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PART ONE

HOUSE RULES
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PERFECT
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“Jennifer, are you even fucking listening?” her mother snapped. It was the same cloying tone she used for slow cashiers. Her mother tapped her glittering nails on the faux marble kitchen counter. As if she’d rather be anywhere but here, at home, with her family. 

No, why? thought Jen. She stared at her mother’s freakish hands—those nails! – and she wondered how her mom did anything at all. Then she remembered, mom didn’t really do that much. Except this. Always some version of this.

Jen she sat cross-legged on a tacky colonial barstool. She caught a glimpse of her reflection in a small mirror mounted next to the kitchen sink. She was always pale and slightly jaundiced. Her butter-yellow hair, which many hairdressers told her was a shade to envy, somehow mismatched the rest of her. Her own eyes always startled her. They were blue violet, objectively interesting, but so much bigger than the rest of her face. Her face was sallow but plump; pimpled, textured. She felt like a towheaded potato. Her eyes moved involuntarily downward.

Jen’s body had none of the curves of her face. She was rectangular, as her mom would say. Straight like a ruler. She longed for a large chest, like the one her mother bought herself. Instead, she was dumpy, like her dad. Jen could never figure out how she got the worst parts of both parents. Her older brother Hugh was All-American handsome – blonde, tan, all the usual hits. As self-conscious as she was, she knew it didn’t really matter. She had no one to impress.

Jen cleared her throat and removed her glasses. She pretended to wipe them down with her ragged sweatshirt sleeve. She set them gently at the counter. Everything in this house was eggshell, off-white, cream, clouded. This part of West Saint Paul often was. Being home always reminded her of how an asylum looked on TV. She held in a sigh. Just a few more minutes of this dull conversation in this colorless kitchen. Then, she could get back to her actual life. 

Minutes before, she was knee-deep in a smutty Snape fanfic, tangled in blankets, halfway through the forbidden Dunkaroos she’d fingered from her brother’s apartment. Jen longed for the taste of sugar and salt. Her mother hated sweets. Hugh couldn’t get enough snacks in him since he moved out last fall. His tiny studio in Northeast Minneapolis was ridden with colorful crackers, snack packs and sodas. Jen loved watching Nick at Nite on Hugh’s terrible couch. They would plow their way through whatever he’d brought from the big box store he worked in. 

Sometimes his partner Tay would be there, kindly refilling the drinks and treats and giggling with the laugh track. Tay’s laugh was contagious. Even the straightlaced Hugh and timid Jen would be rolling at the end of each perfectly resolved episode. Jen longed for her brother’s cozy apartment. There, she was away from this antiseptic suburban house, entranced by silly stories—able to eat trans fats without shame. Time there was paradise. Here was hell.

Jen swiped her greasy blonde bangs off to the side of her face. She dug her pointer fingernail deep into the pad of her thumb. Back to reality.

“Yes,” said Jen, tentatively.

“Great,” spat her mother. “Great. So, as your dad and I were trying to tell you, I’ll be moving out at the end of the month. Your dad will stay in this shit-box house of his. You’ll stay with him.”

“Now’s not the time for name-calling, Selena,” implored her father.

“Fuck off, Dan, I didn’t ask for your mediation crap,” she said back.

Selena, mom, bent down and ruffled the soft fur of her brachycephalic Pekingese, Trixie. The rat-dog snorted with delight as her human pet her. Selena smiled, a rare sight unless the wretched dog was nearby.

“The Parkside? How can you...” started Dan.

“You fucking know how, Daniel. I brought all the wealth to this marriage. You brought abs, and you lost them, and now you’re useless to me,” said Selena, flatly. “Useless and drunk. And boring.”

Dan puffed out a resigned sigh. Jen did, too. This was not a novel event. They’d fought like this for years, usually just out of earshot of Jen and her brother. It was just within this last year that things had escalated so quickly. Selena would tell him off and point her claws, and he’d wring his hands like it’d wash away all her hatred and resentment. 

Jen barely stifled an eyeroll. Her father had been a wallflower for as long as she’d remembered, sinking into the background at any given opportunity, beer in hand. They’d been to many parties, recitals, and sports games that went the same way. Selena would shine, talking up every attendee with her purchased playmate looks and charming conversation. Dan would drink, and sigh, eyes darting to any clock he could find, clearly waiting for all this to be over. He’d stare at the ground, awaiting the sweet release of bar close, or the patented Midwestern knee-slap, or whatever would free him first. 

Jen would often exchange a knowing glance with her mom at her father’s frequent misadventures. It was one of the only times they’d be allied, only united in disgust of or in pity for her dad. What a loser, they’d think to themselves. 

Jen would look on as her mother lived, laughed, and loved. Selena would refill her chardonnay or straighten out her sew-in as she wined and dined relatives, neighbors, and strangers. Meanwhile, her father became one with the drywall. Occasionally Jen would check in on her dad. This consisted of an awkward glance in his direction, followed by a quick mental summary of how many cans were emptied and crushed in his vicinity. 

The drive home from wherever they were was practically scripted. Dad would slump into the driver’s seat. Then, mom made a show of shoving him over to the passenger side of the LeSabre or beamer, respectively. Mom would struggle to start the car with her talons and dad would reach to turn it over. Mom would glare, then accelerate like she was Vin Diesel. Dad would rub his head slowly as if to massage away his self-loathing.

Mom would admonish him for his transgressions. Dad would try to counter, weakly, listing his excuses for each social sin. At this point, usually halfway home, mom would pivot from nagging to a pained soliloquy to the air, but also clearly meant for Jen. Mom whined about what a stud Your Father was in school – the varsity basketball captain, a rare feat for a mid-height white guy from Osseo. 

Jen knew all the highlights. Her parents fell in love hard, the way kids do, with countless hours of backseat hookups and banal dates. He was going to college; she was getting her realtor’s license like her parents before her. Everything was perfect, until it wasn’t. 

They hit black ice on the way home from the movies. He broke his right arm in three places and his left leg in two. She smashed her face on the dashboard requiring extensive surgeries – lucky enough, mostly on her nose. To Selena, it was his fault for being wasted. To Dan, it was a freak accident for an especially careful driver. To Jen, it was a cliché. 

They recovered, married, and bought a ridiculous colonial in West Saint Paul. He was a stay-at-home dad, and she sold houses in the burbs. Everything was perfect, until it wasn’t. 

Baby Hugh was the perfect child, according to her parents, and grew into a semi-perfect young adult. Baby Jennifer was always battling some sort of illness. Constantly boogered and sneezing and wheezing and whining about pains her parents couldn’t decide were real. Her father doted on her, feeding her whatever meds he could grab at Snyder’s drugstore. Her brother entertained her with recaps of recent TV shows he would watch alone in the television room. Her mother avoided her like she was a blonde leper. So it went for the eighteen years she’d been alive, and so it would likely go for the rest of her life.

All of this was given Cliff Notes in the ritual of the car ride, of course. Selena would lament Dan’s lost virility and bemoan the life they shared Before. Before the accident, before kids, before booze, before the aggrieved way she berated her husband each time she drove him home. Her monologue always ended the same. 

“Everything was perfect, until it wasn’t, and it’s all Your Father’s fucking fault.”

Sitting crooked in the kitchen, Jen wondered if this wasn’t just an amplified version of the usual battle. She again pushed her bangs to the side of her face, her fingers grazing her moist skin and the mini mountains of zits dotting the surface. She looked at her dad, gray and fat, then at her mother, Creamsicle-colored and alight with indignation. She didn’t dare look at her watch despite desperately wanting to know the time.

“Okay, so. Jen. I’m sure you don’t have any questions, right?” her mother squeaked brightly. 

Jen held in a dad-like sigh. “Yep. Got it.”

“Great. Of course, you can visit me and Miss Trixie whenever you want. I mean, call first. Obviously. Because I might not be home. You know, because I have a fucking life outside of this dungeon, and all.” 

Selena’s shimmering eyes pierced what was left of Dan. Her Blackberry beeped excitedly.

“Oh, I’ve got to dash. Tina is waiting for me at Tiffany’s,” she chirped.

She scooped up Trixie and popped her in a bejeweled tote bag. Dogs weren’t allowed at Tiffany’s Bar. That didn’t stop Selena. It would never stop her. The dog came with, every time, everywhere. All of her dogs had. Trixie snorted and Selena cooed like a weird call-and-response game. God, did Jen loathe that fucking mutt. All of them, really.

Jen tossed herself out of the chair and grabbed a clean glass from the sink. She filled the heavy-bottomed glass with tap water. Her mother glared at her. Selena pointed to the fridge, where the Brita pitcher lived, but quickly moved to check the contents of her purse and fish out her keys. Dan stared into space. 

Jen lifted the glass to drink, and something caught her eye: blood.

She peeled her pointer finger off the glass to find it wet and sticky. Must have dug too deep earlier while trying to survive the Family Meeting. Startled by the syrupy cherry ooze sticking to the glass, she dropped it. 

It felt like The Matrix, all slow motion: the bottom of the glass hit the side of the porcelain sink. The glass exploded. Jen watched as shards flew about the kitchen – huge, heavy, sharp. She blinked hard.

“Oh my GOD Jennifer those are my good glasses from the...” 

Her mother stopped cold.

Jen turned to her mother. Her dad lurched towards her. She looked down at her right arm. 

There was more blood now, pouring down her sleeve, wetting the fabric. Her finger was fine. It was her wrist now, carved with a shard of glass. If anyone had asked, she would guess the shard was about 4 inches wide and three deep in her arm. No one would, though.

“JENNY!” her dad yelped. “Selena, call the fucking ambulance!” 

“Fuck, okay. Fuck!” shrieked her mother.

Her dad snatched the cell phone out of the gaping purse. Trixie snarled and nipped at him. He furiously dialed, hands shaking.

Jen blinked hard. The blood just kept coming. She tried to mop it up with her other sleeve, but it was useless. She tried to remember her First Aid training, but she didn’t recall a section for freak glass accidents.

“Jenny, honey. You’ve got to breathe for me,” said her dad. The phone murmured.

Dad spoke quickly, hands shaking. “FUCK! I need an ambulance at 1960 Marywood Lane. My daughter. Her name is Jennifer Rhode. She’s cut. She’s got glass. It’s in her arm. Oh Jesus. Please come. Please help her. She’s dying! She’s fucking dying!”

