
  
    
      
    
  



    
      
    
  


Author’s Note

			When I asked my friend Molly Myers to read Liddy-Jean Marketing Queen, she didn’t hesitate, and I am so grateful for her firsthand understanding of and insight about young adults with IDD (Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities) and Down syndrome. Molly taught me so much more than I thought I already knew.

			As a young adult, I volunteered time at a center for people of all ages who were diagnosed with Down syndrome and IDD, although IDD wasn’t the term used back then. Because of my limited experience as a volunteer and auntie to my sweet and hilarious nephew Luca SanGiovanni, who was born with Costello syndrome, I felt I was enlightened enough to write this story, but I soon learned there would have been many missteps without Molly’s guidance and insight.

			Molly taught me so much about the vast range of abilities, challenges, hardships, and great joys that people in the IDD and Down syndrome community experience. With great patience she guided me through any unintentional blunders, and like a champ she embraced all the warmth and humor I was pushing for. I especially want to thank Molly for sharing with me all that she has learned from her amazing and beautiful daughter, Riley.

			If this story inspires you to learn more or to volunteer, please reach out to the IDD or Down syndrome community center nearest you. 

 

 

			Mari SanGiovanni

			Coventry, Rhode Island






One-Legged Grasshoppers and Ice Cream Cones

			When Mom told me that I got a job I cried because I was very sure I did not want one. Whenever my mom says, “Liddy-Jean, we need to have a talk,” and sits on my bed in the daytime, I tell her, “This is not going to be a good day, especially for me.” Mom usually laughs, but today, she did not.

			I am twenty-one, and the problem with that is, the number changes over and over again. As soon as I am remembering my number, I will have a new number to remember the day I get a yellow birthday cake with extra globs of vanilla frosting. And when there is frosting involved, I do not remember much. Mom and Dad tell me not to worry about remembering my age number because they say: “Not much gets past you, Liddy-Jean.” Not sure what that means, but I think it is because I am a good writer that I notice everything. 

			One thing that did not get past me: I noticed a long time ago that Daytime Bed Talks always end badly for me.  

			Other Daytime Bed Talks: 

			 


				The Daytime Bed Talk after I turned my bicycle upside down to make a taffy-pulling machine just like the one I saw in Cape Cod with Auntie Theresa. (We had to throw the bike away after a lot of hard scrubbing, which I warned Mom would do absolutely no bit of good.)

				The Daytime Bed Talk after I used Dad’s saw to see if our black kitchen chairs were made out of real wood. (They were.)

				The Daytime Bed Talk after I taught my baby sister Dawn to draw pictures for the refrigerator door, and I forgot to tell her the refrigerator was only for hanging the drawings. Drawing on the door was not allowed, after I did it the first time.

				The Talk after I took my grandma’s cardboard box of four brand-new baby kittens and hid them because I was afraid she was going to mail them. It turned out Grandma was not going to mail the kittens, Grandma just loves to recycle. (Grandma also loves kittens, which ruined her plan to let her best four friends keep them, and Mom says that makes her a crazy cat lady.)



			 

			While Mom sat on my bed, I tried to guess which thing I had done wrong that she could have found out about, but there were just too many to choose from. I used to tell on myself whenever I did anything bad, because I learned in Sunday school that I would burn in H-E-Double-Hockey-Sticks if you didn’t. 

			The problem was, I did not always know which things I did were wrong until much too late. Because of this, I had to check with my mom all the time to see if there was a problem, but this started to drive her crazy. 

			Mom finally “cut me a deal” and said that unless I had sneaked around to do the thing, I did not have to tell her. This seemed to work out pretty well and stopped me from asking things like: was it O-K to put a pencil on the T-V (it is) . . . is spilling a cup of water O-K if you are outside (it is), but then Mom had to tell me to stop doing it on purpose no matter how much fun it was, and that it was never O-K to spill water on my sister, whether she was outside or inside, unless she agreed and she had a bathing suit on.

			So much to remember! 

			Because of this new rule of not having to tell Mom everything, and because Mom is very busy with her two jobs, there were plenty of times I did things that seemed fine to do, since I was not sneaking around, but it turned out I was wrong. So, I sat on my bed today, trying to think what I had done that was so bad it made Mom stop cooking Dad and Uncle William’s ravioli dinner with Auntie Theresa. 

			The worst part was the sun was coming in the window shades and making bright stripes on her green shirt, just like a jail costume. It made me wonder if the thing I did was so bad that I might wind up in jail. Mom took my hand and rubbed my fingers with just one thumb like she always does. 

			Uh oh.

			“Liddy, the folks at The Center have recommended you for a job, and your dad and I visited the job when you stayed over at Grandma’s house last week. We both liked the people there, and Dad and I think you will love working there.” 

			It looked like Mom was trying to sound much more excited than she actually was, and this meant bad news. I started to cry. Mainly because the sun stripes on her shirt were getting bigger and brighter, and I was sure this was a terrible sign. 

			“Why on earth are you crying, Liddy-Jean?” Mom asked. Even though she asked in her most gentle voice, I thought it might be best if I could cry harder. My Auntie Theresa believed in signs and so I did too, and because now the stripes were brighter than ever, I just knew this job thing was very, very bad news.

