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Part One [image: ] Ginny’s Castle





We’re going against Ginny’s wishes, we’re going against our big sister Bets’s wishes, and, for the record, we’re going against my wishes, too. Here we are, Ginny and me, going east on the beltway toward I-95. I’m taking her away from her small house in the small town where we all grew up in Maryland, and I’m bringing her to be near me in my small town, north of New York City. I’m driving her SUV, she’s in the passenger seat, and on her lap sits her baby doll Binky Baby. Behind me, on the backseat and facing Ginny, is her beloved old pup, Rascal. Those two have been looking into each other’s eyes since we left Rehab for the Stars. I call it that because of all the rehabilitation centers on the hospital’s list, it was the highest rated. In the trunk is my small bag, three larger Ginny bags, her TV, Rascal’s bed, and on top of all that, Ginny’s brand-new wheelchair.

“It’ll be like summer camp,” I said to her last week. “You always wanted to go away to summer camp, now you finally get to go!” It’s April, but I’ve been trying to present that it’s temporary and might even be fun.

“Not over my dead body will I go to New York,” said she, her usual flat delivery.

It was a difficult conversation, and ultimately, I heard myself say, “Well, whether you want to or not, your not-dead body is going to New York.”

That’s right. She’s not dead. If you had asked me four weeks ago if she was going to die, I would have said, “Sadly and definitely, yes.” If you had asked me four weeks and one day ago if she was going to die, I would have said, “No way! Ginny just retired from her high school janitor job and she’s easing into a long and relaxing retirement.”

How do I know it was four weeks ago? Because four weeks ago was the official high school full team support meeting for my younger son, Leo, and tomorrow is the one month follow-up full team support meeting. The guy struggles academically. Yes, that’s four weeks of trying to manage this Ginny mess long distance, four weeks of juggling and turning down freelance jobs, four weeks of diminishing income.

“Gin-Gin,” I say. “It’s going to be great. Rascal and her cousins will finally get to meet! You can come to our house for barbecues! The boys are so excited you’re coming. And my friends will finally get to meet the legend. They think you’re my imaginary friend, you know.”

I don’t have many friends right now. Not since the separation. Really, I just have the one friend, and that’s Theresa, next door. Everyone else dumped me because they assumed that I dumped Bill. Tomorrow night marks one year since the last time I had sex (oops—it wasn’t with Bill—but I swear I didn’t dump him), and Theresa is going to perform some sort of ceremony involving her new fire pit to honor this, to honor my future not-lonely libido. Or something.

“I can bring Rascal to visit you and we can go on drives, and maybe, well, you know our town has its own little watering hole, maybe we can go swimming together! When was the last time you went swimming? Wouldn’t that be fun? Like in the olden days when we used to go to the pool together? And the beach with Mom and Dad and Bets? And of course, Malibu…”

Ginny isn’t listening. She turns herself away from Rascal to face front. Not easy for a gal of her size. She’s not talking to me. She’s ignoring me. Click, click. I glance over to see that she is playing with her door lock. Click, click.

My sister Ginny. She’s a large purple-clad woman with badly bleached blond hair. Right now, it’s clean and combed, thanks to the rehab. Her T-shirt has sparkles and says Life’s a Beach. Her fanny pack is pink and sparkly. Her pink boots are sparkly, too. Her face usually wears something that might be mistaken for a scowl, though it’s really just concentrating. Right now, I imagine she’s considering her escape plan.

She’s got intellectual disabilities; she reads and writes at a third-grade level. Sometimes she says her brain takes the day off. She’s got type 2 diabetes and a lust for sugar, which is a dangerous combination and ongoing challenge. Still, she’s managed to live independently for almost twenty years in a small house that our parents bought for her just five minutes from their own. Our dad died five years ago, our mom followed a year later, and since then, Ginny has continued to manage and even take care of Rascal. Rascal is an old fat rectangular block of a dog with short sticks for legs. She’s black and thick and even her fur feels fat. Oily fat. She is Ginny’s best friend, mother, child, and bodyguard. Seriously, she has an aggressive streak.

And now I am recalling the phone conversation we had four weeks and one day ago, just one of our daily check-ins, in which she told me she was “Living the dream, riding the waves.” I asked her if she was still taking her pills, walking Rascal. She told me she was an independent woman and to stop being a worrywart.

Well East Coast girls are hip

I really dig those styles they wear…

We’re listening to the Beach Boys because they are Ginny’s favorite and I wanted to put her in a sister road-trip, summer-of-beachy-boys kind of mood. She’s already asked me to turn the volume up twice and we only just hit the road. She’s into surf culture even though she’s only been on a board once and she almost drowned on that occasion. Our biggest sister Betsy—now Bets—turned her on to it. Bets just launched Moon Boards, her very own brand of boards, and runs a surfing school in Venice Beach, California.

I wish they all could be California girls…

And I, Maggie, live in a small Hudson River town, just an hour north of New York City. I’m a freshly-separated-from-her-husband woman, still living in the house where we raised our sons. I raised our sons. Graham is in college now, but Leo is still there with me, which is why I got to keep the house. I make a living drawing storyboards for TV commercials. These days, it’s mostly pharmaceuticals, power drinks…

I am bringing Ginny to Sunnyside Nursing Home and Rehabilitation Center, which is in Ossining, just fifteen minutes south of my house. She’ll be there until they get that fucking open wound to heal, until she can walk again, until she gets her mojo back. By then, I’ll have had a ramp installed at her place and she and Rascal will be able to go back home.

“Sunnyside,” I say cheerfully. “Isn’t that a nice name? I checked out four places and it was the nicest. Plus, you get your own room!”

“They’re gooey.”

“What is? What’s gooey, Ginny?”

“Sunnyside up.”

“Well, if you flip them over and stick a knife in the yoke, it spreads and it’s not gooey. I know that because Graham hates his eggs gooey.”

Click, click, click.

“I’m going to California very soon,” Ginny says.

“Oh yeah?” I say.

“Bets says.”

“Huh,” I say.