Jen grabbed the dirty dish towel hanging off the sink and wrapped it gently around the glass shard. She’d learned this in babysitting class with the Red Cross a couple years ago. Pack the wound. Don’t remove foreign objects. Pack. Pack. Pack. Breathe. Breathe. Fuck.

Jen fell to the floor, welcoming the cold tile on her face. The blood kept coming. The cold felt so good. She heard her mother scream. She watched as her dad ran to the door. 

Jen blacked out.
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Jen woke up freezing, staring at a white popcorn ceiling. She clutched at her sides with cold, blueish hands. On the left she felt a thick blanket, quietly vibrating. Heated? On the right she grabbed what felt like a remote. As soon as she touched it, a soft bell dinged above her head. 

An overweight redhead with wrinkled green eyes entered. She was smiling firmly, like she’d practiced mimicking human emotion in front of a mirror. Her face was youthful and full of freckles and moles. She cleared her throat as she approached the bed. To Jen, she could have been thirty, or sixty. Hard to tell. Everything blurred.

“Hi, Jennifer,” said the redhead. “I’m your nurse, Wendy like the burgers. You’re at Regions Hospital. Do you know what day it is?”

“June 3rd,” said Jen.

“Do you remember what happened?”

Jen closed her eyes. She saw blood. A lot of it, and a cold tile floor. Something about glass. Her mom screamed. 

“I think so,” she said quietly. “Where are my parents?”

“Just a sec,” said Wendy, waving at the hallway behind her. 

Dan rushed in, his face reddened and sweaty. He had the shakes all over. Was it fear? Was it beer?

“Oh my god, Jenny, my sweetheart,” he half-sobbed. He rushed to grab her clammy hands. Her hand shook in his.  

“Honey, how are you feeling?”

“Cold,” she said. “Really cold. Is mom...?”

Her dad nodded tightly. 

“She just left to deal with a work emergency. Indoor pool problem. Your brother’s here,” he gestured vaguely down the hallway. “With Tay. They just stepped out for some air.”

Jen nodded, relieved. If she’d have woken up with mom at her bedside she’d know she was truly medically fucked. She looked at her arm. Frankenstein stitches all over the wrist and forearm. The glass must have hit deeper than she thought. 

“Doc says there’s no nerve damage,” said her dad. “Lost a lot of blood. Your arm will be fine in a few weeks when the stitches come out. So, there’s that.”

Jen waited. She could tell her dad had something more to say, which was exceedingly rare for him.

“But...” he started tentatively. “There’s something else.”

He paused and let her hand go limp back on the bed. He grabbed the comically large water cup on her bedside table. He practically shotgunned it. She’d never seen the man drink any water, unless it was secretly Stoli or even Coors Light in an Evian bottle.

Dan pulled over the world’s loudest chair and plopped his misshapen frame into it. The chair creaked horribly. He sighed as he adjusted his seat. He cleared his throat. 

“Can you help me?” he said to Wendy, pleadingly.

Wendy waved a finger. “I will have the doctor come in as soon as she is available. I’ll be back in an hour with food.”

She pranced out of the room. Dan nodded solemnly. 

Jen stared at him.

“Okay?” she asked.

“Okay,” he said firmly. 

His eyes welled with tears, which wasn’t unusual for him. Jen often escorted him to the couch after finding him drunk and sobbing inside his car within the garage. She wondered if he’d always been a crybaby, or if that came with age. Maybe it was just the booze.

Dan steeled himself and grabbed her hand again.

“Jenny, the doctor found something after they sewed you up. They did a lot of tests while you were sleeping. Your blood, obviously, your pee. They’ve got a biopsy scheduled for tomorrow.”

“A fucking what?” she said.

“A biopsy, okay?” he said. “Honey, they’re pretty sure your kidneys are failing. They said you have end stage renal disease. Kidney failure. They want to do the biopsy to be sure before they treat you further. Then they’ll do everything else you need, like surgery or whatever.”

Jen gasped something between a squeak and a sob. 

“Failure?”

“Yes baby, I’m so sorry. Failure.” 

He rubbed her hand gently like she was still seven and had a tummy ache. Weirdly, she felt like it helped.

“They said failure. And they said you must have been sick for some time. Like there were things we would have noticed before. Have you?”

“Have I what? Been sick?” she panted. “I mean. I’ve always been sick. My whole life.”

“I know, baby. But I mean recently. They said there are symptoms. They gave me a sheet.” 

He yanked a crumpled packet out of his front shirt pocket and sheepishly handed it to her. 

“In here.”

She cautiously unwrapped the paper. In big, bold letters: ESRD. Jen quickly read through the symptom list and started comparing them. Itchy skin and skin rashes. Check, her midsection was scarlet. She’d thought it was mosquitoes since it was June. Sore or cramped muscles. Check. She’d never been athletically inclined. Nausea and vomiting. Check, but she’d assumed it was from Hugh’s vast snack collection. Changes in urination. Check. She’d been chugging water due to the summer heat but never had to pee. If she’d had any friends that weren’t Hugh and Tay, they probably would have mentioned how weird this was. 

Headache. Check, always. Mom made sure of it with her constant bullshit and complaining and needling. 

General fatigue and feeling of illness. Not even a question.

She thumbed through the rest of the list, silently checking off each symptom and outwardly cringing. It was almost textbook, down to a T, completely obvious. Yet she didn’t see it. 

No one had. 

No one cared enough to look.

“Honey,” gulped her dad, “We are going to get through this. We’ve got your back.”

“And your front, if you need it,” piped Hugh, sunnily passing through the doorway. 

Her big brother’s arrival was like Apollo descending from Olympus. He was glimmering with health, despite her knowing he ate the rough weight equivalent of a kindergartener in junk food each night. He was dressed in his Pac Sun best, as always. Jen loved him. She loathed him. She was delighted to see him.

Behind him sauntered Tay, the Cyrene to his Apollo, with their sepia skin glistening and their cinnamon-brown eyes shining with tears. Tay wore a long jersey and baggy shorts with white sneakers to match. Ever fashionable, always thoughtful, Tay stood behind Dan and gently rubbed his shoulders. 

Tay and Hugh were both always so great at comforting others, even when they needed comfort themselves. Tay adjusted their glasses with one hand and rubbed Dan’s back with the other hand. Jen tried not to roll her eyes in jest – she was dizzy enough as it was.

Instinctively, Hugh leapt over his dad and enveloped Jen in a soft bear hug. He shuddered, possibly with adrenaline, while he softly stroked her limp, greased hair.

“Hi sissy,” he said softly. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine except for the dying,” she dryly quipped. 

Tay’s eyes widened. 

Dan put his head in his hands and hung it in shame. Hugh guffawed. The siblings had always shared a dark sense of humor: dry, but silly, and sometimes violent. Their parents never got it, but good sport Tay would usually play along. Today, Tay was too sad. Hugh was unflappable. 

“Who said you were going to die? I didn’t see a permission slip in my mailbox,” shot Hugh. “Uncool, Jenners. Uncool.”

She laughed aloud. Tay softened slightly.

“I love you, sissy,” he said.

“I love you, too,” said she.

“We’re going to be alright, you guys. All of us,” declared Hugh. 

“Eventually,” said Jen.

Hugh nodded and held up a torn woven bag that crinkled. 

“Anyone want some chips?”
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The next two weeks were a complete blur for Jen. The biopsy confirmed EDRS. Tay cried. Hugh cried. Dad cried. Mom was nowhere to be found. Jen was the only one unsurprised.

As if a switch turned in her brain, she only began feeling sick while laid up in the hospital. It was almost like her body forgot how ill she’d always been until she was in a place where they seemingly cured illnesses like hers. She was constantly nauseous and her head was always pounding.  She got dizzy when she stood up too fast. She was sore, of course, in her arm where there had been stitches removed. The soreness of her wound was nothing like the deep ache she felt everywhere else. 

The denizens posting in the EDRS forums across the internet had described pins and needles or burning. Jen would have called it hot static. It felt like she was burning and freezing and throbbing all at once. From the internet and her doctors, she’d learned that her stage of kidney failure was four. This was less than five, the worst, which was comforting.

However, it meant her kidneys were basically on the brink of completely shutting down.  She’d been given a team of doctors with specialties she’d never heard of. She had a nephrologist, a kidney doctor, named Kincaid. Dr. Kincaid was a crusty old man who had a terrible demeanor but an encyclopedic knowledge of her disease. He put her on numerous medications with names she couldn’t pronounce. Meds—including diabetes ones—when she was certain she wasn’t diabetic. 

She’d learned to avoid the mirror. On her last look, she’d turned yellower than she’d already been. Her eyes were already deep-set, but now they seemed like they’d been planted on her doughy face as a prank by some malevolent god. Her hair was somehow greasier. Her complexion was even worse than before. Her teeth resembled tiny bananas. Her tongue was white and filmy no matter how much she brushed. Then there was the damned tentacled crater above her breasts.

She’d learned she was fitted with a central venous catheter; a monstrous but tiny creation fed into a vein in her chest. According to the doctor who fitted it, one gangly tube came out of the catheter to allow her blood to leave her body. Another gangly tube brought the blood back in. They told her she needed the chest one because the fistulas and grafts would need more time to heal, and she needed immediate treatment. Due to her internet sleuthing, she knew catheters didn’t always work well for long-term dialysis, but she said nothing and went along with the medical care team. They knew this better than she did. They taught her how to clean the catheter and keep it from being damaged. 

She stopped wearing bras because there was no point. She switched to brisk showers instead of lingering baths. She slept a lot, as much as she could. She traded her usual fitted sweatshirts for loose, drab, ripped Fruit of the Loom tees from her dad’s closet. She’d always been low-maintenance, but these days she felt no-maintenance. The medical team handled all other maintenance for her.

They scheduled her for dialysis at a clinic because her dad couldn’t afford the in-home care without insurance. Her mom, naturally, threw money at her dad but didn’t engage otherwise. Magically, she was able to move weeks earlier than planned. She half-heartedly offered to take Jen to appointments only if it worked around her showing schedule, which was “intense”. Jen wondered how selling houses was more intense than dying. Hugh, ever the mediator, swiftly intervened and volunteered himself and Tay as first-line drivers. Dan wouldn’t be able to do it for a slew of reasons that Jen knew were covers for his actual activities.  