			“I don’t want to,” I said, which sometimes works when I say it sounding grown up and not whiny, but Mom’s face told me it did not work this time. 

			“Why don’t you want to?” Mom asked. “You go to The Center all by yourself now, and you even know how to ride the bus all by yourself.”

			I answered, “You and Dad talk about your jobs at dinnertime, and they sound awful . . . so why do I have to get one?”

			Mom looked at me then, and touched my hair until it was out of my eyes. My tears made my hair all wet at the ends just like the ends of all the Q-tips when I dropped the entire box in the tub to see if they would float. (They did.) Since I liked when Mom touched my hair, I cried harder to make more tears, but I knew Mom would figure out what I was doing, because even though I am a good actress, I was not so great with the fake crying.

			“Liddy-Jean, stop that now.” 

			This was not her gentle voice, so I stopped the crying quick as a frog, or, as Mom says, I needed to stop Prom-Toad. 

			“Your dad and I talk about the bad things at work, because . . . well, it’s what grown-ups do. And maybe that’s stupid of us. There are so many good things about work, too, like Mrs. Sullivan. You like her, right?”

			“She gave me a gingerbread house once,” I said, and my mouth watered like I was eating it right now. I remembered how I pretended like an actress to like the spicy cookie house, but I secretly liked only the candy parts and the crunchy frosting that Mom said was “Stale on Arrival.” I never found out what that means, only that I should not have said that to Mrs. Sullivan next time she came over.

			Mom said, “I can’t believe you remember that gingerbread house. That was such a long time ago. You were only four years old.”

			“It was a big house.”

			“It was. Now, do you remember how I know Mrs. Sullivan?”

			“She is your friend.” 

			I knew this was not the answer she wanted, so I went back to talking about the house. “It had pretty gumdrops around the windows and a honey graham cracker backyard porch with coconut snow all over it…I hate coconut, so I swept that part off with your dustpan broom.” Mom made a gross face, and I remembered I was not supposed to tell her that part. 

			Luckily, I am an expert at changing the subject. 

			“It turned out the gumdrops were the spicy ones, just like the gingerbread, and I got a stomachache after I ate the entire backyard fence.” 

			Later, I wrote in one of my notebooks: Do Not Eat Fence, but later I had to ask Mom what I meant and she reminded me and we laughed so hard it shook the same bed we were sitting on now.

			I always wondered if Mrs. Sullivan was a pretty gumdrop on the outside and a bad spicy one on the inside, but I didn’t tell Mom. I also never told Mom that whenever she wasn’t looking, Mrs. Sullivan stares at me like I am a grasshopper with  only one leg. (I actually have two legs, but my sister and I played with a grasshopper once and one leg accidentally fell off…and when I showed Mom, she made the same face Mrs. Sullivan does when she looks at me.)

			“But where do you know Mrs. Sullivan from? Come on Liddy, you know.”

			“From your work,” I whispered, hoping Mom would not hear me.

			“That’s right, from my work. I met my friend at work and I bet you’ll meet many new friends too. Maybe even a best friend.”

			“Bobby is already my best friend,” I said. 

			The truth is, on some days when he acts weirder than usual, I do not like Bobby, but I learned a long time ago that you don’t bring up a subject if it is the opposite of what you are trying to say. Like the time I asked for an extra Nutter Butter cookie and then said my dentist said I eat too many sweets. (Who told him that?) I learned the hard way that saying that about the dentist is not the best way to get an extra cookie, and I wrote that in my notebook so I would not forget.

			Mom kept rubbing my fingers with her thumb, only not as softly now, and she says this helps me pay attention. “Auntie Theresa has a job she loves, too,” Mom said. “Remember she told you about the welcome back party they had for her at work when her broken ankle was all better?”

			I reminded Mom, “Auntie Theresa said it had white frosting, which is not as good as chocolate, and I already have too many friends at The Center.” 

			 “Liddy-Jean, the people at The Center are your only friends because that’s where you spend all your time since you graduated from high school. Remember when you were in high school, and you didn’t want to graduate? Then finally we got off the long waiting list and you got to go to The Center, and you loved it even more than your school. You can’t decide there aren’t more friends in the world if you haven’t been out there yet.” 

			Mom patted my hand and said, “You’ll see.”

			That was when I knew it was final. You’ll see always means a decision has been made. You’ll see means I have to see how it turns out, because I do not get a vote.

			Right then, the sun was setting behind the big tree in the front yard and the light from the window was not as bright. Now Mom’s shirt looked like normal one-color green, and I hoped this was a sign that the job thing might be O-K. 

			Mom had that green shirt for as long as I could remember because Auntie Theresa says Mom never buys new clothes for herself, only for me, my sister, and Dad. I wondered if Mom needed money to buy herself some clothes, and maybe that was why I needed to go to work . . . and if that was the reason, I liked the idea of helping Mom and Dad. When I remembered what happened with the ice cream last week, I told Mom I would go to my first job. 