Bets hasn’t mentioned this plan to me. We haven’t spoken since last week, when I told her that, against her advice, I was bringing Ginny up north… Now Bets is not returning my texts. “Just let the girl go home,” she laughed. “Let life do what life does…” You mean death? I thought. I tried to explain to her what poor shape Gin-Gin is in. “She can’t walk,” I said. “Which means she can’t drive… Can’t live independently… If you could just fly out, you’d see…” “Really wish I could, got a lot going on…,” our eldest sister said to me. “But hey,” she said, and not unkindly, “you do you!” Huh?

Huh, I think the last time I went on a trip like this, just Gin-Gin and me, was the time my parents flew us out to LA to visit Bets. Yeah, it was after I graduated from college and before I got a job. Betsy had gone to UCLA and was now an official California girl with no plans to return east. She was a professional surfer, one of the first women. She had sponsors and even got local commercials and modeling jobs. A week was a long time for her to commit to hanging with her little sisters, so I assured her that we’d be fine and she didn’t need to play tour guide.

She promised to take us surfing. Ginny could not stop talking about it for the whole month before we left. She told everyone at Roy Rogers where she worked that she was going to go surfing with the Beach Boys and Farrah Fawcett and don’t be surprised if she didn’t come back because she might become a professional surfer, too.

I was afraid of the waves. I didn’t like going past where they broke. Betsy had taught me how to dive into them way back when she was still on the East Coast, and she swore if I could do it there, I could do it here, in the Pacific. But the waves were bigger. The undertow, stronger. I hated the sensation of going against such power with my eyes closed and not knowing when I’d get through it, if I’d get through it, when the next one would come. “Just dive in,” she said, “trust, the waves will carry you. Be at one with the waves.”

Ginny was fearless, which as far as I was concerned, wasn’t a good thing. The only stroke she knew was the doggy paddle. “If it’s good enough for dogs, it’s good enough for me,” she said.

“Maybe she shouldn’t go out there,” I said to our big sister.

“Stay loose,” she said. “She’s having the time of her life.”

I decided that I wasn’t a surfer and opted instead to coat myself with Hawaiian Tropic, sit on my beach towel, and draw. So what if I lost points with our sister’s friends? Let Gin-Gin be the point girl. From where I was sitting, I could see forever, while my toes felt safe and warm under the sand. And there was Ginny, giggling with Betsy’s friends. They were having a ball with her, too. “Hang ten!” I heard one of them call to her as she wrestled herself up onto the board, beyond the first set of breaking waves. Ginny just lay there and rode the next few waves. I wasn’t sure, but I thought she looked scared. She had bought an eyeglasses band so her glasses wouldn’t fall off. I could see the water on the lenses.

And there was Betsy. Out past the breakers, riding a wave. She looked so in control, in her element. Her hair flying wildly behind her. Even from my spot on the sand, it was clear to see that our biggest sister was a deeply tan Californian surfing goddess.

But then a scream and an array of panic and two of Betsy’s friends went running into the water. Ginny had gone under. Her surfboard was riding itself in and she was still out there. I could see her head popping up from behind the second set of waves.

“Ginny!” I screamed. But Ginny couldn’t scream back. “Doggy paddle!” I yelled.

The guy with the braid got to her first, and with the blond girl’s help, they pulled her to shore. They were dragging her by her underarms. I was running to her, to them, trying to see her face on the way, calling her, “Ginny! Ginny!” Her face was lost behind all her hair, it was like her head was on backward. Her glasses were dangling open from the neck strap. I caught up with them and the guy with the braid kind of looked up to acknowledge me. He was serious. “Gin-Gin?” I said. “Do you hear me?” He plopped her down on the sand and the blond girl ran around Ginny and squatted down at her head, quickly moving the hair away. Braided guy went in for mouth-to-mouth. The girl did the counting. They seemed to know what they were doing. Our big sister was still out there, oblivious to it all. Finally, Ginny coughed up a lung’s worth of the Pacific and came to.

“Gin-Gin,” I said, kneeling by her side, “are you okay? Ginny?” She started patting around on her chest and I realized she was trying to locate her glasses. Incredibly, they were intact, and I handed them to her.

She looked up to see our sister’s friends there. The girl was now standing at her feet and the guy was still kneeling at her side. He was holding her hand. “I got some sand on your lips, Ginny, sorry about that,” he said as he gently wiped it off.

“Ginny, are you okay?” I said over and over.

“I’m fine,” she said as she sat up slowly. Disoriented for sure.

“You took a tumble!” said the blondie.

Ginny kept squinting and shaking her head about.

“Maybe you should rest with your sister for a while,” the guy said. “That was probably kinda scary.”

“You look like Malibu Ken,” Ginny finally said. And then to the girl, she said, “You look like Malibu Barbie.” They laughed modest laughs. “Mattel’s doesn’t lie,” my sister said.

That night Betsy lit a nice bonfire on the beach and everyone was drinking rum drinks and beer and smoking dope. I had done my share of drinking and smoking by then so I was fine with joining in. Ginny, who never drank and never smoked, had two very large Mai Tais and took some intense tokes and fell asleep on a blanket. From the other side of the fire, I could see her soft and sunburned face catching bits of light. Her mouth was open and she was drooling. Under other circumstances I might have gone over there to wipe the drool away, but in this case, because I was pleasantly stoned, I was fascinated by the show of saliva gathering at the side of my sister’s lips, slowly lengthening until it dripped off.

Eventually our big sister and her boyfriend walked down the beach and disappeared behind the dunes. I sat there with her friends singing Cat Stevens songs and the entire album of Hotel California in order. The braided guy was not so subtly hitting on me, and I explained to him that I was still in love with my college boyfriend back in Baltimore, even though we were actually broken up. “Sometimes you’ve gotta love the one you’re with,” he said. He was a babe and he saved our sister’s life, but the guy was way too old. And I was not a beach blanket girl. He interpreted it in his own way. “Yeah, it would be hard to say goodbye to each other in the morning…”

I went inside Bets’s little bungalow to get a sweater and got waylaid by Malibu Barbie, who was basically trying to get the inside scoop on Bets. All the boys and girls had crushes on her, for as long as I can remember. When I got back to the bonfire I discovered that the braided guy had fallen asleep next to Ginny. He was curled up behind her, with his arm around her belly. This was kind of weird. Maybe if I wasn’t so lit it would have registered as very weird, but instead, I lay down on the other side of the flames and watched how his face caught glimmers of light.