Jen would need to go to the clinic in Mendota Heights three times a week. She tolerated all of this, as annoying and frightening as it was, because there wasn’t an alternative. Her life was now filled with potions, pills, appointments, and accommodations. Despite Dr. Kincaid being grouchy and having ear hair, he’d proven useful by getting Jen added to the transplant list. He was hopeful that dialysis and treatment could help ease her symptoms, but equally confident that the only true “cure”, as it was, would be a transplant.

Even this was an imperfect assumption – there really was no cure, there was just maintenance and improvements. Jen accepted all of this as her new reality without question. Her whole life was comprised of varying disappointments. Her mom was a narcissistic twit, her dad was a drunk loser, and her brother was a runaway. She’d been homeschooled by her dad all the way through her recent graduation from high school. She was eighteen, she couldn’t drive, she could barely do math. She was a virgin. She was a blank slate. She had little experience of anything outside the white-windowed prison she called home. She had no real-life friends. She felt utterly alone.

There were some online acquaintances of course, but no one that she talked with IRL. Most of her online life was exchanging fanfics, music recommendations, and opinions about the Degrassi universe. There was no one she trusted enough to tell her real name, age, or location. As far as these invisible friends knew, she was xBeautifulAriaXx, 25/F/TX. They didn’t know her name, her favorite color, or the fact she secretly shipped Mal and Wash. How could she tell them she was dying?

So, two weeks rushed by, and in came her first dialysis appointment on a gloomy summer Monday. She took the passenger seat of the LeSabre while her brother drove. Dad rode in the back. Mom was ‘on a call’ and couldn’t be torn away. Tay was working that day but promised they’d be there the next round. Dad cried quietly the whole ride, taking slow, deliberate sips from a plastic water bottle with no discernible label. Hugh pretended he didn’t see it. Jen wished she hadn’t seen it.

Hugh cheerily cycled through radio stations, joking about Dad’s terrible taste in music, until he landed on a classic rock station playing the opening notes of a Queen song. He was always the joy and the life in the house. Jen felt privileged to borrow his joy whenever they were together. She banked it like a dragon hoarding gold. She held it close so she could siphon it when he was inevitably gone home again, leaving her alone once more. She was addicted to absorbing other people’s happiness. She wanted to mainline his joy. 

“It’s our song!” he said, always the optimist.

Jen smiled and pinched his upper arm; their secret sibling torture move. He yelped and the car jerked, just enough to leave the lines and startle Dad. They shared a giggle while Dad grumbled in the backseat. Time flew with her brother. 

Before she knew it, they’d pulled into the parking lot.

Jen steeled herself before walking in, holding onto Hugh’s arm for dear life. She was physically fine, but emotionally a nervous wreck. Dad moped behind, barely able to keep his eyes open without tearing up. Hugh gently guided his sister and his dad to the waiting room. They exchanged pleasantries with the receptionist and got seated. 

They sat and waited, waited, waited. 

When Jen was finally called upon eons later, they told her she had to go alone this time. On Wednesday, when she came back, she could bring a support person. Hugh waved her off and attended to their father who had passed out in a wobbly waiting area chair. Her brother gave her a confident head nod before she left with the nurse, as if to say, I got you.

Jen was unsteady but cooperative. They greeted, weighed, cleaned, poked, and prodded her. She knew the drill, but she didn’t know how quickly it would all go. A large, thin man with sunburnt, tattooed skin grabbed her from the nurse and brought her to a long, quiet room full of other sad, sick people. He put her in a chair. 

She shut her eyes tightly as he connected her tubes to their needles. She could have asked him to be numbed, but she was nervous enough already. The tech who hooked her up said his name was Carl. He let her know she’d be there for about four hours or so and to get comfortable. He’d come back when the alarms went off or if she waved him over. 

Jen tried with all her strength to ignore the fact that there were tubes and needles in a highway of cords across her chest. She tried to sink into the chair, to take on its form, to be comfortable and cool and leathery. She’d tried so hard to make herself invisible, like she’d always felt she had been. She spent her whole life not mattering to anyone, not really. Even her dreams were uneventful. She knew deep down she was boring, lonely, and pathetic. To her, any march she made towards death should feel similarly anonymous and tragic.

She glanced around her chair and saw ancient magazines, tattered books, and an 80s-style remote. She looked rapidly around the room to find the TV that matched the remote. Instead, she locked eyes with an old brown man seated next to her. She threw him a tight-lipped smile – the White Guy Special, Tay would call it—and quickly tried to sink back into anonymity. 

This man, however, saw her. And then he did the weirdest thing she’d ever experienced– he said hello. 
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“I’m Thomas Abair, but everyone calls me Pawpaw,” said the man. 

He looked to be closer to 80 than 60, but Jen thought all the people over thirty were of this nebulous category. He had ochre-colored skin and mid-parted raven-colored hair in a loose, low ponytail. His eyes were a startling hazel. They didn’t fit his broad face and square lips, but they seemed to fit his aura. He was physically large, and a bit fat, but clearly had the architecture of a man who was once fit and strong. His chest was broad, his shoulders wide, and his arms were thick like tree trunks. He was long, too, with his legs splayed in front of him almost blocking the entire aisle. Attached to these long legs were huge feet in dusty Red Wing work boots. His left foot tapped in opposition to the rhythmic whirr of the dialysis machine.

“Who are you?” he asked her.

“Um. Jen.” she said in a low voice. 

She cleared her throat self-consciously. 

“I’m Jen. It’s my first day here.”

“Welcome, new kid. We do bingo on Tuesdays.” 

He laughed heartily. This jaunty sound was immediately followed by a wet, phlegmy cough. 

“Sorry kiddo, I’m all fucked up. I’ll be a good neighbor though, I swear. Don’t mind me!”

This made her smile. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Thomas.”

“Please call me Pawpaw. Thomas is a stuffy old fart. An old cripple. Pawpaw’s a cool dude, like Steve McQueen.”

A husky voice wafted in from down the hall. 

“You can’t be bothering the white kids,” said the owner of the voice. “They’re sensitive and all.”

Jen looked over to see what kind of creature belonged to this voice, at once melodious and menacing. She heard the heavy footsteps and lazy walk of the voice before she saw its owner.

“Someone forgot they got a little honky in them,” offered Pawpaw. 

The voice groaned, then giggled. The giggle sounded much younger than the voice, but Jen saw they belonged in the same body.

“Hi,” said the voice, “I’m Meg. I’m sorry if Pawpaw is bugging you.”

“Not at all,” said Jen. “He’s making my whole day, actually.”

“That’s depressing,” said Meg.

“I mean, we are at dialysis. It’s already pretty fucking depressing here,” replied Jen matter-of-factly. 

This made the voice laugh again. Jen really liked that sound.

Jen took a moment to look at Meg. She had the same hazel eyes as her Pawpaw but with more glimmer in them. Her lids were delicately lined with liquid black and a wide flick at the outside. Her nose was broad, like her Pawpaw’s. Her face was full and round but somehow sharp like a knife. She had cheekbones a model would die for. Her lips were pillowy and glossed but her cupid’s bow was angular. She looked like Clara Bow and Rosario Dawson jumped into a blender. She had kinky chocolate brown hair down to her shoulders with side swept, clearly straightened bangs. She was of medium build but with broad shoulders and a large chest like Pawpaw. The rest of her wasn’t Pawpaw’s, though she stole his eyes; her arms and legs were short and chubby. Her waist was comparatively thin, but her hips were wide. 

Meg wore all black, head to toe. Her shirt was a screen print of the DVD cover of Pulp Fiction. Jen was homeschooled, but not uncultured, so she recognized it right away. She made a note to mention later how she liked that movie. Meg’s jeans were artfully ripped in a way that made her look threatening while anyone else would look like a slob. She wore grayed Vans that had seen better days. Was she a skater, or did she just dress like one? 

Meg’s fingernails were short and painted a deep midnight blue. She wore a gold chain around her left wrist that looked painted on. Dangling from the gold chain was a tiny charm – some kind of bird. Jen didn’t know birds. What she did know was that Meg was the most interesting and terrifying person she had even seen. Jen was entranced.

Suddenly, Jen felt hyper-aware of her freakish blue-violet eyes, playdough face and boring ruler body. She always felt freakish, but this fascinating woman made her feel like the Elephant Man. She lightly tucked her wet blonde hair behind her too-small ears. She smiled at Meg, trying to look normal. Oh shit, she needed to say something instead of staring.

“I’m Jen. It’s nice to meet you,” she stuttered.

“Sure, as good as it gets in this shithole. You comfy, Pawpaw? Need a pillow or a blanket?” Meg looked lovingly at her grandpa.

He waved his hands dismissively then winced. Must have pulled one of his cords. “No honey, I’m okay. Miigwech my love,” he said.

“You’re always welcome,” she said happily. “I got you, Pawpaw.”

He grinned like the Cheshire cat.  “I know it, honey. Did you hear back from your mother?”

The creature named Meg looked around the room suspiciously as if this mother would suddenly appear. 

“No,” she said, “but she’s supposed to call me back. Something about this Jake guy.”

Pawpaw tutted and said, “Jake, John, Jorge, it’s always something.”

Meg shrugged.

“I know honey, it’s not your problem. But God, when will it end?”

“When she marries one,” quipped Meg.

“Eugh. Don’t curse us with that noise,” fussed Pawpaw.

Meg snorted. “Haven’t you always wanted a son?”

Pawpaw grunted. “A son, yes. Not a ward of the state. Or a drug dealer or a bartender or a lawyer. I have enough damn problems.”

Meg laughed again. They were comfortable with their banter. Jen laughed too, potentially an accessory to their joke. Meg turned her head sharply. Her smile disappeared. 

“The fuck you laughing about?” she asked Jen.

Jen sputtered. “Um. Oh. I’m sorry. I thought what he said was funny. I didn’t mean to offend you. I apologize for my...”

“Just fucking with you, Gina.”

“Jen. Oh, okay. That’s funny.”

“I know. I’m hilarious,” said Meg. “You alone today?”

“Yes. It’s my first one.”

“We’ll show you the ropes,” said Meg, pointing between herself and Pawpaw. “We’ve been coming here for years now, haven’t we?”

Pawpaw nodded solemnly. “Gotta have something to do between poker games I guess.”

They all laughed at this one. Maybe, thought Jen, this could be bearable. If only for now.

