-smeared face. They both looked appalled. I really know how to make a great impression.


“So,” I said brightly. “Who sent you, Mr. Driver?”


He snapped his eyes away from my t-shirt. Or was it my breasts? If it was, he’d have to look pretty hard. I still had them, but everything I owned was two sizes too big for me now. “Mr. Lindquist,” he answered. “He sent me to come and fetch you up.”


Fred had sent him. He must be in rough shape if he didn’t come himself. “Well, fetch away,” I said. “Take me to your leader.” Driver looked uncertainly at me. I motioned for the door. “You know – let’s go. Let’s blow this pop stand. As it were.”


Darren nudged me as we trailed behind the man out of the terminal. “Be nice,” he hissed. Then, slightly louder, “Did you puke, or what?”


“No, I just grabbed somebody else’s off the floor and rubbed it on myself.”


I rooted around in my bag for an Altoid. “Why do you think Fred didn’t pick us up himself?” I wanted to know.


Darren shrugged. “His wife just died, Danny. He’s got a funeral to plan, two boys who just lost their mother, and a house full of relatives on the way.” I nodded. We were quiet for a minute, and when we left the airport, the driver indicated that we should stay put and he’d pull the car around. I could get used to this, I thought.


“I don’t know how he’s going to live without her,” Darren said.


“And the boys,” I said. “Oh God, those poor boys.”


“Fred told me that the funeral will be closed casket,” Darren said. I nodded. I hated open casket funerals. “I have to see her,” he continued.


I took a deep breath. Crack, crack, crack, crack. Crack, please.


“Me too,” I said.


“We’re family, they have to let us,” Darren said. “Don’t they? By law or whatever?”


“Fuck the law,” I said, nodding at nervous-looking No-Name Driver as he opened the back door for me to get into a gaudy stretch Hummer limo. Liberace would have been at home in here. Or Elton John. “We’re going to see our sister.”


* * *


Rush-hour traffic was still heavy, and Darren and I sprawled in the back of a car that was bigger than my apartment. Smelled better, too.


Darren was examining the crystal decanters thoughtfully provided by the limo company.


“Scotch,” he said, smelling one and making a face as he put the stopper back on. “I hate scotch.”


“What’s that one? Vodka?” I pointed to a decanter filled with clear liquid. Darren smelled it.


“Gin,” he said.


“Yuck,” I said. “Find me the vodka.” It was too surreal. It was sunny, even through the tinted windows, and three hours earlier. My twin sister was dead. I was going to kill someone.


That was the only thought that gave me any peace.


Darren gave me a raised eyebrow, but he smelled another clear decanter, and rooted around in a little fridge until he came up with something to mix it with. As we cruised slowly through the SoCal evening, past the palm trees and strip malls that I hadn’t seen in three years, Darren fixed me a vodka and cranberry. It was heavy on the cranberry, light on the vodka. I took a sip and looked meaningfully at Darren.


“You just puked, Danny,” he said. “Think you might want to take it a little easy, get some more food in your stomach?”


He was right of course, and I chose not to give him a tart reply. I held on tightly to my heavy crystal glass and looked outside.


We’d left the 405 and were heading to the Pacific Coast Highway.


“Scenic route,” I said. Darren nodded.


“I wanted to see the ocean,” he said. I looked at him. He was wearing his sunglasses, and I realized he must have had a word with the driver. This was as hard on Darren as it was on me, and I had to remember that in the days to come. I leaned over and grabbed his hand, squeezed it, and said nothing. We sailed through the beach communities Ginger had loved. I took a big swig of my drink and tried to think of nothing.


We drove through Huntington Beach and didn’t stop.


“Hey. This isn’t the way to Fred and Ginger’s,” I said.


“They moved, brainiac. A year ago. Remember?”


Vaguely. Something about a new house in Newport? Close to the country club?


“Have you been down?” I asked him.


He hadn’t. I watched as we passed some of the bars I remembered down here, places that tried on the outside to look like friendly little crab shacks but there were more Rolexes inside than in all of Geneva.
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