On our last day, Bets took us to her favorite surf shop and bought us T-shirts and ankle bracelets. When the flight attendant asked if we had had a nice time in California, Ginny nodded solemnly. “I’m bummed out to leave my boyfriend,” Ginny said. “He saved my life.”

“Goodness!” the flight attendant said, looking over toward me.

“He’s one of the top surfers in the state,” Ginny said.



“Let me know when you have to go to the bathroom,” I say. “There are stops every half hour or so. I usually stop before or after the Delaware Memorial Bridge, but we can stop whenever. I know Rascal will have to do her thing, too.”

She turns back to look at her beloved.

Sunnyside is a temporary solution. I really did check out four places, and I had many long phone calls with her insurance company and I worked my best charms to get Sunnyside Nursing Home to accept Ginny even though she is not a senior. I’ve done this all by myself while working and cooking and cleaning and driving Leo to lacrosse practice and teaching Graham how to change a flat tire via FaceTime.

Bill didn’t offer to help. Well why would he? We’re separated; I kicked him out of the house, according to him. My problems aren’t his problems anymore. I’ve been dreading doing this five-and-a-half-hour drive by myself… But hey, even if he had offered, I would have said, “No, thanks, Bill, I’m good.” Because I wouldn’t want to give him that. Ex-husband hero flies in to save the day. Sorry, Bill, but you’re just going to have to watch me fly. And sorry, Bill, but shouldn’t you be putting your energy into getting an actual job so that you, too, can contribute to paying for your sons’ colleges? And if you wanted to help so much, where were you back in the olden days when I needed help changing diapers? I should have had him come along and given him Ginny diaper duty.

Oh yeah. That was a discovery… a discovery among many other discoveries that I made at Ginny’s house. Let’s do a quick review:

Diapers. I did not know that our dear sister Ginny, at age fifty-six, wears diapers. Even our parents, in their eighties and nineties, did not wear diapers. To think, she’d been “Living the dream”… while wearing diapers? She never volunteered this information, but perhaps I should have known? I discovered this when I entered her house, also known as Ginny’s Castle, for the first time after that long first day at the hospital, the day I learned that she wasn’t actually dying but going home in three days. I walked in to the smell of shit. I walked in to a growling Rascal. After letting Rascal out back to take a most extended pee, I began to look around, expecting to find a very large dog poop in my sister’s bedroom. Rascal growled again at something under the bed. It was round, it was white. I took a broom to it, knowing rightly well that Rascal would protect me from whatever the hell it was. And it was a diaper. A full diaper. Gagging, I ran to Ginny’s small bathroom, possibly to throw up, and the stink was harder in there. Diapers in the trash can, diapers in the shower. I had to run out of the house for fresh air.

Ginny’s Castle had gone to pot. There was a pot on the stove that had something growing in it. Seriously, the boys and I had visited her at Christmastime, just four months ago, to celebrate her retirement. She wore Holly Berry lipstick and her Santa hat. Her place wasn’t so bad then.

Her baby doll collection, over twenty of them, sitting up in my boys’ old crib, freaked me out.

Her Official Surfing Museum of Maryland now includes a life-size cardboard banana-hammocked surfer guy. He freaked me out, too, so I shoved him into her avalanche-ready closet. Betsy’s Old Yeller surfboard, hanging there on the Benjamin Moore Ocean Blue wall, had accumulated an inch of Cheetos and talcum powder dust. I asked Ginny once why she didn’t use her janitorial skills on her own home. “In protest,” she said.

I already knew about the dead bolt locks on the doors—she did that after Mom surprised her by cleaning her house when she was at work. Ginny did not appreciate Mom’s invasion of her privacy. Now I’ve discovered that the doors have chain locks as well. The windows are hammered shut. Ginny lives in a safe neighborhood, I think; according to her, though, maybe not.

Lots and lots of empty Jell-O cups. Like fifty. Strawberry flavored, as some still had the foil cover attached. Ginny had told me she’d been eating strawberries for breakfast, and I was surprised because they’re out of season.

And finally, rats. Yes, while I was happily chilling with Rascal on Ginny’s front porch, drinking cheap red wine from her Little Mermaid mug, Rascal started growling at something under the deck. I was a bit drunk, so I was brave. I went down there and turned my phone flashlight on to discover not one, but two rats. They scurried away. Not into the gutter or under the bush, but into a broken window that led to Ginny’s basement. I slept on Ginny’s recliner to keep myself elevated.



“I’ve gotta go to the bathroom,” my sister says.

“Rats,” I say. We just barely got off the beltway. And then, “Okay!” I start looking for the next exit, which I think is Sandy Spring.

So, yeah, I had a cleaning company disinfect her house and I had an exterminator de-rat her house. Ken and Karen have volunteered to keep an eye on it. At the kennel, Rascal received a bath.

“It’ll be like summer camp for Rascal, too,” I say. “Rascal gets to play outside with Coyote.”

Yes, Rascal will stay with us while her mother recovers. It will not be easy, as Rascal does not like other dogs and, according to Ginny, has never met a cat. But I am determined to face these challenges and become stronger. Also, I want to do it for Mom and Dad. And somewhere deep inside me, I believe this is best for all of us.

Now she can finally settle, with the knowledge that I am nearby. She can focus on getting better and not worry about her pup so much. Now I can see her on a regular basis. She’ll be just fifteen minutes from me in the next town. It will be so much easier. And it will be good for Rascal, too. Really, I have no idea the last time that dog was allowed to play outside off leash.

I told the folks at Sunnyside that while my sister might at first appear to have a rough edge, deep inside she’s a softy. They told me they were all so excited to meet her. Having a younger resident will be refreshing for all of them. Also, they will happily accept full payment by check until Ginny’s Medicare goes through. That’s cool. It’s Ginny’s money, which was put aside for her by Mom and Dad, so Mom and Dad are paying for summer camp!