Soon enough, they’d all become acquainted. Meg just graduated too, from real-life high school. She said she was a year behind her friends, so she was turning nineteen next spring. She worked part-time transcribing video online while she figured out if she was doing college. Jen shamefully admitted she didn’t get into any colleges. Her grades were horrible even though she’d been homeschooled. 

You’d think you’d have an in, that way, quipped Pawpaw. 

Meg had gotten into a few state schools and community colleges on scholarship but deferred her acceptance to every one of them. She just wasn’t sure that she wanted to go to any college at all. Pawpaw needed her to drive him to dialysis and her mom needed help with bills. Pawpaw tutted. Jen could tell they’d had this battle before, quite recently, and decided to change the subject. She asked where they came from.

“What do you mean, where we come from?” said Meg, cautiously. “You trying to find out why we’re colorful?”

Jen blushed and said, “I mean, where do you live?”

Meg grinned. “I know, silly. We live on the West Side.”

“West Saint Paul?” Jen said excitedly.

“No, the west side, you know, where all the brown people live,” Meg retorted. “You’re clearly from the Calm White Yonder up that way.” 

Meg pointed generally to the right of the room.

“Yeah,” said Jen. “I live in West Saint Paul with my parents.” 

“Ah. We’re off George and Stryker,” offered Meg. “You know, over there in ‘the hood’.”

“Dammit Meg, it’s a nice neighborhood,” spat Pawpaw. “We’ve got four floors, two bathrooms. Big old basement. A yard with a garden. It used to be a boarding house.”

“Wow,” said Jen. “How long have you lived there?”

“Used to be my boarding house,” said Pawpaw with pride. “Me and Earline ran it for years until she passed. My beautiful wife. Your grandma,” he pointed at Meg. “I wish you could have met her.”

“Me, too,” said Meg.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” said Jen. “That must be tough.”

“Eh,” waved Pawpaw. “I’ve had a long time to cry about it. Been nineteen years now. She passed, and this one was born eight months later. Pretty crazy stuff if you ask me.”

Meg smiled sadly and patted Pawpaw on the back.

“This one’s a freaking miracle. Immaculate conception,” he said, giggling. Meg rolled her eyes. 

“I don’t have a dad, I have a white sperm donor,” said Meg. 

She noticed Jen’s hesitation at this information. 

“So, Pawpaw here is mainly Ojibwe and a little Korean. Weird, yeah? My grandma was black, from Mississippi. My sperm donor was white. So, I’m a rainbow, kind of, mostly,” said Meg.

Pawpaw patted Meg on her slender hand with his huge one. She turned her head to him.

“Is that the other language you speak?” Jen asked. “Korean?”

“Ojibwe,” said Pawpaw.

“It’s a beautiful language. I’d love to learn some words in it if you’d ever want to teach me,” said Jen.

Pawpaw brightened. 

“You know, I tried to teach my wife, my daughter, and my granddaughter, and they all said ‘uh-uhn.’ I have known you for an hour and you want to learn? Pff.” 

He made a dismissive motion towards Meg all while grinning at her.

“Anytime, new granddaughter,” he said.

Jen beamed at this. All her biological grandparents were long dead, and she wasn’t sure she would have liked them anyways. Her eyes filled with tears. Meg sped to the nearest end table and grabbed Kleenex. She gingerly handed it to Jen. Jen accepted the tissues gracefully.

“Thank you, I’m so sorry. This whole thing has me so sensitive,” she squeaked. “I’ve never been dying before.”

“Who the hell said you’re dying? I’ve been doing this shit for three years and I’m still a spring chicken, as you can see,” said Pawpaw. “I can still dance at the VFW and everything.”

“No one wants to see you dance, Pops,” said Meg. “Last time they thought you were epileptic.”

“Not my fault you’ve got the white side’s rhythm,” he said firmly. “I got the groove. You’re just jealous of my pimpin’ style.”

Jen laughed through her tears. She’d never met people so open, so loving, so silly, even in the face of illness and sadness. 

“So, what’s wrong with you?” he asked. “With the kidneys?”

“End-stage renal disease,” said Jen. “Stage four.”

“Oh jeez,” said Pawpaw. “Mine’s just the di-ah-beet-us.”

“Diabetes,” corrected Meg.

“Die-ah-bee-teez,” said Pawpaw. “The sugars in my blood.”

“Are you on the transplant list?” asked Jen.

Meg and Pawpaw both laughed at this. 

“No,” he said. “I’m too damn old for all that. The young ones like you need all the good kidneys.”

Jen smiled and blew her nose. 

“Here’s hoping,” she said.

“Wanna learn some real good Ojibwe?” said Pawpaw deviously.

“Of course,” said Jen.

“Aabdeg gwa kwii-zhichige waa zhichgeyin,” he said slowly and deliberately. She copied him, mangling every consonant. “’You gotta do what you gotta do.’”

They laughed together again. Jen felt whole. This must be how it feels to have friends, she thought to herself. It felt like love.
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It turned out Pawpaw was on the same schedule as Jen, all three days a week, each day arriving before she did and leaving after she’d gone home. He was a comforting presence for her, always ready with a joke or a story from his long and wondrous life. He brought her candies and treats—that neither of them should have eaten—which they shared secretly under the blankets provided by the clinic. They’d rush to wipe off crumbs before the techs came to check on them, silently conspiring to bring even bigger, crumblier snacks next time. 

Jen brought an electric kettle and a tea bag sampler from home in her backpack. They put on affected British accents while they sipped tea and took in whatever goofy program was on the old, mounted TVs. Pawpaw was partial to Bonanza and Gunsmoke. Jen much preferred Three’s Company and Who’s The Boss.

As she predicted, Hugh was her main driver. He’d switched schedules at the big box store with a coworker who hated closing shifts. Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, he dutifully drove to his former house in his beat-up Bronco which he readily exchanged for Dad’s LeSabre. On days they were both off, Tay would join Hugh on Jen’s appointments.

Pawpaw loved asking Tay penetrating questions about their life, their gender identity, their taste in music. Tay, ever patient, would answer each question with one in return. For every ‘what’s a non-binary’ they’d get, they’d throw out a ‘where did you grow up’ or a ‘what’s your favorite song?’ 

Jen suspected they both secretly enjoyed the banter since they’d kept it up each session without fail. Hugh would snack and chuckle and enjoy the chatter. Jen lived for it. It was nice to hear something other than the whirs and beeps of the dialysis machine. She needed her brain to be busy.

Dad stayed home, most days, content with whatever beverages he’d concocted from the liquor warehouse up the street. Mom was routinely gone. She’d met a new man, Jen suspected, probably living in the luxury apartments she’d rented. She called, of course, but never visited, giving snippets of her wonderful single life and sharing updates on her short-snouted asshole dog. 

Jen was never a fan of animals, especially the inbred critters her mother brought home. One would die, and another would spawn in its place. Her mother’s fondness for pets always intrigued her: how could someone ignore, even hate, their children but pour their whole heart into a dog? She’d think of the current dog and its stupid, crushed, CPAP face and shudder. 

Then again, this dog was far more affectionate than her parents, so it was a bit of a trade-off. She’d spent many nights wondering if she came home with a tuft of fur or a pop-top if that would be all it would take to get her parents to give a shit about her.

But none of that mattered. She’d found a new family. 

Unfortunately, they were dog people too. Meg gushed about the two dogs they’d acquired and loved shoving pictures of the creatures in Jen’s face unprompted. The smaller one, Meg said, was some kind of beagle-border collie blend named Candy. This one had a long snout and floppy ears but was blanketed with long calico cotton-candy fur. Smaller meant this dog was only 65-70 pounds. They’d said the dog was a rescue from their ratty neighbors who kept it chained outside. The neighbors left, but the dog didn’t, so she and Pawpaw scooped her up and spoiled her rotten.

The other dog looked to Jen like it was part Clydesdale. It was huge. The pictures Meg shared showed this dog eclipsing her as they cuddled. At least the big old thing could cuddle. It had steel blue eyes and a black-and-gray muzzle. Its fur was short and wiry. It was a beast but apparently was docile enough that Meg could put silly hats and bandanas on it for photo shoots. Jen wouldn’t touch the thing with a hazmat suit on. It was frighteningly large and looked almost spiky. 

Candy looked like a dog. This other thing looked colossal. Meg called it Red because it had one reddish spot on its chest amongst all the gray and tan. Pawpaw called it “ma’iingan,” wolf. Jen figured the old man knew best. Neither Abair knew how they’d acquired him. He just came to the yard one day and sat outside the fence like he’d been summoned. Candy found him before they did. 

Red was so unbothered by everything – animals, sounds, people, whatever. Pawpaw joked he was too dumb to care. Meg asserted he was too busy with something else, whatever was in his heavy head, to care about noise or other critters. Jen had a horrible feeling about this dog; she hoped not to meet him.

They’d told her they also had cats but had no clue how many at any given time. It started with a black mama cat who gave birth under their porch. Then she brought an orange tomcat over, and a calico, and a mysterious Blue Russian. They’d seen at least a dozen different cats hop around the broken fence into their backyard garden. Pawpaw and Meg set up a shed in the yard for the cat colony, right between the tomato plants and the sage bushes. Meg fed them twice a day and cleaned the makeshift litterbox. Pawpaw was responsible for cuddles and kitten feeding, which he always loudly protested before giving in to the kitten snuggles. 

Dana, Meg’s mom, was allergic to cats and afraid of dogs. They had an unspoken rule that the critters ruled the first floor while Dana stayed mostly upstairs. Jen couldn’t fathom a house full of such love and care. She’d had Hugh, but he had Tay, and so in turn she had only herself and her weird hobbies. But now, she had friends. And her friends had hobbies and friends! 

Meg drove a rusty Jeep Cherokee which she lovingly called Prue after the character from the TV show Charmed. Jen mentally added the show to her list of things to keep her busy. Meg fondly recounted all the adventures she’d had in her prior car, Piper, before it blew a gasket and she had to trade it in for Prue. She said was often the de facto chauffeur for her friend group despite insisting she hated sober cabbing and paying exorbitant gas prices. 

Meg told Jen wild stories about her travels with her closest companions. She struck Jen as a reluctant extrovert, someone who was always throwing or going to parties. Meg insisted she hated most people and preferred the company of pets, but Jen internally called bullshit on this assertion. Meg seemed like a person who would do anything for those she loved, even if they were limited in number. Jen desperately needed to be one of Meg’s people.