			Just last week, Mom took me for a special treat to get some ice cream and she got hers in a cone and I got mine in a Safety Dish. She told the ice cream man to stick a cone on top of it like a clown’s hat because she knew I loved the cone part but hated to play the ice-cream-balance-game because I always lost. Mom had her ice cream balanced on the cone like most grown-ups do, with no Safety Dish at all, and when she tried to help me hold my Safety Dish so I could climb onto a bench, the top of her ice cream plopped right into the sand, covering it with dirt sprinkles. 

			I said she could share mine, but Mom said not to worry, that she would buy another one. While I watched her walk toward the truck, I ate fast like I always do. I saw her try to dig out more money from her pocketbook. She stopped walking and began to turn around, but when she saw me watching she just took her empty hand out of her pocketbook and waved and walked back to the truck again and disappeared to the other side. 

			I raced to finish my ice cream before it would melt, since I hated ice cream soup. I had an ice cream headache and an empty Safety Dish by the time Mom came back with just some extra napkins.

			“Where’s your new ice cream?” 

			“I already ate it,” she said.

			Since Mom eats ice cream very slowly, I knew she did not have enough money to buy another one. And since I had eaten all of mine like a big pig, there was nothing left to share with her, so I had to concentrate not to cry knowing how much Mom loved ice cream.

			I can sometimes save my crying for later when I am alone in my room, if I try extra hard to remember what made me sad during the day, but I usually cannot remember if I do not write it down in my notebook. That night, alone in my room, I had no trouble remembering Mom’s ice cream plopping in the sand. That same night was when I first wrote in my secret notebook (the red one I keep under my mattress) that I would do something so great it would be worth a lot of money so I could take out my whole family for ice cream, maybe even once a week, as long as it was not snowing (Mom’s rule). 

			Mom says that when it is cold on the outside it is bad to have cold on the inside. In the very cold weather, once a month, after Dad got paid, Mom would make Dad’s favorite blueberry pie instead of getting ice cream at the store. Auntie Theresa always brought over the blueberries for my mom. (She always said they were from her garden, but I saw the grocery store green tubs she left in the backseat of her car, even though she comes inside with the blueberries poured into a Ziploc baggie,  pretending she picked them.) 

			I would have to figure out what that something great would be to make enough money to buy ice cream once a week, but whatever it was, the day Mom dropped her ice cream was the day I decided I would have to do something great. I fell asleep dreaming about someday being able to give Mom anything she wanted . . . maybe even blueberry ice cream, and when I woke up the next day, I thought this job thing might be the best answer. 

			




Bad Breath = Bad Boss

			When my first day of work came, I was scared, and I had to do the trick the counselors taught me at The Center to do whenever I am afraid. I pretended I was excited to go to work. I kept thinking I was starting a job where I would do so good that not only would I have a bunch of new friends, but then maybe I would do so good at my job that it would make me famous, maybe even on TV. 

			Both Mom and Dad went with me on my first day, which made me wonder if this job might be worse than I thought. But I kept pretending not to be scared and used the other trick the counselors taught me when they found out about my favorite TV show. (A show that my Auntie Theresa lets me watch.) 

			The counselors told me to watch how Xena the Warrior Princess would always keep her head up to look at people’s faces when she was meeting somebody new, even if her eyes got wide because it was a scary monster. They also taught me that if you do not act afraid, pretty soon you will not be afraid, so I always acted like Xena whenever I walked into a scary place, like the first day of work, or the dentist office. Also, the big shoe store with the cold metal measuring things that clamp on to your foot like a giant cold pincher machine. Mom still has to remind me every time that the shoe measure thing does not actually hurt.

			Pretending I was Xena worked so well for most things that I convinced my Auntie Theresa to let me also watch the parts where Xena fights. I told her this would make me even more brave. Mom said “No, absolutely not,” and she reminded Auntie how I accidentally clobbered myself doing my best Xena moves with a sword that I made from an orange snow shovel.

			When I was younger, and afraid of a lot of things, I used to bury my head against Mom’s arm and the counselors at The Center always remind me that adults do not do this, and people would treat me like a baby if I acted that way. I knew that meant people would treat me like a baby, like the way babies have to go to bed early … not in the way babies got treats, like teething biscuits which were for my sister when she was a baby and I was not allowed to eat them. Mom said I was too old to cling onto her, but when the counselors at The Center told me the exact same thing, I believed it.

			Mom warned me my job would be in the Marketing Department of a giant building and on my first day of work I was worried about that big building until I met Rose. I knew we would become best friends in the first minute I met her because Rose has long dark hair and pretty blue eyes just like Xena the Warrior Princess, and so I had to stare at one of her ears instead of her eyes, which was a trick I taught myself to do when I noticed someone that was too pretty to look at, so I can remember what they say to me. The problem was that most ears are usually ugly, but even Rose’s ears were pretty, so that trick wasn’t going to work. 

			The first thing I ever said to Rose was, “Do you have extra paper and pens?”

			Rose answered, “You bet we do. I’ll make sure that’s the first thing I show you.”

			“No, thank you,” I said, holding up my bag knowing Mom would like that “thank you” business. “Mom said first thing you have to show me is where to put my lunch.”

			“Okay, Liddy-Jean, let’s take care of your lunch first.”