Sunnyside asked all the usual questions, and of course they got her records from the hospital and the rehab. Regarding her intellectual disabilities, they asked if she has a DSM-5, an official diagnosis. I told them I didn’t know, it’s just something we know, have always known. “She’s high functioning,” I told them. “Always worked, drives…”

I remember the first time I knew. That something was different about Ginny. It’s something I’d rather not recall, something I’ve been trying to suppress. But memory is a meany that way. It involved our kitten Marble.

We’d been in the backseat arguing when we overheard Mom and Dad saying something about a different school, a special school, and that maybe Ginny should go there. I said that I wanted to go to the special school, too, but they said it wasn’t for me. Ginny and I both went to Kensington Elementary School, where I was in second grade and she was in sixth grade for the second time. Kids had been calling her “dumb ball” and “fatso” and sometimes she came home crying. Still, I didn’t want her to go to a different school and neither did she. Our parents told us not to worry about it, it was just in the thinking stages.

As they were unloading the groceries from the car, Ginny sidled over to me and whispered, “The Russians are coming. We need to build a fort.” We ran upstairs to grab blankets and beach towels and then we ran out to the backyard and draped the coverings over our metal geodome jungle gym. I don’t know where big sister Betsy was on that fresh spring day. Skateboarding with the boys, I suppose. She was five years older than Ginny, already in high school. She was so much groovier than we were, so confident and sporty. I was introverted and awkward, and Ginny, well, Ginny was Ginny. Still, she was my most trusted companion and together we were building a fort to protect ourselves from atomic bombs and we were singing! “The ants go marching one by one, hurrah, hurrah,” I said, “Follow me!” and she did! And we marched around the fort.

Ginny was my “Sergeant” and she commanded me to gather supplies, which meant running into the house and grabbing Campbell’s soup cans and a pot and she even sent me into Betsy’s room to steal matches. I remember our mom being there in the kitchen, seemingly oblivious to our mission and the dangers that were coming.

Then I had to go to the outside faucet to fill a bucket with water, which I did, but it was too heavy for me to carry it back, so Ginny had to run out and get it. Even for her, it was heavy. She was splashing water all over the place, leaving tracks for the Russians! When she got back in the fort, she was sweating. She poured the water into the pot. And then Marble appeared. Ginny asked her if she was a spy. She meowed, so we let her in.

We sat knees to knees, Ginny, holding her baby doll, and me, holding Marble. Marble didn’t like being held very much, so she started meowing. This was dangerous because of the enemy, so Ginny sent me over by the trash bins to get a box and then she put the kitten in the box and closed it to keep her safe. Marble kept meowing, though, so then I ran inside to get her some food. We put the food in her box and she calmed down.

This is the part that’s hard to remember. I remember it clearly and that’s why it’s hard. When Mom called us in for dinner, Ginny put the pot of water on top of the box to keep Marble from getting out. I pointed out that the top flaps of the box sank a little bit with the weight of the pot, but Ginny said this was normal, she’d done it in school once. I remember wondering, Done what? Put a kitty in a box? Whose kitty was it? Did she get to bring Marble to school? I suggested that maybe we should let her out of the box, but Ginny put her face very close to mine and said, “The A-bomb.”

After dinner, we ate ice cream while we watched Love Boat and when it was over, we ran back outside to our shelter because… the Russians. We were surprised to see that the pot of water had sunk almost completely into the box. Ginny slowly lifted the pot off the box and I opened the flaps to see Marble. She was just lying there, asleep. I reached in and picked her up to pet her, but she did not wake up. Ginny said she was just playing dead. We both took turns holding her and petting her and tickling her but her body was starting to feel stiff and not floppy. I could feel my insides starting to burn up, the heat from the tears percolating.

Then Mom came outside and she was calling Marble. Ginny’s and my eyes met. Hers were wide and I could see that her hands, which were still holding our dead kitten, were starting to shake. “Marble!” our mother was calling. I could see her approaching the fort. “She’s coming,” I whispered to Ginny. “Quick,” my sister said, as she placed Marble back in the box, “close it.” So I did. “Seen Marble?” Mom asked, peaking in. We both shook our heads no. After she left, I started to open my mouth to cry or to call her or something, but Ginny covered my mouth with her hand. Then she stiffly tried to hug me, her straight arms bumping the outsides of my arms. She had never hugged me before and hasn’t since.

That night, we held in our tears while Mom and Dad said goodnight, and after they left, we both cried ourselves to sleep.

The next day we buried Marble down by the creek. We dug a hole with our bare hands and thick sticks. We lined the hole with a layer of newspaper and then dropped Marble’s hard, cold body out of the box and into the hole. More layers of newspaper, dirt, newspaper, dirt. “It’s a ritual,” Ginny said over and over. When we were done, I said the God Is Great, God Is Good prayer because it was the only prayer I knew and then Ginny pulled something out of her shirt pocket. Matches. The ones I had stolen from Betsy’s room. She slowly slid the box open. I was scared. I was afraid she was going to set the grave on fire. But no. She pulled out a needle.

She sat there very solemnly, holding the needle up, and then she quickly pricked the top pad of her index finger. She flinched when the point hit the skin and then we both watched the bright red dot grow. She nodded to me to put my finger out. So I did. I cringed as she pricked it. She pushed her finger into mine, holding them hard together with her other hand. And then she leaned her face in very close to mine and whispered, “Blood Sisters.” When she released, we both wiped our fingers in the grass.

“Oh, I just feel so sad about Marble,” our mother said a few days later. “She must have been hit by a car,” said our father. “She still has nine lives,” said Ginny. “Eight,” I said. I already knew I was better at subtraction than she was. For the first time ever, I wondered if I knew many things better than Ginny did. “Dogs are better anyway,” Betsy said. “Can we get one now?”

We never told anyone about what happened. Not Mom, not Dad, not Bets. Ginny didn’t want to get in trouble and be sent to that special school, and I didn’t want her to go there either. Also, I must confess, I was protecting myself. Because I had seen the flaps of the box start to sink. And even if my sister didn’t think it was an emergency, maybe I should have said something. Maybe I should have run inside to tell Mom about it, even if dinner was on the table. It was a stupid thing we did and even at twelve and seven, we should have known better. Or at least, I was starting to realize, I should have known better.