Some names repeated themselves in conversation. She’d heard of Catrina, Meg’s best friend, described as Amazonian and regal. Catrina or Cat lived down the street from Meg in a shoddy triplex. She was eighteen, a high school dropout who left school to make money for her family. She was assistant manager at a local thrift store. Meg affectionately described their late-night shopping together before Cat got off work. Meg would take her home or to a party or to back Meg’s house. Catrina was the fashionable one, always gathering random fabrics and rejected blouses at her store and turning them into Chanel-inspired outfits. Meg gushed about how gorgeous Cat was; she’d never worn something ripped or faded like Meg would. 

Catrina had what Meg called a horrific home life, with parents who struggled with substance abuse and narcissistic leanings. Jen couldn’t relate, of course. Cat spent a lot of time at Meg’s to the point where she had a room there, furnished by Pawpaw. He’d collected random furnishings left behind from the boarding house days like a small twin bed, a puffy leather chair and a weather-beaten vanity table. He’d installed them in the Cat House, as he called her room. Jen couldn’t imagine someone more intimidating than Meg and more pathetic than herself, but apparently Cat was that person.

Other frequent flyers from the tales of Meg were Blia and Peng. They lived in the house next to Meg’s with their parents and younger siblings. They’d all grown up together. Blia was eighteen and Peng, her brother, was twenty. Blia was a certified genius according to Meg. She’d received a full ride to the University of Minnesota that coming fall to study biomedical engineering. Neither Meg nor Jen had any clue what that meant, but it sounded lucrative. 

When Blia wasn’t effortlessly acing every class she took, she spent a lot of time doing research on various esoteric subjects. She wanted to be the info queen, claimed Meg, of whatever topic held her fancy. Currently, her special interest was cryptids – sasquatch, Nessie, all that. Jen found this immature, but Meg shared that she secretly loved all that spooky stuff too. Jen decided that she should probably spend time learning about ghosts or something to stay current with her new friend.

Peng worked at the family business. Their dad owned a car dealership/auto repair shop, where Peng worked, and their mom owned the laundromat next door. Meg jokingly called it the Vang Family Strip Mall, but there was the pesky nuisance of a dilapidated Subway to the right of the laundromat. Meg said that they’d considered buying the Subway franchise and installing Blia as its leader, but Blia loathed the idea. She told her family she was completely swamped with prepping research projects prior to the school year. Meg said, in actuality, they were often getting high in Meg’s backyard with the cats while Blia and Pawpaw argued about monsters.

Jen took a pause at this. High? She’d never even taken too much Tylenol when she had one of her many headaches. She’d been too lame, too chicken to try anything harder than the weird meds Dr. Kincaid shoved at her each week. Was Meg one of those burnouts that her mom warned her about? She decided not to press the topic. In fact, Jen didn’t say much in most of these conversations. She had nothing comparable to share. She’d ask questions, make silly jokes about the topics, but never brought her own stories to the table. She believed Meg knew that she was dull, but Meg never said a word about it. Jen was just happy to be included. It was an honor to be the receptacle for Meg’s discarded fables.

Meg had other friends she’d described, but none as deeply or affectionately as Cat and Blia and Peng. She had another friend she mentioned, Molly, who she described as “a living American Girl doll.” There were bit players she’d learned of, like Liam-and-Natalie – all one breathless word – apparently either a couple or a singular, conjoined being. There was Mags, who Meg described as her older brother, though Jen thought she was an only child. Meg said Mags was like the Stay-Puft marshmallow man if he rolled around on the movie theatre floor and got covered in various hairs and bits of trash. There was someone named Devon, who Jen knew nothing of, except Meg would get a certain color in her otherwise tanned cheeks. Again, Jen didn’t press. There was some kind of story there, maybe a romantic one? She’d save those questions for another time.

Curiously absent from Meg’s tales were her mother, Dana, and her mother’s boyfriend. It was decided his name was actually Jake, but Jen knew very little about him. It seemed like Meg and Pawpaw knew little about him, too. Pawpaw said he was ‘a suit-wearing white turd’ while Meg thought he worked stocks or sales or something. Dana worked nights at some diner and slept through most days. This Jake would appear almost magically late at night, wrapping twice softly on their front storm door, before Dana galloped downstairs to let him in. Meg and Pawpaw would stay facing the TV, petting the dogs, and pretending they saw nothing. They both knew better than to ask Dana anything about the man. 

Jen wondered if Dana sucked like her mom did. Or if there was something wrong with her in some way; maybe she was an abuser, or a drunk like Dad, or something worse. Maybe she just wasn’t interesting at all. At any rate, she continued to simply accept the information she got and not question further. She was good at that, taking things at face value. Dana would call Meg on her clunky cell phone while they were at the clinic. Meg would give Pawpaw a dramatic mime of choking herself before excusing herself to the smoking area outside the clinic. Why the clinic full of sick people had a spot for smoking, Jen couldn’t figure out. She found smoking gross, but she’d never say a word to Meg or Pawpaw since at least one of them smoked at least one smokeable thing.  

More often than she’d care to admit, Jen would stare out the windows. The clinic was all windows – something about sunshine helping the patients? Who knows. But the windows were thick and always clean, so Jen could see anything and everything that happened in or out of the clinic. Even the dialysis room they were in was encased in glass. Jen felt like she was in an aquarium or a zoo. No one walking by tended to peer in the window unless they had a reason to be there, like a tech, or a nurse, or a patient. Jen was always peering out. She watched the receptionist type and answer phones at a hideous speed. She watched the medical staff laughing with each other, exchanging clipboards, refilling supplies, all the life-giving functions they had in the clinic. More than anything, she’d watch Meg.

Meg was the jumpiest, yet laziest person Jen had known – not that she knew many real-life people, really. Meg would make herself comfortable in any seat she found, whether it was a weird Ikea chair or an open dialysis seat. She’d spread out, much like a cat would, on any surface she could fit on. But she bounced, like Pawpaw. Her legs were always in motion: one, then the other, shaking. Sometimes Jen would see the Abairs alternate their four legs, as if they’d choreographed it. Bounce, other bounce, bounce, other bounce. She wondered if this was an Ojibwe thing or just an Abair thing. 

Jen would watch Meg bounce. She’d watch her giggle at her cell phone, probably texting all the friends she’d opined about. She would watch her watch Pawpaw. Meg clearly loved him, and he loved her. They were more than grandfather and granddaughter. They were platonic soulmates. Where one dropped off, the other would pick up. Jen had never seen anything like that before that didn’t have a laugh track or a theme song. She couldn’t decide if she loved them or just loved the love they showed each other. 

Of course, Meg wasn’t always at the clinic. Some days she’d breeze in, get Pawpaw set up, say hellos to Jen and co, and breeze right back out the front door into her Jeep. Jen imagined she was going on miscellaneous adventures with Odyssean feats. She imagined Meg robbing banks, stealing paintings, and having grand romances. She pictured Meg in ball gowns, in cat suits, and even in a nun’s habit. Jen knew in her bones that Meg was doing amazing, exciting things. She thought Meg was magic. 

In Jen’s mind, Meg was the multiracial Carmen Sandiego, traveling the world and plucking its treasures into her beat-up Jansport backpack. She’d return eventually, the backpack slung on one shoulder, parking the Jeep crookedly towards the front door. Sometimes she’d be exhausted with her eyeliner smudged and bags under her eyes. Other times she’d be energetic, literally hopping from foot to foot, giggling and joking like a kid on a field trip. Once or twice, she’d showed up crying fat tears in her Jeep. Jen would see her sit there, breathing deeply, with her eyes closed. She’d watch her brace herself and re-do her eyeliner before she jumped out the door and slammed it shut. Jen didn’t ask, she’d just smile and nod and make small talk.

Whatever her condition, Meg would scoop up Pawpaw and usher him out the door. He and Jen would Minnesota-Goodbye each other despite knowing they’d be together again in a day or two. Then, she’d be alone again.

“Okay, Pops, we have to go,” Meg would tell him, no matter what. “See you, Jen. Take care.”

Jen would wave impishly. She’d scurry over to whomever and climb in the LeSabre, simultaneously wiped out and wired. They’d turn on the radio and drive, but she’d be staring out the window watching the Jeep. She never turned away from it as it chugged down the street. She’d watch it until it went just past the horizon before sighing deeply and moving on with her day. It was a new and improved drive home ritual, full of laughter and sound and chatter and calm. She’d trade anything to feel that all day long, not just three nights a week.

Despite the sadness when it ended each afternoon, it was a refreshing routine. It was certainly better than lying in bed, dooming-and-glooming, reading fanfic and eating shit she shouldn’t have. Here she was ripped apart and put back together, but she still felt whole. She felt seen by the Abairs like she had by Hugh and Tay. She had her own little team of weirdos to coach her, cheer her up, and for whom she’d do the same. 

It was wonderful, even if they were dog people.

It was a blistering hot day in late June when the routine changed abruptly. She’d never seen it coming.
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Since she got sick, Jen was constantly sweating. She couldn’t tell if it was meds, hormones, infection, or dialysis side-effects. This compounded now, in summer, where the whole damned state of Minnesota turned into New Mexico – dry and hot and thick. On this particular day, she’d chosen some cream linen shorts and a tan linen top her dad used to wear to people’s weddings. She swam in the shirt, which was far heavier than it looked. The shorts were thin and quite short, so she stayed relatively cool. Nothing could stop the sweat, though, and she stuck to every surface she touched. Her hands were moist, but her legs were drenched. She looked like a wet cartoon rat mascot.

So, she sat—in her wet rat glory—in the LeSabre, a towel under her bottom to catch her sweat, chugging a Gatorade and trying not to puke on the floor. Tay was hot, too, but they kept their head shaven and their clothes loose, which helped. They wore chinos and a Jimmy Buffet shirt which was not their usual style but was weather-appropriate, especially today. 

“Honey, I hate to do this so late,” Tay started. 

Jen braced herself. 

“I’ve got to drop you off and run back to work. Kayla forgot her keys and we are supposed to open the store in an hour. Can’t exactly leave her sitting outside the store entrance when the mall opens.”

“No problem at all,” said Jen. “I know you wouldn’t do that if it wasn’t important.”

