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Markie—
A Very Special Cousin

Barry’s words came out rather garbled and

breathy. He was hanging upside down from the

crossbar at the end of Grandpa Hammond’s

rusty old swing set. Just then his cousin Jeff

gave him a punch in the stomach and Barry

came down gracefully without hurting himself

a bit, although his freckled face was so red you

could hardly see the spots.

“What I was trying to say,” he began again,

“is that our family get-togethers are never

going to be the same now that Uncle Loren and

Aunt Bess are moving here to live closer to

Grandpas. And Markie, of course.”

“And Markie, of course,” Jeff repeated with a

bit of scorn. “That’s where the difference is
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going to come in. We’ll have him tagging along

after us all the time.”

“What’s so wrong with Markie?” Marilyn

asked, her nine-year-old sunburned face sweet

and innocent.

“I suppose you’ve been too dumb to notice

that he’s retarded,” Jeff said bluntly.

“Of course, I know he’s mentally handi-

capped,” Marilyn retorted, flipping her auburn

braids back over her shoulders. “He’s a Down

syndrome child. I’ve known that for a long

time, but what’s so awful about that?”

“If you were a little smarter yourself, maybe

you would get the implications,” Jeff said lofti-

ly. “A mongoloid never matures beyond a cer-

tain level. I doubt that Markie will ever know

much more than he does now.”

Jeff ’s brother Steve was lying prone on the

grass, his hands resting on his plump stomach

that held one too many pieces of Grandma

Hammond’s good old-fashioned shoofly pie.

Now he sat up and looked reproachfully at Jeff.

“You are not to say ‘mongoloid.’ Mother said so.

He has Down syndrome. That’s something to do

with his genes. He has the wrong amount or

something like that. But—” he added honestly,

“I guess I’m not so happy about them moving
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here either. Now, we see him once or twice a

year, but when they move here, it will be about

every time we come to Grandpa’s.”

“And he gets mad so easily,” Barry said, his

hazel eyes twinkling mischievously.

“Remember that time I snitched his pie when

we were eating outside, and I told him that

probably the dog got it? Old Lassie got the

worst scolding you ever heard.”

“Meanie!” Marilyn said.

“Oh, I told him later that I took it, but I don’t

think he understood. He kept saying, ‘Dumb

dog! Dumb dog!’”

Silence settled over the group of Hammond

cousins as they sat remembering. In the still-

ness they could hear the bumblebees as they

hovered over the roses or bumbled among the

phlox.

Jeff, at twelve, was long and lank, and too

much sock showed between the bottoms of his

blue jeans and his size 7 sneakers. He and

Steve, who was ten, were the sons of Tim

Hammond, and like many of the Hammonds,

they had black hair and snappy dark eyes. Jeff

had very little patience with his chubby

younger brother; indeed, he had little patience

with anyone who could not keep up with his
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line of thought or action.

Steve did not move unnecessarily, but

although he often rested his round little body,

his brain was active, and it was often his

remarks that brought merriment to their little

group.

Barry was eleven and full of tricks, to the

despair of his parents and his long-suffering

teachers. His last name was not Hammond but

Martin, because it was his mother who

belonged to the Hammond family.

Markie was also eleven, and a Zook. His

mother, Bess, was the eldest in the Hammond

family, and Markie was their youngest child

who had come trailing behind several other

brothers and sisters.

Marilyn’s father was Alex Hammond, but she

did not look the least bit like her Hammond

cousins. There was a sweetness about her that

few of the other cousins possessed.

Of course, there were other Hammond

grandchildren at this family get-together.

There were several smaller children playing

house on the front steps of the vine-covered

porch. Several big brothers were shooting bas-

kets from the cement pad in front of the

garage. Jeff, Barry, and Steve had asked to
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play too, but they had been told there wasn’t

room for more.

The older girls were giggling on a blanket

out under the lilac bushes. One of the girls

detached herself from the group and came

toward the younger children. She looked a lit-

tle sad as she plopped down beside Steve on

the grass. She tried to arrange her skirts grace-

fully over her legs like the big girls did, but

somehow the effect was not the same. At thir-

teen it is not always easy for a girl to be grace-

ful.

“‘What’s the matter, Sue?” Barry asked. “Did

the conversation over there get syrupy? All

about boys and such stuff?”

Sue shrugged. “What were you talking

about?” she returned.

“About Markie coming,” Jeff said. “We’re not

so enthusiastic about his coming into this com-

munity and being at all our gatherings.”

“I don’t know what you have to worry about,”

Sue said. “At least he won’t be living really

close to you, and he won’t be coming to your

church. Pity Barry, Marilyn, and me. We live

here, and we’ll have to claim him as our

cousin.”

“Don’t pity me,” Marilyn said promptly. “I
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