Soon after that, Ginny sat on Mary Claire’s head. I don’t know what transpired between them, I just know that by the time I got off the bus, Mary Claire was on the ground over by the brick wall and Ginny was sitting on her head, which was turned to the side, and the other kids from the bus stop were watching. Mary Claire was crying out but I don’t think the bus driver or the school patrol heard her. I didn’t wait to see what would happen next, but ran straight home, ahead of Ginny, and straight into the kitchen to tell Mom. When Ginny appeared a few minutes later, she ran straight up the stairs and slammed our bedroom door behind her and Mom ran right up after her. I went to the bottom of the stairs, and from there, I could hear Ginny bawling.

Betsy came downstairs in her Friendly’s ice cream shop uniform and asked me what was up. I told her all I knew and she said Mary Claire was a brat and was probably being mean to Ginny.

“Why?” I asked because I truly didn’t understand. “Why are kids always being mean to Gin-Gin?”

Betsy bent down to meet me eye to eye. She was our biggest sister, about to educate me about something very important, something that apparently no one else had thought to do before that moment, a grave responsibility. “Our sister Virginia,” she said, “she’s different from everyone else. You see that, right? She wears those thick glasses and sometimes she picks her nose in public, that kind of thing.”

“Oh…,” I said. I had noticed; it was kind of yucky.

“Something happened when she was born. Not enough oxygen to the brain.” And here’s where Betsy got really serious. “She’s kind of retarded,” she said.

I wondered about this. She didn’t look like that girl in our town who had Down syndrome.

“Yeah,” she said. She was looking in the living room mirror now, tying her hair back into a ponytail. “Not the cute kind.”

At twelve years old, Ginny had a pot belly and big breasts and she wore those glasses and her hair was stringy and never looked neat. She combed it out when she got out of the shower but then she wouldn’t touch it for days, and then by the time she took her next shower, it had usually grown a few knots and Mom would have to cut them out.

Betsy, on the other hand, was clean. She looked cool in her uniform, even when she put on the hairnet. She didn’t need glasses but she put on sunglasses when she went outside. She had them on now, while she was folding up her uniform sleeves to show her upper arm muscles.

She explained that Ginny was slow, her brain worked super slow, sometimes it went backward it was so slow. I imagined the workings of a brain, like a clock, ticking time in sleepy reverse. But then I thought about how our father was always telling Ginny to sit still at dinnertime and stay put at church.

“Then how come she’s always wiggling?” I asked.

“That’s ’cause she’s hyper,” she said, “to make up for the slowness.”

“Ooooh,” I said. I pretended to understand even though I didn’t, but I supposed that was the reason why some kids at school made fun of her.

“She’ll probably die young, too,” Betsy said. “They don’t usually live past twenty.”

They? I had so many questions. Did kids with slow brains die young? Does this mean she’s sick? Is it catching? I never doubted that Betsy’s word might not be true. She was the expert.

“Oh no,” I said. Because even though I was starting to think that our middle sister was kind of weird, this was heavy news.

“Catch ya later, kid,” my big sister said, and she was out the door. She’d be home later with a scoop of mint chip for me and a scoop of orange sherbet for Ginny.

The phone started ringing. Mom ran downstairs and patted my head on her way to answer it in the kitchen. I could hear her talking to someone about Ginny. Ginny opened our bedroom door and whispered loudly and viciously, “You’re a squealer, Magpie!”

The very next week, she was moved to the special school.



“One mile to the exit, Gin-Gin,” I say. “We’re almost there.”

She doesn’t say anything.

“Gosh, I haven’t done this drive in a hundred years. Not since Mom died anyway… With the house being gone and the boys being so busy. They really do get busier as they get older. I’ve flown down of course. To see you. And I think I took the train—oh, yeah, I did—that time I was worried about snow and it ended up being a whole lotta nothing. Remember that? When I took the train down? We went out to that steak place and you even got Rascal a steak to go because it was her birthday…”

“This drive takes me back, Gin-Gin…” Bill and the boys and I did it so many times. Gosh, those road trips were basically the soundtrack to our marriage. The first time I took him down there, to meet my parents and Ginny, we sang Beatles’ songs the whole way. That’s when he started slipping my name into lyrics. “Sexy Sadie” became “Sexy Maggie.” “Baby, You’re a Rich Man” became “Maggie, You’re a Great Girl,” and “Love Me Do” became “Maggie-Do.” That one stuck. Maggie-Do was what he called me in our happiest days. Also because he said I was a “do-er,” which way back when, he meant without sarcasm.

When the boys were little, it was Woody Guthrie and Taj Mahal, and of course Bill’s silly made-up tunes. The music filled the space that one time Bill and I didn’t talk to each other the entire way down and back. We just talked to and through the boys and we all pretended that was normal. After that of course he became too “busy” to join us for those trips. Mom started wondering what was up but didn’t really ask. No, she preferred that we worked these things out ourselves.

I prefer not to recall those times at the moment. I am determined to keep the spirit light. “We used to sing on our way down to see you guys, Gin.” I sing, “We’re on our way to Granny and Papa’s house, Granny and Papa’s house, Granny and Papa’s house… And then we’d sing it again, We’re on our way to Ginny’s house, to Ginny’s house…”

I am blabbing. I don’t know why I’m blabbing. It’s not as if I can’t be quiet. I’m not one of those people that just can’t stop. Bill told me I talk too much when I’m stressed. Am I stressed?

“What’s Rascal doing?” I ask.

“She laid down.”

“Oh good,” I say.

“Ginny and Rascal’s house,” she says.

“Huh? Oh, yes! That is how we sang it.” I remember that now… The boys would not let us forget to include Rascal, or Ginny’s previous dog, Brownie.

I pull off 95 at Sandy Spring. This is going to be a long drive.