“You know it, baby. Where are people going to buy their snapbacks if I’m not there selling them?” Tay snickered, so Jen did too. “Is Mr. Thomas going to be there today? At least he can keep you company.”

“Yeah, I think so. It’s Friday, so he should be there,” said Jen. 

“Will the girl be there? Meg?” said Tay.

“Not sure,” said Jen. “She kind of comes and goes.”

“I could see that. Good kid though. I’m so glad you have someone your own age to talk to. I love y’all but you deserve some friends that aren’t family. Your parents are so fucking stifling.”

Jen smiled sadly.

“Don’t get me wrong, my folks aren’t saints, but at least they remember I exist,” said Tay. 

Jen stayed quiet. She was good at this.

“I’m sorry, honey. That’s not cool of me to shit on your family like that. I should just keep my mouth shut,” offered Tay.

“I promise, it’s fine. I do it too, they’re shitty,” replied Jen.

“I know, but I try to stay neutral, you know?” said Tay wearily. “Your brother tries so hard to shield us from all their shit, but it’s poisonous. It’s contagious, like a virus.”

Tay tapped their hands on the steering wheel. They paused.

“I just love you,” they said. “I never had a sister and always wanted one. Even if she’s got terrible taste in media.”

Jen rolled her eyes lovingly. “I never told you Degrassi was good, I told you it was messy.”

Tay smiled. “That you did, babe. We’re here.”

Jen looked at Tay’s reflection in the top mirror. 

“I love you, too. I’m so glad you and Hugh found each other,” she said.

“Me too,” said Tay. “Even when his ass stays smelling like Funyuns. The man has horrible farts, too, but I’m sure you’ve suffered them enough by now. My turn, I guess!”

They shared a smile while Tay parked. Surprisingly, Meg’s Jeep was already there. She sat on the hood, smoking a crusty cigarette. She waved them over to the spot next to hers.

“Front row seats!” she yelled.

They parked and found her finishing the cigarette. 

“Want some?” she offered them both. 

Jen shyly declined. Tay waved her off. 

“Sorry boo, I’ve got to go to work. Jenny, I’ll do my best to get you on time, but you might be on your own today. Do you have the bus schedule in your bag?” asked Tay.

Jen nodded and said, “Yes, friend, I do.”

“Bus?” said Meg. “You going to get kicked out of the country club for doing that?” 

Tay chuckled and gave her a high five. They loved picking on Jen’s whiteness; it was pretty much the only safe thing to tease her about given the rest of her life circumstances. Jen loved it, though. 

“Yeah, I had to get a handicap pass. They might even let me get braids if I keep up the good behavior,” quipped Jen.

Tay shot her a look and traipsed back to the LeSabre. 

“Gotta go, y’all. Bye, honey!” they chirped. 

They sped off leaving Meg staring at Jen.

“You don’t need to take the bus,” Meg told her. “I’ll take you somewhere.”

Jen’s eyes lit up. First she had a friend, now she had a friend who gave rides?! This was unreal. Unbelievable. 

“No, I can’t ask you to do that, I know you and Pawpaw are busy,” she said quickly. “I’m way on the other side of town and traffic sucks ass in the afternoon.”

Meg shrugged. 

“It’s not a problem. In fact, Pawpaw will insist.” She stubbed out the cigarette. “Do you have to be home at a certain time?”

“No,” said Jen. “I don’t have to be home at all.”

Meg pondered this, her eyes darting between Jen and Pawpaw. Meg had some kind of plan, Jen could tell, but whatever it was, she’d need to wait.

“Wanna come over?” asked Meg. “Or will your parents lose their shit if you hit up the West Side?”

Jen inhaled sharply. “No, no.”

“No? As in no, you won’t come?”

“No! No. I mean no, as in ‘my parents don’t give a shit if I come home or not’. My dad is probably passed out drunk already and my mom doesn’t even live there,” said Jen decisively.

“Whoa, harsh,” said Meg. “Well, we’ll be happy to have you. The only thing is, I have some folks coming over tonight for a little Thing. Like a party kind of thing. Nothing major, just the usual players.”

Jen dug her finger into the pad of her thumb trying to hide her excitement. She had never been to a party that wasn’t her mom’s deal. Nor had she been to a friend’s house—nor had she had friends—and she’d never been that far down Stryker Ave. She was practically vibrating with anticipation. She had to play it cool. 

Jen slowly shook her head in the affirmative and adjusted her backpack. Meg stared at her, waiting for her to say something, anything at all as Jen realized this silence was awkward.

“Yeah,” said Jen. “I’m super down. I’d love to meet your friends.”

“They’ll like you,” said Meg. “You’re a good listener.”

Jen smiled as wide as the moon; she couldn’t help it. 

“We better get you in there,” said Meg. “Pawpaw’s already got the Little Debbie’s opened.”

__________________________________________________________

Four hours and some change later, Jen climbed into the backseat of the Jeep while Pawpaw rolled around up front. Meg stubbed out another smoke before turning over the car. She looked back at Jen through the mirror.

“You good back there, Supergirl?” she said. 

Jen couldn’t speak, so she just smiled. 

“Awesome. Autobots roll out!” said Meg.

Meg wheeled out of the lot at warp speed, not caring who or what may be in her way. This seemed typical for her; speeding right ahead, not stopping, not thinking, just go, go, go, go. Jen felt the whole world whizz by in the backseat of the Jeep. She couldn’t decide if it was the warp speed making her dizzy or just everything else. They sat quietly for a moment, taking in the fresh air whistling through the rolled-down windows. Meg snorted sarcastically as she sped down the long road home.

“Jenny, I have to warn you,” Pawpaw said cautiously. “My grandchild’s friends are supposed to come over. They’re pretty unsavory.”

Jen raised an eyebrow.

“Tsh, Pawpaw, don’t scare her,” admonished Meg.

“I’m not! She’s gotta know, though. The girl ones are fine. The Hmong one is the best one. And then there’s Cat. The white ones are questionable. Most of your kind are,” he giggled. “And then there’s boys sometimes. The tall, pretty one...”

In the rearview, Jen saw Meg’s cheeks had turned that color again.

“And the fluffy one is Mags. His momma is my sister’s cousin’s wife. You know, family. And sometimes there’s the Hydra,” said Pawpaw.

“That would be Liam-and-Natalie,” corrected Meg.

“Yes, the Hydra. They just need a third head, although I think we all know exactly where that third head lives. But they’re harmless, all of them. Weird, but harmless. And they’re a bunch of potheads,” he said decisively.

“Pawpaw! That’s not nice,” said Meg. “Plus, you’re the one that smokes more than the rest of us these days. Fucking Cheech and Chong.”

“I have the die-ah-bee-teez. You’re all just hoodlums,” he said triumphantly. “I got the sciatica too.”

“You’ve got the sci-fi-Battlestar-Galactica, I know,” said Meg. 

Jen watched Pawpaw wave his hand at her. She tried to stifle a laugh.

“So angry. You need to drink more tea,” he said gesturing at Jen, who stiffened. “She drinks tea, look at her. Not a mean bone in her body, that one. Just a little pale angel.”

Jen turned bright pink at this, the most color her face had seen in months. She hid her face with her hand, giggling all the while.

“Now you’ve done it, old man, you scared her and sexually harassed her,” Meg said curtly. “This is why we can’t have nice things.”

“Good lord, I did no such thing...” he started.

“... Whatever, old man, let’s change the subject...” she countered.

“Are we here already?” said Jen.

They were.

The place looked like how Jen imagined the House of Usher when she read it last Halloween. It was almost too big for the plot of land it occupied. She saw the front porch with the storm doors. It had a wide, short stoop. She spotted a couple cats parked on the stoop, cleaning themselves in the sun. They looked at the Abairs briefly, as if greeting them, before returning to their bathing ritual. Jen saw four floors of the house from the front walk and started imagining what wonders lay inside.

There was a ratty garage to the left of the entrance that looked like it had been conquered by wildlife in place of holding a vehicle. There was a raggedy fence with a bike lock on it which must have led to the backyard. She saw another car, an old Cadillac, parked off to the side near the alleyway. Catrina must have been the Cadillac one, unless it was Pawpaw’s old ride. She saw the smaller, cleaner house next door – that must be the Vangs’ house. No cars outside that one. Maybe no one was home yet.

“You drive too damned fast,” said Pawpaw to Meg. “Most people take twenty minutes to get across town to our house.”

“Meh,” said Meg. “Maybe they’re all just too slow.”

It was Pawpaw’s turn to roll his eyes. He whistled loudly. In an instant, Jen heard excited dog barks – one voice high, one voice low. The hellhounds, she thought.  She mentally prepared herself for the small beast and the large one to completely invade her personal space. She started lumbering towards the front door but was stopped by Pawpaw.

“That door is for tourists,” he said. “Family goes through the back.”

He offered her his arm for steadiness, ever the gentleman. If the two could support each other through dialysis, they could get through the overgrown yard.

Meg led the way to the fence. She flipped open the bike lock, which wasn’t actually locked, and opened the metal gate. As Jen escorted Pawpaw, she noticed the numerous plants and pots that studded the beaten-in path to the back yard. She wasn’t a plant person, but she noticed lavender, lily, parsley, and tons of basil.  

“Who’s the gardener?” she asked politely.

“Used to be my daughter,” said Pawpaw. “Now Meg does it all.”

Meg bowed her head triumphantly. 

“She’s a garden witch,” said Pawpaw. “Earline was, too. Each of her fingers was completely green. Well, inside, at least. Outside she was black.”

He laughed at his own joke, a frequent occurrence for Pawpaw. Meg rolled her eyes, a frequent occurrence for her. Jen’s foot hit a heavy rock, but Pawpaw yanked her up by her arm before she could fall.

Meg turned around quickly and said, “Are you okay? I’m so sorry about that. The landscaping needs work. Lots of erosion and shit since we’re so close to the river.”

They passed all the plants and came to a curve in the path. To the left of them were the tomatoes and sage bushes with the cat shed in-between. To the right was a small sunken patio with an above-ground fire pit and several mismatched lawn chairs. Meg pointed to the right, so they hooked that way and came upon a massive three-season porch.

“Here’s the house,” said Meg.

The porch was all windowed, like one would expect, but all the windows had heavy shades on them. Blackout curtains, it looked like. Meg came up to the swing door on the porch and knocked three times before entering.