			Rose talked right to me, not just to my parents. So many times, people talked to my parents when they could be asking me instead, and my mom or Auntie Theresa would have to remind them. Like when I was in the grocery store and a lady saw me half-pushing the cart and riding the back of it like a skateboard. She turned around to ask Mom how old I was, but I knew the answer to that question.

			When someone does this, my Auntie Theresa says that it is the one time I have permission to be a little fresh, so I can say my age and also say that I can hear just fine, just like Auntie taught me to do. The first time I did that, Auntie Theresa peed her pants laughing, which was the best day ever. 

			That first day on my job, Mom and Dad both kept one hand on each of my shoulders, but after I met Rose, I did not want them to do that anymore and I moved my shoulders away from my parents’ hands. 

			“I guess she’s ready to start her day without us,” Mom said, and then I wanted to say she could put her hand back on my shoulder again, but I knew I would look like a big crybaby. So, instead, I pretended I was Xena again and put my both hands on my hips at the same time. (This is not easy with an extra-full lunch bag.)

			When I dropped the bag, Rose said, “So, what did you bring for lunch, Liddy-Jean?” 

			
			

			I was very happy to answer since Mom decided that I should start my first day at my new job with a Grown-up Work Lunch. 

			“Salami and cheese . . . not peanut butter and fluff,” I said. “This needs a refrigerator, now, please.”

			“Oh, that’s an executive’s lunch,” Rose said, and I had no idea what an Executive Lunch was, except I guessed it was a very good thing that I did not have peanut butter and fluff. I also decided I should use the word “executive” a lot, since it was a grown-up word I never heard at home. 

			“I’ll show you where the refrigerator is,” Rose said, and when I didn’t move, she put her hand on my shoulder so gently and whispered to only me, “there’s lots of healthy treats in there.” 

			“I hear the word TREAT, and off I go,” I said, and Rose and I went across the room to the office kitchen. I looked back to see if my parents were still standing there and Rose said, “Trust me, O-K?” But I was already thinking, we will definitely be best friends. 

			“Okey dokey,” I said, because I did trust her, and because saying that always makes adults laugh when they first meet me. 

			The first day everybody wanted to meet me, so I already decided I liked my job very much, even though I knew everyone could not possibly be as nice as Rose. I was right about that. 

			One of the last people I met on my first day was Rose’s boss, Gina, who was the opposite of Rose. She crouched down to shake my hand, even though I was almost the same height as her, and she did that thing that people sometimes do, talking very loud like I cannot hear, but luckily, I knew better than to say something fresh at work. 

			Boss Gina whispered to Rose, “How old is she?” and I closed my lips together very tight so I would not be fresh. Mom would have been proud of me, but Auntie Theresa would have given me a little poke in the back to tell her you-know-what. 

			Later, I found out Boss Gina always acts extra busy for someone who only goes to meetings all day, so she was gone from the room right after meeting me, before I even had a chance to say one word, and she did not come back until much later. When she came back, she smelled different than the other Marketing Girls, like how Mom and Dad do after Aunt Theresa and Uncle William drink red wine with them on Friday nights.  I noticed this smelled so much worse in the daytime, and Boss Gina was nowhere near as happy as Mom, Dad, Auntie and Uncle were when they smelled like that after a grown-up dinner out.

			When she came over, she bent down to me again. I could see a thin white stripe at the top of her head where her hair parted and noticed there was also a stripe of light brown color, which turned into a dark brown color for the rest of her hair. I wondered why she had so many colors in her hair since if she just had one, it would have looked much better. I decided to tell her that because I like to be helpful, but when I did, she looked around to see if anyone else heard me before she walked away, without even saying thank you.  I was glad I did not ask her about her breath.

			One of the Marketing Girls everyone called Lisa P. must have noticed I was making a bad breath face behind Boss Gina’s back because she said when Boss Gina’s breath smells bad, this was not a good sign for the day. I nodded yes to Lisa P. like I agreed, but I hoped she was wrong about Boss Gina, just like I was about Mom’s striped shirt, since I loved my job already.

			The next time I saw Boss Gina she did not come over but asked loudly across the room so everyone could hear, “How was your first day, Linda?” 

			I was not sure if I should tell her that many people made mistakes with my name, but instead I said, “Okey dokey,” and she stared at me like I was being a fresh-mouth grasshopper with the one leg that fell off. 

			“Gina, her name is Liddy, not Linda,” Rose said from behind me, and this was the first time I knew for sure that Rose was my best friend.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry, Liddy!” Gina said even louder, and she walked over to grab both my arms with her hands like she was afraid I would cry like a baby, just because she got my name wrong. “What a unique name you have!” she said in a

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

				The man that used to own the company liked all the women who worked for him a little too much, and if they were traveling together, at the end of the night he would shake their hand and press his hotel key into the lady’s hand. 

				Employee Appreciation Day was always followed by the worst day of the year, because the bosses would be extra hard on their workers since a whole afternoon of work had been missed when everybody stopped work to eat the employee appreciation cake in the lunchroom.

				The Marketing Girl, Lisa P., said that drinking wine is not allowed at work even though a certain person in the company did it all the time.