The wheelchair is fucking awkward. The wheelchair is fucking heavy. I am not savvy with the wheelchair. The guy at the medical store gave me a five-minute lesson before we hit the road. As it sits on top of our bags and her TV, I have to lift it up and then over and down, and it lands hard on my sneakered toes. “Mother,” I say. I roll it around to her side and open her door. I reach over to unbuckle her. The buckle plays hide-and-seek under her large left thigh. I help her turn her knees toward me and I guide her feet out and down to the ground. “Ginny,” I say, “can you stand yourself up?” She reaches for the door handle for support and the door starts to close on her so I grab it. She turns herself around and goes plop down into the chair, which starts to roll backward so I jump behind it, leaving my post at the door, which starts to shut.

“Shit,” I say.

“You didn’t put the brakes on,” she says.

“Sorry,” I say. “Where are the brakes again?” She shows me. I manage to turn her around, shut and lock the doors behind us, and we head into the gas station. “Do you want anything to eat?”

I’m praying she’ll say no as I should have asked this question before I got her out of the car in the first place. If she’d wanted to eat I would have taken her to McDonald’s or Starbucks.

“No,” she says, and I feel a tiny leap of victory.

“Want me to come into the bathroom with you?”

“I can go to the bathroom by myself.”

“But at Five Star Rehab didn’t someone help you sit down and everything?” Everything means wipe.

“I’m not a baby,” she says.

“Okay,” I say. I really don’t want to help her sit down and I especially don’t want to help her wipe. Another tiny victory. When I say victory, by the way, I don’t mean victory against my sister; it’s not as if I am playing against her. No. I mean victory against life. Or something. I push her in and the heavy door slams behind her.

My phone rings. It’s the high school, so I pick up. The school nurse is calling to say that Leo has not shown up. “Oh really?” I say, looking over the cash register at the clock to confirm that it’s past noon. The nurse says, “He did not attend first, second, third, or fourth periods.” “Darn,” I say, “I’m usually there to wake him…” I explain that I’m away. I explain that I’m helping my sister. I may be neglecting Leo, but I am helping someone else. “He overslept,” I say. “I’m sure of it.”

“All we know is he’s not in school,” she says. “If you reach him, have him call me.”

If? And now I am scared. I text him and he does not respond. I call him and leave a message, I FaceTime him. My heart is starting to race. I message him on Insta. I realize now why he is not responding. He is not responding because he is dead. I call Theresa next door and leave a message: “Please go check on Leo…” My other line starts ringing. Damn! I did not change the carbon monoxide alarm batteries, that’s what happened. He forgot to turn off the gas after he made mac and cheese. His father kidnapped him to Tahiti. Most likely, though, it’s because I did not change those batteries.

My other line is still ringing, I click over to see that it’s Ginny Frederick who’s calling. I answer and sure enough, she says, “I’m in the bathroom.” I know this, I know she is in the bathroom, for goodness’ sake. What this means is she needs help. I tell her I have to get someone to unlock the door for me and I’ll be right there.

While waiting for the gas station attendant, a text from Leo: Chill, Little Lady, I’m up. Got a headache.

I thank my mother goddess. I send Theresa a quick text: Nvm. My baby is alive.

As I help Ginny pull up her sweatpants and get back in her chair, I realize that I am angry at Leo. I am angry that he is so damn irresponsible that he can’t get himself up for school, I am angry that he was so unreachable that I was having scary imaginings, and I’m angry that he called me Little Lady. Also, I realize that I am angry that I haven’t heard from my older baby, Graham, the college business major, in over a week. Sure, sure, he was so concerned when we all thought Ginny was dying. He told me to give Aunt Gin-Gin a hug from him. I said that I would, but that she wouldn’t hug back. He said, “That’s her brand.” I remind myself that someone from Syracuse U would have called me by now to tell me if he’s dead, so he’s likely fine, so again I am angry.

As I push Ginny out, a big guy in a Harley jacket holds open the bathroom door. “Your mother’s got a tail,” he says.

I look down to see that Ginny does indeed have a long trail of toilet paper coming out of the top of her purple sweatpants. “Oh,” I say. “Ginny, you have a tail.”

“Like Rascal,” she says.

I pull it out and say thanks to the man, who’s on his way in.

“I’m not her mother, I’m her sister,” Ginny says. “Blood.”

He looks back at the two of us, back and forth between us, then closes the door behind him.

It’s not the first time that someone has assumed she’s my mother. I do look younger than my sis. Especially now.

I get Ginny back in the car, I get her wheelchair back in the car. I send off a quick text to Leo. I can’t afford to have a tiff with him, he’s the easiest one I’ve got right now. Keeping my cool, so he’ll know I’m chill: I’m so sorry, poor thing. I guess you missed your test in Global History ;-)

I then suggest to Ginny that we let Rascal out to do her thing, too.

She says, “Rascal can hold it in forever.”

I say, “Okay, well, I guess I’ll go. It never hurts to try! Remember Mom used to say that?”

I used to say it to my own kids when they were little. Actually, I still say it to them. Once Bill and I got in a big fight when Leo told us he had to go only twenty minutes into a trip and Bill said to me, “Did you remind him to try?” Like it was my fault! That was just the beginning, though. Then he refused to stop the car because it was so early in the trip, so he told Leo to empty a perfectly good full bottle of water out the window and then he instructed him to pee in it. This did not please me. But it did please Graham, who thought it was so cool that he had to try it himself and then Bill asked me to empty a bottle for him and I said, “Absolutely not,” and then he asked the boys to do it and Graham poured his pee out of the bottle and it hit the car behind us.

When I get back in the car, I tell Ginny this story. She asks if that’s why we’re getting divorced. “Not really,” I say, “but kind of.”

We’re breezing up 95 now. I ask Ginny if she wants to keep listening to the Beach Boys and she says, “Is the pope Catholic?”

It’s late April, and while still a bit breezy, spring is undoubtedly popping up. Trees are starting to show their green, even flowering. Redbuds. At the rest stops, cherry blossoms.

I look over at Ginny who is looking back at Rascal. “What’s Rascal doing now?” I ask.

“Dreaming,” she says.

“Oh, that’s good,” I say. “What do you think she’s dreaming about?”

Ginny doesn’t answer. She is just looking back at Rascal with profound longing.

“Maybe she’s dreaming about playing outside with Coyote,” I say. “Maybe she’s dreaming about visiting you at Sunnyside.”