“Someone else is here?” said Jen.

“Just a superstition,” said Meg. “Can’t be entering without the house welcoming us in. Bad juju or something, right?” 

Pawpaw and Jen helped each other up the steps through the doorway. Once they were in, he gently let her go to walk on her own. In the corner by the door, the porch had a big old TV set. The TV was set on a white plasterboard wardrobe. Near the TV was a rickety couch. On the other side of the porch was a comforter-laden king-sized bed. Jen assumed this was Pawpaw’s room. When he threw his jacket on the bed, she decided her guess was right. Pawpaw watched her watching him and gave her a cheesy grin.

“Yep, this is the old Pawpaw dungeon. I don’t like surprises,” he said. “Meg and Cat come in this way so they can make sure I’m still alive when they get home.”

Meg shot him a dirty look.

Pawpaw held up his hands and said, “Kidding, honey! Kidding! The front door is for tourists. This is the employee entrance. Where the help comes in.” 

Jen took her shot, “Where does Dana come in?”

Meg blinked hard at her and replied, “The front.”

Jen saw there wasn’t much else about this strange bedroom. Near the king-sized bed there was a set of French doors which must have led to an adjoined room. On the opposite wall from the back door, there was an open doorway that led to the kitchen. 

“I’m going to nap,” said Pawpaw as he slumped on the bed. “Wake me up when it’s smoking time.”

Meg smiled and beckoned Jen through the doorway. 

The kitchen appeared small when they entered. It revealed itself to be an L-shaped galley once Jen moved in further. There were cabinets, ceiling-to-floor, on the wall near the doorway.  There were more cabinets above the counters across the room from where she stood. A fat gas stove, an old-school icebox and a huge toaster oven filled the room. There was a tiny table and chair set smushed off the to the side, brushing up against the longest cupboards. Tucked between the table and the counters was a slim hallway. Everything was a beautiful rich oak, dotted with bright jeweled colors from dishes, cups and towels. Jen thought it was gorgeous.

“A real kitchen,” she said, astonished.

Meg gave her a look. 

“Do you not have a kitchen in your McMansion?”

Jen shook her head. 

“We do, but it’s full of nothing. Just white, everything white, not even any real food or cooking done in there. We don’t even have condiments. We order a lot of take-out. My Dad does, at least.”

Meg gave her a look of sympathy. 

“We do all our cooking here when we have time. I do most of it myself. Mom’s usually gone, and Pawpaw gets too tired to do it, you know. You can eat here anytime. The diner’s open. We even season our food.” 

They shared a laugh while Meg set her backpack on the tiny table in the corner of the room. Jen did the same. Meg opened the drawer nearest to her and pulled out a glass ashtray with a picture of Audrey Hepburn etched into it. She grabbed a lighter and a pack of cigarettes from her backpack. She didn’t light one, though. She just had them ready. Jen noticed they were a different color than the pack she usually had. These were in a long, white box with gold-green lettering and no discernable smell. The ones Meg usually carried were in a short teal box with black lettering and smelled minty. Jen only knew the colors and scents, not the contents.

Meg opened the cabinet above the drawer and pulled out a thick amber glass jug. There was no label, no words, just the glimmer of the full brownish jelly-like liquid inside. She grabbed the jug with one hand and a plastic cup with the other. She set these items out next to the cigarettes and ashtray, arranging them artfully as if they were a rare bouquet.

She noticed Jen noticing her and smiled softly. 

“For mom,” said Meg. “When she gets off work. She works a lot.”

Jen gave her a slow, sympathetic nod.

“Don’t worry, she won’t be home tonight, maybe,” said Meg. “I think she’s at Jake’s, or working late, or at a meeting or something.”

“Meetings? That late at night?” asked Jen.

Meg bit her lower lip. Jen put two and two together. It must have been something Anonymous.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said quickly.

“All good,” said Meg. “Everyone’s got their vices. Do you mind if I smoke or are your lungs fucked up, too?”

Jen got a kick out of this. “Do you and all. It’s your home.”

A huge slam startled the life out of both of them. Meg recovered quickly and turned the corner to open another door. In barreled the hellhounds. 

“Babies, babies,” she said. “Chill the fuck out.”

It was really the smaller one, Candy, that was excitable. She whined a light, soft sound that Jen might have mistaken for a wind chime had she not been staring at the dog. The big one, Red, followed slowly behind Candy. He didn’t make a sound at all.

Candy climbed Meg’s legs looking for scratches. Meg obliged. Candy paid no attention to Jen whatsoever before running back to the room she came from. Red sauntered up to Meg slowly, as if investigating or checking her over. Meg bent down and rubbed her face up against his. 

“Hello, big man,” she said. “How’s my boy?”

He looked at her and blinked very, very, slowly. She patted his head lovingly while the little one scurried back through the kitchen to bother Pawpaw. Jen heard Candy jump on Pawpaw’s bed and jingle while she positioned herself to nap with him. The big one, Red, just stood there, watching Meg.

Meg gently moved towards Jen and circled Jen’s good wrist with a gentle hand. There were still deep bruises, but no more stitches, on the other wrist from the accident. Meg slowly guided Jen closer to Red, holding her all the while. Jen hadn’t been touched by someone that wasn’t family or a medical professional in her whole life. Is this what butterflies were? Anxious somersaults inside your guts? She wasn’t sure if it was great or garbage.

Meg, still holding Jen’s wrist, bent down eye-level to Red. She smiled at him differently than Jen had seen her look at anyone else. The smile had the love Meg showed for Pawpaw and the amusement she had for Jen, but something else was there too. Something peaceful. Something spiritual.

“This is Jen, Red,” said Meg to her beast. She dropped Jen’s wrist and put her free hand on her chest. “She’s our friend.”

Red moved his large head to look at Jen. He didn’t move or blink or make any noise. He simply regarded her—as if he was judging her or sizing her up. Jen gave him a weak little wave, unsure what to do with such an ominous and graceful creature.

“Hi, Red,” said Jen. “You’re a good boy.”

“Isn’t he?!” squealed Meg. She covered her good boy with kisses all over his huge face. He simply sat there and let her love him, didn’t move or make a sound. His tail thumped slightly on the kitchen tile. He knew he was good. Jen now knew it, too.

“I’ll see you later, big boy,” Meg told him. He gave Jen one last look before going back to wherever he came from in the other parts of the house. Jen felt something course through her as he moved on. She couldn’t decide if it was anxiety, fear, or something else, but it felt awful.

“May I have something to drink?” she asked Meg.

“Of course, what a terrible host I am,” Meg replied. “Rum? Vodka? Wine cooler? Lemon juice? Blood of a virgin?”

“Uh, water? If you have some,” said Jen.

Meg scoffed. “You think we don’t have water here? It’s not in a cooler or something bougie like you all have up town there. Just the sink.”

“I prefer tap water, actually,” said Jen. “It tastes better.”

“You’ve got to try real Saint Paul water,” responded Meg. “Might just change your mind yet.”

Meg took another of the big plastic cups and filled it up before handing it to Jen. Jen accepted it graciously and took long, slow sips from it. Meg watched her intently like she was waiting for something.

“Oh, thank you,” said Jen.

“Sure, but how is it?” asked Meg.

“It... tastes like water,” offered Jen.

Meg laughed at her. Jen didn’t know this was funny but obliged her with a laugh in return.

“Any who, it’s 4:30 now,” said Meg. “Folks usually don’t come over until 6 or later. I’m not cooking. Tonight, they’re on their own. Are you hungry? Dialysis usually makes Pawpaw tired and then he eats like a bear once he wakes up and smokes a little.”

“No,” said Jen. “I’m fine for now but thank you for asking.”

“Sure,” said Meg. “If that changes, we have food you can have. House rules. You just can’t let anyone else have it. If you give a mouse a cookie, it wants milk. If you give these yahoos food, they’ll suddenly get the munchies. They’re like the fucking Mogwai.”

Meg pivoted over to the fridge and popped it open. There were several kinds of soda, a couple blocks of cheese, a pack of tortillas, random condiments, and a rotten bag of salad. She picked up the rotten salad cautiously and chucked it in an open trash can.

“I hope you like quesadillas,” she told Jen. “That’s what’s for dinner, probably. Sorry about that.”

“Totally cool,” said Jen. “I love Mexican food.”

Meg gave her a look that she didn’t recognize yet. Was it teasing? Or judgement? Or disbelief? She had no clue. 

“I have to do groceries tomorrow. So, what’s next?” asked Meg.

Jen gasped. It finally hit her. 

“Oh my god,” she said. “I just realized you have company coming and I look like a sweaty loser. I’m in my clinic clothes. I should go,” she said.

She gestured down to her mismatched linen, at this point wet to the touch with sweat and cold from the AC blasting down on her all day.

Meg grinned. “I got you.”

“You mean, I got her,” said a purring voice from around the corner. In walked a tall, slender, bronze goddess. The goddess who must be Catrina provided a lazy salute.

“Hey, kitty cat,” said Meg. 

“Greetings, General,” she said teasingly. “Who’s the new sacrifice?”

“Jen,” said Meg. “From Pawpaw’s appointments.”

Catrina’s affected look turned excited.

“Oh, Jen!” she squealed, crossing the room to wrap Jen in a big hug. “It’s so nice to finally meet you. Pawpaw talks about you a lot.”

Jen hugged her back tightly. She didn’t know what to do except enjoy human contact. This woman smelled like some kind of flowers her mom would buy for a client.  She was so lively it felt to Jen like she was vibrating with goodness. She was so soft, like she bathed in milk Cleopatra-style. Jen was completely disarmed. Jen hated her immediately.

“I’m happy to meet you, too” she said tentatively. “Catrina?”

“Cat,” she said. “Wow, you have the most insane eyes. Are those real? Or like contacts? That color is crazy, girl.”

“Real,” said Jen.

“Baller,” said Cat. “I’d kill for those. So gorgeous. I can’t do a thing to offset these dookie brown ones I have. Not enough makeup on earth.”