			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			




Tomato Tit Freckles and the Duel-Die Noses

			My real name is Lindsay-Jean Carpenter, but no one, not even my parents, call me anything but Liddy-Jean or Liddy. Once at a cookout, I heard Uncle William say that Mom and Dad should not have given me a name I could not say myself. This made me feel stupid (even though Lindsay is a stupid name with two extra letters that does not do anybody any good, especially me.) 

			Since my Uncle William does not look at me very much, I’m always secretly happy he has never noticed that Auntie Theresa gets Tomato Tit Freckles whenever she cooks with Mom. Only happy people should get to see Tomato Tit Freckles, and Uncle William is not happy. 

			Mom says I watch Auntie Theresa like a hawk whenever she comes over to cook with Mom. Every Sunday they stand next to each other at the stove, happy-arguing over a big pot of spaghetti sauce and meatballs. Some times I give up watching Barney Miller on TV just to get closer to the smell. Nobody knows I watch Barney Miller because the old man named Fish has great eyebrows. They are thick and fluffy, like a Muppet, and nothing like Boss Gina’s, whose eyebrows look like my bad drawings. 

			It was hard for me not to stare at Auntie Theresa’s boobs, especially when they were covered with her apron, which just made them look like they were going to burst out at any minute and start singing, and we better all keep an eye on them. I sure did. Auntie Theresa would be very pretty even if she didn’t have giant boobs. But with them, she looks like a movie star—Mom says an old-time movie star, back when it was O-K to weigh more than a thirteen-year-old and still be in the movies.

			Auntie Theresa’s boobs always ended up speckled with flying tomato sauce freckles since she and Mom always were talking and laughing too much to notice when the sauce got what Mom calls a Hard Boil. I would wait for Mom to say to her, “Fix your tomato tit freckles!” and then Auntie Theresa would dip her finger down to the top of her boobs, then lick it off the tip of her finger, and I watched until she had erased every single sauce-speckle with her spit eraser. 

			If I had been married to Auntie Theresa instead of Uncle William, I would have made sure she left her tit freckles there until I came home from work to see her do that. Uncle William wasn’t Italian, and I heard Mom tell Auntie Theresa it was because she married an English man instead of an Italian man that she doesn’t get enough S-E-X. 

			I try not to lie or make things up. Mom says this is on my Plus Side. But she says I sometimes M-Bellish my stories a little, which means that I add bits to them from my imagination, but I don’t think this is a bad thing. My Auntie Theresa says writers do it all the time. Since my first day at work when I had decided to become a famous writer, I argued with Mom that my genius at making things up should be counted on my Plus Side too.

			I am not very smart for a twenty-one-year-old, and I have been told this again and again from lots of people, but never my mom and dad or Auntie Theresa and Rose. My mom has told me many times that I am not the “R” word and that she never wants to hear me use that word. Ever. But we both know I have been called the “R” word so many times when I went to school, because I am just not as fast to learn as most people. I might be wrong, but that sure sounds to me like I am the “R” word. It seems very important to Mom that I do not believe that, so I do not argue with her about it. I worry she will be sad if she found out I really was the “R” word, but there is nothing I can do about it. 

			Once, when I was ten, Mom and Dad took me to a doctor and they told me I could draw some pictures in his office and I told him he didn’t have any of the right crayons. I was polite, and I tried the best I could, but I had to tell him the drawings would be much better if the doctor’s mom went shopping for more colors like my mom does. Mom smiled at me like she does when I am extra-clever, but the doctor was not smiling. When I was finished, Mom and Dad said I could go play with the toys in the next room. 

			I was happy to get out of there, but there was something in the way the doctor stared at me when I did my drawings with the bad colors that made me know he wanted me out of there for a Just Adults Talk. I left, but I wanted to hear if the doctor told Mom and Dad about how I was a great artist, so, I pretended I was going into the room which had a big sign on the door with extra big letters: TOY ROOM, such big letters I wondered if it was some sort of a trap, like in a Bugs Bunny cartoon. 

			Just before I reached the Toy Room, I ducked behind the big couch near the doctor’s door, before the lady at the front desk came back. I know how to do an expert Xena Warrior Princess soft landing and practiced this so many times with my sister behind our beds. 

			That is when I heard everything.

			I had a small notebook in my pocket like I always do and did my trick of writing down what I could spell. I didn’t show anyone but I still remember the three most important things I heard that day:

			 


				Liddy-Jean has a lot of D-Lays. 

			This made me think of potato chips, which I am only allowed to eat at a table. Since there was no table anywhere, I knew that doctor was lying about giving me a lot of potato chips. 

				Liddy-Jean will have the intelligence of a seven-year-old.

			He was not a smart doctor. Everyone knew my sister Dawn was the seven-year-old, and she is very smart for a little sister. Just in case the doctor was right, I decided I would never eat D-Lays potato chips again.

				Liddy-Jean may never read or write. 



			 

			Mom got so mad at that one and yelled, “This is f-ing ridiculous!” Mom was right, it was f-ing ridiculous since I was writing from my hiding place when the doctor said this! (My spelling was much worse back then, and when I try to read my old notebooks, sometimes I have no idea what they mean, and I wonder if the doctor was right that day.) 