I am putting all my eggs into a basket here, hoping and praying that Rascal will pass the test to be allowed to visit. They told me that she must meet approval with the Recreation Coordinator.

“First one to see the Empire State Building gets a quarter!” I say. I’m joking. This is a variation of something our dad used to say whenever we were driving home on the beltway from someplace. He always said, “First one to see the Mormon Temple gets a quarter!” Ginny and I were very competitive about that sighting. “You can’t actually see the Empire State Building on the way to Croton,” I say. “But if you want to, we can go visit it someday.”

“Seen it already,” Ginny says.

“I remember,” I say.

Then Ginny volunteers, “That’s where Dad went ballistic on me.”

“What? Where?”

“Empire State Building. He went nuclear.”

“Well…,” I say.

I look over at her and she’s looking straight forward. She doesn’t turn toward me when we’re talking to each other in the car, the way anyone else would. She’s looking straight ahead with a poker face.

“He was angry, Ginny, but I’m sure he didn’t go nuclear,” I say.

Yeah, that’s because she got on the elevator and pressed the button and let the doors shut before we got on. She thought she was being clever, maybe? I remember looking up at my dad’s face to see him shouting, “Virginia!” I remember him bending down to my level to ask me, “Did she go up or down, Margaret? Up or down?” The next thing I remember was being in the lobby of the Empire State Building and our father basically yelling at Ginny who was holding tight to our mother’s hand. “What the hell were you thinking, Virginia? What the hell were you thinking?” he kept saying. I’m sure she scared the shit out of him.

“Dad was just scared, Ginny. He didn’t know how to tell you that… How about the time you came to visit me and Bill? What did we do then? Do you remember?” I’m trying to divert.

“The taxi driver almost ran over a baby buggy,” she says.

“That was a particularly scary taxi ride,” I say.

“He was a fighter pilot or a hired assassin.”

“Ha. Yeah, I remember. Bill said that.” It’s amazing the details that Ginny remembers. Bill was very sweet with Ginny on that trip. He really wanted to show her a good time. It was the first time I recall looking at him and thinking, Yeah, we could have kids… “Oh,” I say, “and we took a horse and buggy ride through Central Park!”

“The horse was running away from the taxi driver,” Ginny says.

I laugh. This is going to be great. I love Ginny and she loves me and she’s coming to New York.

It’s not long before Ginny announces her biological needs again. And this is good because I have a biological need for a very large, super large, unbelievably large latte. Rascal sleeps through the whole car to wheelchair transfer and we head into Maryland House, the first of many official rest stops on I-95. Daffodils are up and tulips are on their way. They haven’t bloomed yet, but on some, little bits of pink and orange peak out.

This time, we know what to do. I help Gin-Gin into the stall and I help her get out of the chair and turn herself around, etcetera, etcetera. Even though it’s wheelchair accessible, it’s tight in here. “How many clowns can you fit in a phone booth?” I say to my sister.

“Phone booths are history,” she says as she plops down hard. “Everybody knows that.”

I turn away to offer her privacy. My phone dings, I pull it out of my pocket and see that it’s a text from Bets. What about the evangelists?

I let out a loud, “Ha!” Ginny grunts.

The evangelists are Ginny’s neighbors, Ken and Karen, who are not evangelists, but retired conservative Christians. They have been very good neighbors to Ginny and for this I am extremely grateful. They are the ones who found Ginny on the floor of her bedroom, unconscious, cold to the touch, and in a “self-made mess.” They are the ones who called 911 and they are the ones who called me. And they are the ones who told me the doctor said Ginny had sepsis, an infection of the blood, an open wound to the bone, and was close to death.

Funny that Bets would have this revelation now, funny that that’s all she has to say, and even so, I know exactly what she means. She means: Can’t the evangelists take care of our sister? As if the thought hadn’t crossed my mind on Day One. And the answer is No, they cannot, they have already done too much. There is so much to say on this matter, and I begin a response, but then stop.

I check emails and see that my mortgage payment is overdue and Graham’s account is overdrawn and my various political organizations tell me that the world is coming to an end and my three dollars might save it.

A voice mail. Strange, I didn’t even hear it ring. My rep wants to know if I can start a job that’ll last ’til Wednesday. They’ll brief me around eight tonight. “It’s a pitch,” she says. Another pharmaceutical, a positive promise in the form of a doctor-prescribed pill. I call her back. “I’m in,” I say as the toilet blasts. I help Ginny pull her pants up again and while she half-assed washes and dries her hands, I text Theresa: Got gig. Fire ceremony tomorrow night?

I order two grande lattes.

Ginny says, “I don’t drink coffee.”

I say, “The second one is for Rascal.”

She doesn’t smile, but I think she appreciates my humor.

I ask if she wants anything. She says she’s not hungry. I remind her that I packed applesauce and yogurt and water and she says she’s not hungry.

I buy a banana for two bucks. I get some salted almonds. I also get a Rice Krispies treat. Ginny and I used to make these together all the time. Once, I remember, after putting them in the fridge to chill, I opened it later to discover she’d eaten practically the entire pan of them, leaving me a corner piece. Once, I caught her eating a thick and sticky butter and marshmallow soup, directly from the pan. I said, “Ginny, aren’t we gonna pour in the Rice Krispies?” And she said, “Why waste cereal?” I feel kind of guilty ordering this in front of her since she’s on a strict no-sugar diet, but right now I really, really need a Rice Krispies treat. I tell her that I rarely eat sweets and since I am driving such a long drive by myself, I need certain foods to fuel me.

She reminds me to get gas. I get her back in the car and while we are waiting for our turn at the gas pump, I open my Rice Krispies treat and take my first bite.

“You better not get addicted,” Ginny says, “or you’ll get septic.”

“I’m not diabetic,” I remind her.

“Blood sisters,” she says.

Ah, diabetes. Insulin, glucose, beta cells… I’ve tried to explain how it works, I’ve drawn pictures illustrating how it works. I’ve tried to explain to her many, many times that exercise and diet can help her manage it. “So many people have it, like millions.” I told her this so she wouldn’t feel alone. “You should go lecture everybody else,” my dear sister said. I’ve tried to explain to her that I know it’s hard for her to eat less sugar. I know it’s hard when you’re busy to find time to work out. She says I lucked out because skinny babies don’t crave sweets.