Cat’s eyes, despite her self-deprecation, were gorgeous. They were coffee-cream with flecks of gold inside. Her lashes were thick, black, and seemed preternaturally curly. Her hair was the same brunette but with a chubby burgundy streak down the front of each side.  She had eyeliner on, similar to Meg’s, but wore dark lipliner under a peachy tan lip-gloss almost the same shade as her buffed tan skin. Just like Meg, she was dressed in all-black, except her outfit was chic and polished. She had a silky chemise, a delicate scarf and cropped cigarette pants all in the exact same shade of black. She had no shoes on, but her toes were painted brick red and decked out in tiny snakelike rings. Everything about her was high quality. She dripped elegance and beauty and romance. Jen hated her more.

“Thank you,” said Jen. “I’d kill for yours, too.”

Cat smiled and pulled back from the hug. “Sorry, I probably stink. I just got home from work. Stupid season-ending clearance sale. Every fucking grandma in town was UP MY ASS today. It was elder abuse, but the other kind, y’all.”

“Ew, old people,” said Meg. “Ew, all people.”

Cat stuck out her baby pink tongue. “Not everyone gets to work from home, lady. Some of us are peons.”

Meg pulled a goofy face, spun in a circle, and turned around to reveal each hand carefully crafted into a middle finger. Cat blew air out of her nose which Jen interpreted as a laugh.

“Makeover montage?” said Cat.

“Fuck yeah,” said Meg.

Jen dug her fingers into the sides of her arms.
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Cat grabbed Jen by the hand and gingerly took her on a quick tour of the house. The room connected to the kitchen was the formal dining area. The French doors at the end of this room were the very same ones leading into Pawpaw’s porch. There was a long, dark table in the room with enough chairs to seat twelve. On the back wall were three bay windows, none of which Jen had noticed when walking the trail around the house to their entrance. These windows were unshaded, bringing all the light into the dining area. Otherwise, this room had nothing but unlit candles on the table. Up against the bay windows was a winding buffet with dozens of different-shaped drawers. Jen was dying to know what lived inside this weird hutch. No Red in sight, which troubled Jen.

Through the open doorframe in the dining room opposite the Pawpaw doors lay the living room. Jen recognized this as the flip side of the front of the house where the cat porch was. These windows were covered, too, giving the room a seriously spooky vibe. There were a couple of couches and chairs, all puffed and leather clad. The couch was decorated with a beautiful Pendleton blanket, probably from Pawpaw’s collection. There were two flat bedroom pillows on the couch as if someone had slept there recently. There was a knee-high coffee table strewn with papers, ashtrays, lighters, and magazines. The monster dog currently occupied the couch, napping silently. 

It seemed, like the rest of the home, like people actually lived here. Jen noticed some kind of gaming system plugged in to a box TV balanced on a large oak wardrobe. This had drawers too. She made a mental note to dig through the drawers should she be welcomed here again. If there was a next time, she’d get to explore more. 

Around the corner was the mudroom leading to the front porch. There was an inner door sectioning the mudroom from the rest of the living area. One had to go through the mudroom to get out of the front storm door. It was a weird layout, but Jen figured it had something to do with the previous boarding house set up. She didn’t see a bathroom, but she was sure they’d show her where it was when she needed it – and she would. Stupid bum kidneys. Constant peeing was almost worse than never peeing at all.

Cat whisked her up the steep stairs, Meg hopping behind them. The stairs were long but narrow and the steps were sharply cut, almost as if there shouldn’t be stairs here at all. Jen tripped up the stairs the whole way to the second-floor landing. Cat and Meg were clearly more confident having run up and down these a million times a day their whole lives. Jen feared for her life on these steps. They looked like they could kill a man.

They rounded the landing to the next staircase, somehow even sharper and steeper than the first. Jen caught a glimpse of the second floor, but it was all doors. She counted six before being guided up the next staircase. How many rooms? How many closets? Was there a bathroom? Why the hell did the mom get this whole floor of the house to herself while Pawpaw was trapped on a porch with no circulation? Where did the mythical Dana sleep? Questions for next time.

They hit the landing on the third floor. It was deceptively spacious, likely as roomy as the entirety of the bottom floor. She wondered what the basement looked like. On this floor, like the one before it, there were six doors – three on each side. Meg’s room was the first door on the left when you reached the landing. Cat opened the door enough for Jen to see the bed and then shut it just as quickly. Next to Meg’s room was a smaller room that may have once been a closet. It was also now a closet. Next to the closet-room was the bathroom – finally! Jen heaved a sigh of relief. 

Cat’s room was ironically kitty-corner from Meg’s. Next to her room appeared to be another closet room and then a final bedroom. Jen had counted potentially eight bedrooms that weren’t the porch. What was that all about? There was a whole other floor above them, maybe there were even more bedrooms up that way. Jen was intrigued. Her house had two floors that looked exactly the same and four bedrooms that were also exactly the same. This was a whole new world. It was scary and exciting. 

The girls said they didn’t go up to the fourth floor much, partially because the stairs were even narrower, and partially because the place was drafty. They insisted they weren’t freeze-babies, both being Minnesota natives, but it was unbearably chilly on that fourth floor. Cat thought it had haunted vibes. Meg claimed the house was ghost-free, but Cat wasn’t convinced whatsoever.

“That’s a story for next time,” said Cat cheerily. 

Next time! thought Jen. There’ll be a next time!

The ghost thing meant little to her. Maybe that could be her special, weird interest so she’d appeal to Blia when they met. She knew she had to have something special about her to gain favor with the existing friendship group. Anything that made her interesting; that made them want to come back for more Jen – or at least, not avoid having more Jen.

Cat escorted the girls into her bedroom and gently shut the door.

“Don’t want the dogs running up here,” she said. “Not in the mood today, Meggie.”

“10-4,” said Meg. “I get it.”

“So,” started Cat. “Have a seat in the Cat House salon, Jenny.”

“Jen,” she corrected quickly. “Just Jen.”

Cat smiled tightly. “I’m sorry, Jenny just rolls off the tongue. Plus Pawpaw calls you Jenny, too. Jen it is. What’s your full name, anyways?”

“Why?” said Jen.

“Just curious,” said Cat. “If it makes you feel safer, mine is Catrina Magdalena Orozco Galina Cortez. This is why I’m Cat.”

“Kitty cat,” said Meg.

Jen cleared her throat. She didn’t want to seem buttoned-up or boring. She didn’t like Cat, but she didn’t need Cat to know that.

“My full name is Jennifer Jolene Rhode,” she said. “I know, it’s so white trash it hurts. That’s why I’m Jen. Jen could be a normal person. Jolene has at least three scars from knife-fighting.”

Cat tilted her head upwards like she had a question. She peeked at Meg. She wiggled her eyebrows at Meg, waiting for her to contribute to the exchange in any way whatsoever. 

“Not giving you goons my government name,” piped Meg. 

Cat looked back at Jen.

“Have you ever thought about JJ?” she asked.

“Who?” said Jen.

“JJ, going by JJ,” said Cat. “Like, you were Jen yesterday, and today you’re JJ. You look like one. It’s a fun name, a cool girl name.” 

Cat looked at Meg for her approval. Meg nodded enthusiastically.

“She’s right,” said Meg. “That’s a cool girl’s name. Jen is a good girl’s name. Which is fine, of course. You can be good and cool. I think you’re both,” she concluded.

Jen froze. A compliment? Another one? This was all so foreign to her. Compliments and kindness and silliness. She dug her nails into her arm again to confirm she wasn’t dreaming or hallucinating. Friends... who brought her to parties... and gave makeovers... and gave nicknames? She could absolutely not fuck this up.

“You know, it does sound good,” said Jen. “I’m JJ now.”

“JJ!!” both Meg and Cat yelled.

“We have to drink to that,” said Meg.

Cat nodded. Meg hopped up and ran out the door, presumably to get drinks and cups.

“I don’t think I can drink,” said Jen to Cat. 

Cat nodded at her. “Totally understandable; your health comes first. Don’t mind if I do, though. In the meantime, what size do you wear?”

“Medium, mostly,” said Jen.

“Perfect,” said Cat. “Got any allergies?”

Jen shook her head no.

Cat smiled again. She had the softest, kindest grin. She said to the air, “Let’s get dressed. We’ve got an hour before the hoodlums storm the castle.”

––––––––
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JEN HAD WORN MAKE-UP twice in her life. Once was when she was in a holiday pageant in grade school. Her mother made her sing in front of the whole school and do it while wearing pom-poms and red lip gloss. She was so anxious, she projectile vomited into the audience and swore never to do anything public ever again. Her parents obliged. The second time was her high school graduation photos. Her mom insisted they get glamour shots to mark the occasion despite the fact that A) she was homeschooled and B) she had no friends to send pictures to or invite to a graduation party. The glamour gal shellacked her with 80s-style makeup and teased her hair so high she thought she might be able to hear the birds laugh at her. The pictures hadn’t come back from the press yet, thankfully, so Jen only had one more thing to dread soon – outside of her potential death, of course.

Jen had her hair styled before – mom insisted she go to a real salon with a real hairdresser. She wasn’t the type of parent to allow kitchen-sink bangs or bathroom tub dye-jobs. Jen would sit completely still, making no small talk, waiting to be free from Rhonda or Randi or Cleo who pulled her roots and bumped her ends. She hated every second of it. Any time her mom insisted on “girl time”, Jen knew it would be torture. 

Cat was gentle and kind. She explained everything she did before she started it and sought Jen’s consent before moving on to any step. She let Jen, the homeschooled freak she was, pick the shades she wanted and only softly course-corrected her when she picked lime greens and bright oranges that would have looked horrific on her. When Cat did her eyes, she pulled the skin softly to have a larger canvas. When Cat did her lips, she rubbed very softly as she deposited the color blend they’d chosen. 

All the while, Cat was very conscious of Jen’s catheter. She made sure never to touch it, move it, or get any sort of substance in or on it. She even helped Jen clean it off before moving on. Cat said she had helped Pawpaw clean his from time to time, so she was a pro at it. Jen thought Cat was meant to be a nurse, not a retailer.

Cat thumbed through her closet and carefully selected a tasteful costume for Jen. At least, it felt like a costume. Cat had grabbed some form-fitting but soft blue-gray jeans with fake jewels all over the ass panels. She grabbed a clingy shirt with a loose neckline and cut outs on the shoulders that screamed “Baby Phat” across the bust. She picked out a leathery black belt with silvery eyelets and a large silver buckle. She looked Jen up and down, checking for piercings, before settling on a silver charm bracelet modeled like the version from Tiffany. Jen walked inside the closet and sheepishly closed the door so she could change.
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