			Dad said, “Maggie, just hear him out. He doesn’t know Liddy-Jean like we do, but that doesn’t mean we can’t learn something that may help her.” 

			I wanted to yell out that I did not need any help, except I was really stuck behind that couch since the lady came back in the room and was sitting at her desk. I made sure I closed my mouth so I could breathe only out of my quiet nose. Mom was quiet now, and that made me squirm. It is not good when my mom is quiet, and my knees hurt from the pinchy carpet, and my arms were trapped against my chest so tight I looked like I had boobs, but much smaller than Auntie Theresa’s. When I peeked down the front of my shirt, I could see a tiny, kind of pretty butt crack between them, the same that Auntie Theresa has, only hers were big enough to trap Jesus’ feet from her necklace and mine could not even trap a cookie crumb. 

			Next, I heard the doctor say: “I hope you both understand how lucky it is that Liddy-Jean does not have behavior problems.” 

			I wanted to laugh at that one because I had bad behavior problems all the time, and I was still angry about his stupid crayons. What kind of doctor has three kinds of blue colors, but no red or orange? But then I thought about how Mom taught me tricks to control my temper. The best trick was thinking about being put to bed early before Auntie Theresa came over, or missing Scooby-Doo. That always straightened me out. Next best trick was to take deep breaths as I counted. I did this now as I listened to the doctor talk about my drawings.

			“Notice how large she draws her own head and how tiny she draws the hands and arms dangling at her sides.” He said this meant I had a very strong image of myself and I thought I was as smart as anyone else, but that the tiny arms dangling down at my sides meant I sometimes feel weak. I covered my mouth behind the couch so I would not laugh. He said I might be feeling this way because I knew I could not do the things that other kids my age could do. That was when my mom went crazy. 

			I heard a chair scrape across the floor and my mother said: “I’ve heard enough from this stupid, f-ing . . . doctor!” 

			“Maggie!” Dad said, and my hand fell off my mouth as I giggled. I love hearing swear words.

			Mom stormed out of his office and walked right past where I was hiding and went into the TOY ROOM and said, “Liddy-Jean?” 

			I popped out and ran fast to her so she would not see where I was hiding. Mom looked at me with her worried face.

			“You were supposed to be waiting in here,” she said.

			“I wanted to hear if my drawings were good or bad,” I said, which was mostly true. I could hear Dad still in the doctor’s office apologizing for mom’s bad word, which I hoped she would say again before we left. 

			Mom took my hand and said, “Your drawings are perfect. Especially since that doctor had shitty colors.” I covered my mouth again but I knew Mom wanted me to laugh, so I did. 

			“He sure did have S-H-I-T colors,” I said. Then Mom did something that day she had not done since I was very little. She scooped me up off the floor and twirled me around and kissed the top of my head. Then she asked me to put on my coat and button it all the way up all by myself which I can do without any help. 

			Mom and I left the office, and we waited in the car for a long time for Dad to come out. On the ride home, Dad took Mom’s hand and I could see Mom was happy he was not mad. I pretended to be looking at one of my books and heard Mom whisper to Dad: “What an idiot!” I never heard Mom use that bad word before but she was mad because Mom knew I drew faces so big because I loved drawing eyelashes, which is not easy to do with S-H-I-T crayons, and the only reason I draw tiny arms and hands was because I hated drawing fingers, and still do even as an adult! 

			I have heard the “R” word or slow whispered around me so many times it doesn’t bother me like it bothers Mom, but it would be better for Mom if people didn’t find all sorts of ways to remind her she has a Slow or D-Lays daughter (which is not true if Mom sets an alarm on my watch). I do not like the way people act surprised when I do something so simple, like button my coat or remember to use a napkin to wipe my face. The best is when they see me write. Then, they look at me like I am a magician!

			Some people, like Boss Gina, think being slow affects my hearing, but I have great hearing because if someone tells me something, I remember because I write things down, just like a reporter. I tell Mom it is so I can read how different my brain used to think, even one day before. 

			I actually have very good hearing. Sometimes, I wonder if I have bionic hearing, like The Bionic Woman. Mom lets me watch that show and The Six Million Dollar Man. I keep telling her they should not show old TV shows because Dad says six million dollars is not a lot of money anymore, so it seems stupid that people would chase Steve Austin for what Dad calls Chump Change. Dad says the army spends six million dollars on a “Goddamned Toilet Seat.” I think Dad was M-bellishing because he hates the government. When adults M-bellish, Mom says it is so they can “make a point,” which to me, sounds an awful lot like what I do, only when I do it, they call it “making things up.”

			
			

			Since my hearing is great, that is how I planned to become “Liddy-Jean, Marketing Queen.” When you can hear good, and people think you can’t because you’re not as smart as everyone else, you can learn secrets, even without hiding behind a couch. The secret is: stop staring at people when they tell an interesting story to someone else, and you are not supposed to hear. This sounds easy, but it is very hard to do! 

			My friend Bobby was the one who told me about my bad habit of listening to other people’s conversations while staring with my mouth wide open, like I’m trying to catch all the words. I’m glad he told me this now, but that day I hit him across his bum, and he cried like a baby and I got in huge trouble. 