According to Ginny’s most recent doctor on the Intensive Care Unit, diabetes is a “beast of a disease” that already affects one out of ten people on the planet and is getting worse. He says ninety percent of those with diabetes have type 2, what Ginny has, which is difficult and complicated to manage in a world where we are constantly being bombarded with images of fast foods, foods with high sugar content, foods that make us crave. While he was explaining this, I appreciated his compassion and frustration with the world we live in and I also noticed that his lips were extremely plush and imagined myself kissing them.

After I get the gas, I get back in the car and quickly FaceTime Leo. I want to make sure he actually went to school, though if he did, I’ll be interrupting him, so this move is counter-intuitive, as they say. He answers. He’s in his bedroom, on his bed. He answers with a long “Moooooom.” No smile. “Mooooooom,” he says again. He’s not looking at the phone, he’s not looking at me. I ask if he went to school and he rolls his eyes. I ask if he is drunk, I ask if he is high. He denies both and asks if I am drunk or high. I show him Rascal in the backseat and Ginny next to me. “Hi Aunt Ginny,” he says. “Hey neighbor,” she says, and he genuinely smiles.

I explain to him that I won’t be home ’til later so I won’t be able to make dinner. Again. He does not seem devastated. He continues to seem distracted. What on earth is he doing? I request that he has the house cleared and cleaned before I arrive. “Will do,” he says. I just made a funny joke but he seems to have missed it. I try to catch his eyes. It’s like trying to get a goldfish to stand still.

“Leo,” I say, “look at me. What are you doing?”

“Chill, Mom, I’m on the computer, actually doing some schoolwork,” he says. “Isn’t that what you want me to do? Turn my papers in on time?” How many screens does one teen need at any given moment? In the background I think I hear the TV.

Being frustrated by his lack of eye contact reminds me that I’m frustrated by his older brother’s lack of contact. He hasn’t returned my calls or texts in days. Suddenly, I say, “Where the hell is Graham?” catching us both off guard.

“He’s in Switzerland,” Leo says.

“What?!” I say.

“Sorry, I can’t lie to you, Mom. He’s skipping like three days of school. I told him if you asked me face-to-face, I would tell you the truth.”

“What the hell is he doing in Switzerland? And who the hell is paying for it?” I will check my Visa bill the minute I get home.

“Getting laid? I’m kidding, Mom. He has a girlfriend, I think. One of his friends lives there or something. I dunno.”

“Will you please tell him to contact his mother? Tell him if he doesn’t, I’ll contact his father.” I can’t believe I’m saying these words, so Father Knows Best, so ironic, too, because we all know that Bill is the chill one, Bill’s the guy who says, “don’t worry about it, let the kid have some fun.” Still, Leo knows this is my way of saying I’m one step away from calling the police. I’ve done it before, I’m not ashamed slash kind of ashamed to admit it.

“I will, I will…”

“Thanks for telling me,” I say. “That is really strange… but thanks… Love you.”

“Love you,” he says. He hangs up before I can say “See you soon.”

“Well that’s fricking weird,” I say as I buckle myself in.

“You need to chill,” Ginny says, which makes me roll my eyes. “You need to let the waves, wave,” she says. She annoys me with her little bits of surfer wisdom.

I take a deep breath and then ask her permission to switch to my Mom playlist. Leo made it for my birthday. Alt and other stuff.

“It’s a free country,” Ginny says.

“You can take a nap if you want to…”

“Rascal’s awake,” she says.

“Oh,” I say.

I see, she wants to spend every waking moment with Rascal. She’s looking back at her again. Her eyes are wide behind her thick glasses. She’s basically staring at her. When I look around to change lanes, I see that Rascal is staring back. It’s funny, you always hear how you’re not supposed to look a dog in the eyes, it freaks them out, they get aggressive. Most dogs will look away after a few moments, but not Rascal. I know that Ginny talks to her, but today she’s not talking much. It’s not necessary, I think. They seem to be communicating telepathically.

I asked Bill to take an intimacy workshop with me once. We were still having sex then, but I was starting to notice that something was missing. What was missing was the kissing. And the laughing and the tickling. And, it seemed, any desire to sit down and have coffee or a drink together, just check in, any semblance of fun. What was growing was impatience and frustration. At least on my side. I wanted to talk about it, I wanted to know what was going on with him. He said he would not pay money for a stranger to tell him how to be with his wife. I said, “Well maybe they know something we don’t know, maybe they could make things…” “Make things, what?” he said. “More intimate,” I said.

So, I bought their book. This married-couple-who-gave-these-workshops’ book. Lesson One was How to Really Look at Each Other. The challenge was to try to meet each other’s eyes for periods of ten seconds, thirty, a minute, five minutes. I asked Bill to try this with me. We made it to thirty and then he stopped, saying it felt forced.

“You and Rascal really love each other, don’t you, Ginny?”

“Was Dennis Wilson the cutest Beach Boy?” she says.

The car fills with the scent of a hundred-year-old egg. It happens so fast that I start to gag. I put all four windows down without even asking Gin about it and the cool moist spring air helps the scent to evaporate.

“Rascal needs to go,” Ginny says.

“Are you sure she didn’t already?” I ask.

“That’s how she tells me.”

“Oh my,” I say. The next stop isn’t for twenty miles.

“She can hold it,” Ginny says.

“Really?”

“Does it all the time,” she says.

What does this mean? Does this mean that when Rascal has to go, she has been trained to keep it in, relieving the pressure in small but powerful gaseous increments until Ginny gets to the door?

“Are you sure? I mean, it’s twenty minutes away.”

“You can wait twenty minutes, right Rascal?” Ginny says this to Rascal in the rearview. She then looks straight forward. “She says yes.”

I take a deep breath. I’m hoping and praying that Ginny is right as I really don’t want to pull over to the side of the highway any more than I want to clean up a stinky mess in the backseat. “Okay, Mama knows best…,” I say.

I count the miles backward in my head, while Rascal lets out another and then another.

“Okay, Ginny,” I say, “I think we need to pull over.”
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