			That was a long time ago and I do not have that behavior problem because I do not hit anymore. Not because people do not deserve it, but because the punishment was really bad. I was not allowed to go to The Center for a week, and I learned sometimes something has to be taken away before you realize how much you love it.

			




On the Spot

			I always learn things when I spy on Mom and Auntie Theresa. When they cook Mom tells stories about the old days when all the boys were so crazy for her sister that Grandpa had to plant poison ivy on one side of their house to stop the boys from coming to her window. I guessed that Italian grandpas liked to use poison ivy instead of policemen to protect their daughters from S-E-X. 

			I hear mom say that men are still crazy for Auntie Theresa (even though she is old and forty-five) but then Auntie Theresa says, “All the men except my husband” and Mom puts her arm around her and they are quiet for a while before they both forget about Uncle William and have fun again. 

			Auntie Theresa grunted as she does when she leans over the stove for the pepper mill. I was mad that because I was spying from the living room, I could not see the Jesus Ballet. That is when Auntie Theresa’s gold crucifix necklace gets trapped between her boobs when she leans over the stove. When she stands up straight again, the cross spins because Jesus’ feet are stuck between her boobs. That was the best. Once I told Mom about the Jesus Ballet and she laughed very hard. 

			I know they are talking about me when Mom says I was Auntie Theresa’s Little Star from the moment I was born. 

			Auntie Theresa says, “Mag, we always knew she would be our Little Star.” 

			Mom says, “You were the only one that knew all my tears were from pure joy.” (Mom cries happy tears a lot and this makes no sense to me.)

			“Remember when Dawn was born, and they told you she would not be afflicted like Liddy-Jean?” 

			“Yes,” Mom said, “and Stan hugged me as if we had finally gotten it right, and it took me a year to forgive him for that f-ing victory hug. But you understood that day.”

			Auntie Theresa said, “Yeah, I pushed Stan aside and said, ‘Don’t worry, we’ll still love this new one.’” 

			While Mom sliced up another batch of fresh tomatoes for the sauce, she said, “Remember how Liddy-Jean’s first day at The Center almost didn’t happen?” 

			“Oh, I remember,” was all Auntie Theresa said. 

			Mom liked to bring this up because sisters like to remind each other when they were wrong, just like I do with my sister.

			Mom said, “I asked you to go since Stan couldn’t, or wouldn’t, and you offered to gradually take money to pay for it, so William wouldn’t know.”

			“Yeah,” Auntie Theresa said, “aside from sex, the only thing the bastard hates to give me more of, is money.”

			I had to be careful not to laugh out loud at that one!

			“Tre, remember the young kid who gave us the tour?”

			“He looked like he escaped from a Norman Rockwell painting,” Auntie Theresa said. “So clean-cut and innocent . . . I think he was over eighteen, and, looking back, I should have defiled him.” They both laughed, and I could hear more chopping on the wood block. Onions. I took a deep smell because even though I don’t like to eat onions, I like to smell them because it reminds me of McDonald’s.

			 “They certainly didn’t spruce up the place to impress the tourists,” Auntie Theresa said, “broken toys and bare floors, for the most part.”

			Mom said, “No money for extras, The Center has not changed much. Remember they were getting ready to play that game when we came in? They were gathering the more challenging cases into wheelchairs and rolling them toward the middle of the room near that plastic rolled-up mat.”

			I loved hearing Mom and Auntie Theresa talk about old stories from The Center. 

			Auntie Theresa laughed and said, “We had no idea what we were in for! I thought there was something familiar about that white vinyl they were rolling out, so I kept staring at it while our guide kept talking.” 

			
			

			Mom said, “I had hoped in a place like that Liddy-Jean might get the chance to help others. So many young people in wheelchairs. Remember the two boys?”

			Auntie Theresa remembered, and I remembered too.

			Mom said, “When the pair of young girl counselors rolled them closer together, you could tell just by the way their bodies and mouths moved that they liked being near each other. I had hoped you noticed too, but your face looked like you had witnessed a car accident.”

			I knew Mom and Auntie were talking about Andy and Brian, who scared me at first with all their weird faces and sounds, but then I found out this is how they smile and talk. Andy and Brian are best friends and hate to have their wheelchairs parked too far from each other.

			Mom said, “Remember the games they played?” 

			Auntie Theresa laughed. “I remember Twister!” and they both started giggling. 

			I knew it was because of how all the clients got so excited at the colored spots and would scream when they rolled the mat on the floor. I copied them and screamed too, which was one of my favorite parts. Some needed help to crawl over to the mat and I would help them get near their favorite color spots by dragging them across the floor like a mop and they laughed. I was the only one who remembered everyone’s favorite colors, and sometimes the counselors had to ask me.

			I loved the Twister game. It always started when one of the counselors yelled: “Okay, ready . . . set . . . GO!” and there would be lots of squirming around on the mat, and I knew some of the clients didn’t know why, but they squirmed anyway while the counselors cheered them on from around the mat, like gym teachers at school. 

			 Mom said to Auntie, “I always think of your face . . . when they explained the object of the game was to drool on a color spot.”

			 Theresa was snorting when she whispered, “Pretty sure I said, ‘What the fuck?’”

			Even though I heard them tell this story a hundred times, I still had to hold my mouth so I would not make a laughing noise.

			Mom said, “Our guide was so patient with us, explaining this was all some of them could do and they loved it, and it took him years to come up with a game that everyone could play.” 

			My favorite part was watching the counselors adjust Andy’s head on the floor so he could hit his favorite blue spot, and he would get so happy and kick fast like he was riding a bicycle.

			I heard Auntie Theresa slop the extra sauce from the pan into the serving bowl, probably speckling her chest at the front of her V-neck with Tomato Tit Freckles. She said, “So, Maggie, how badly do you need me to tell you I was wrong, and you were right about sending her there?”

			“Not necessary,” Mom said, and I heard Auntie Theresa snort laughing, just like Mom says I do.

			




Jesus Never Had It So Good

			Today I was stuffed under my favorite chair closest to the kitchen, with a book and a flashlight spying on Mom and Auntie Theresa. I had my flashlight on pretending to read a book, just in case I get caught.

			I peeked around the corner just in time to see Auntie Theresa pluck Jesus’ feet out of her pretty boob crack with her long nails, just like the way Mom plucks onion weeds out of the garden. Only this Jesus weed looked like it was stuck between two giant pumpkins. Once she freed Jesus, she gave the cross a pat and said, “Jesus never had it so good.” (From all the sad stories Grandma read me from the Bible, Auntie Theresa was right.)

			“You pay too much attention to your tits,” Mom said, and I had to cover my mouth, laughing. Mom never says “tits” unless Auntie Theresa is visiting, and she thinks I am not around.

			“Well, someone has to, my husband sure doesn’t. Do they, girls?” she said, and I watched as she patted the top of her boobs again. If I had boobs as big as hers, I would pat them all the time.

			Mom said, “You have a problem, you know that, right?” 

			Auntie Theresa giggled and snorted. “Yeah,” she answered, “I married a man who prefers to chase golf balls instead of me.”

			I knew from Mom’s sigh that she was going to talk to Auntie Theresa like she does when Dad has a bad day at work. “Remember how nervous I was for Liddy-Jean on her first day? More nervous than she was.” 

			“Of course, you were,” Auntie said. 

			
			

			 “For the first time she was going to be in a place where nobody who knew her or was like her. Tre, can I tell you something?”

			“Sure.”

			“I’m embarrassed at how relieved I was that Liddy-Jean would finally be in . . . a normal environment.”

			“Got news for you, sweetie, workplaces are anything but normal.”

			“Hmm,” Mom said.

			I could see from under my chair that Auntie Theresa was covering the bottom of the olive-oiled pan with the pepperoni slices, tossing them just like a casino dealer on TV, and I knew from watching so many times that the ends of each slice overlapped perfectly as they made a path into the center of the pan, like Dorothy’s Road to Oz. Mom always stopped to watch her do this too, waiting for the last toss of pepperoni slice that covered the last speck of the bottom of the pan. Mom says Auntie learned this from Grandma.

			Mom looked serious. “It was so easy for me to accept Liddy-Jean had Itellectual and Developmental Disabilities. So why was I so happy to get her a job in the real world, away from The Center?” 

			Auntie Theresa’s pan sizzled as Mom snapped fingers at her again and she passed her two long pieces of red pepper. She put them at the middle of the pan in what Grandma called a God’s Cross.

			“It’s natural. You feel guilty about the others at The Center. Most will never be able to do what our Liddy-Jean can do.” Mom stirred in the remaining peppers and handed a wooden spoon to Auntie Theresa before she asked for it. 

			The kitchen was filled with the smell of sizzling pepperoni. Auntie Theresa carefully poured the homemade crushed tomatoes on top of the pepperoni, which she says is the only way to start a spaghetti sauce. I closed my eyes to hear better and waited to hear the bubbling, one of my favorite sounds. Soon the top of her boobs would be decorated with Tomato Tit Freckles, and I was sad to miss it from spying under the chair.

			Mom lowered her voice, “Remember all the questions I had in the beginning about IDD? Would she ever learn to say more than a few words? Would she learn to walk, or run? Would she learn to feed herself? Then, later, after she mastered those: Would she ever go to a regular school? Would she ever read or write her name? Would she ever ride a bus alone, or have a real job?”

			Auntie Theresa said, “She has all those things.” 

			Mom wiped a tear from her eye before Auntie could see and said, “Stan always says he wants nothing except for his children to be happy, but I know he just lacks the balls to wish for bigger dreams for her.” 

			“You are so proud of her—”

			Mom gives Auntie a little shove as she says, “No. I don’t take credit for the sun, just because it shines on my face. I don’t feel proud, I feel lucky.”

			I hear the slap of the wood spoon as Auntie smacks it too hard when she passes it to Mom and she yells at her, laughing. It was like watching my favorite TV show over and over.

			“Shut that lid! Liddy-Jean would say you’ll have Tomato Tit Freckles!” 

			When I went back to my room, I looked at the three-letter word I wrote in my small spying notebook: IDD.
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