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  There is a picture of my mother that she keeps tucked away in her old scrapbook, yellowed pages pressing crumbled corsages, letters, gum wrappers. I used to sneak the book down often just to find that picture, to study every detail. Even now, I can see it: She is seventeen years old and it is her senior promshe is wearing a strapless gown with a tulle ballerina length skirt. Behind her you can see stars, glittered cardboardthe theme is “Stardust.” For years it bothered me that the man beside her was not my father. It seemed wrong that my brothers and I were not there, wrong that there was no knowledge of me behind those familiar eyes, wrong that there was no bump of a wedding ring under those white gloves, no thought that those gloved hands would one day change my diapers. It made me feel strange, very lonely, and I would cram that picture back between the gardenia crumbs, sneak it back to its place on the shelf in her closet, knowing all the time that I would have to look again.


  And I did look againagain and again. I would spend hours sitting on the floor of that closet, my father’s clothes all bunched together on the right, faint traces of tobaccomy mother’s on the left, neatly spaced, hangers going in one direction like a parade of flat limbless people. Sometimes I would try on the clothes so that they wouldn’t look so empty but usually I just sat with the picture box and spread its contents all over the floor. Then I would go through one by one and try to put them in chronological order so that I could see myself, my history, the parts that I could not remember. One day, I labeled all of those parts. I wrote B. J. (before Jo) in black magic marker; I drew a goatee and horns on the man at the senior prom; I put a neat circle around myself every time that I appeared. It seemed very important that all of that be done, even after my mother discovered my documentation and switched the hell out of me. Even now, those parts seem important. I call them pastshots.


  There was my parents’ wedding dayspecks of rice frozen in midair; Great Aunt Lucille with a lace hankie up to her nose; my mother’s mother with her hand lifted in a slight wave while my parents are caught in a blurred run towards the old black and white Ford on the street. I don’t remember that car because it was B. J. My grandmother died B. J. Much of my father’s hair thinned B. J. and yet, I know that it happenedI know that there was a moment when it was all real, even though what I remember is an old blue Rambler, going to the cemetery on Sunday afternoons to see my grandmother, Lucille looking much older and blowing her reddish snout into a jumbo Kleenex.


  My favorite picture of my brother Bobby is one that was taken when he was two. He is sitting on Santa’s lap in front of the old Wood’s dime store and he is crying because he is scared. That picture was taken B. J. but it doesn’t seem as foreign as the others. Maybe it’s because it’s Bobby and because I can remember him making that same face, crying that same way one other time.


  This is Mama standing beside the old blue Rambler. When I was three and a half, I spray painted Jo Jo on the side of that car. Mama is fat and she looks upset just as she did when I painted the car. Bobby, who was three, is standing beside Mama and he is filthy dirty, mud all over his little overalls and face. They had called him away from his puddle in the sideyard where he had been making mud pies just to make the picture which Mama later labeled “just before Jo” which is what inspired my own system of documentation and the neat black circle around Mama’s belly. I am told that Bobby could not wait for me to come out because he had always wanted a pet. All he had at that time was a fake snake named Buzzy that he kept in a jar of water by his bed. He wanted to name me Huzzy so that Buzzy and I would be related and for years it was tradition that this story be told on my birthday so that everyone could get a good laugh. Several years ago, that changed, and now they just make a toast to me, a year older, many happy returns.


  MAY 18, 1957


  This is my birth day. It is my debut but I don’t have a long white gown, long stemmed roses, or an escort. All I have is myself and my Mama and the little plastic bracelet that assigned my name and sex, Spencer/Femalea picture of the beginning of my beginning, though there is not the slightest resemblance. This picture disturbed me, not just because I look so different, but because of what Great Aunt Lucille (who was not so great) told me on the day of her husband’s funeral, that my mother threw up the entire nine months that she carried me, that she was so miserable, the most pitiful sight, that I almost killed my Mama coming out backwards the way that I did. “You ripped her wide open,” Lucille said and blew her nose in a jumbo Kleenex. My mother said that Lucille shouldn’t have told me that, that I was worth it all; but it was true. Now, when I think of that picture, I am reminded that I made my Mama vomit nonstop for three-fourths of a year, that my whole life started in reverse, that Lucille was a bitch and is now a dead bitch. However, the picture did have one very useful function. It was the bit of proof that I clung to all of those times that Bobby told me that he was the real child and that I had been left in the trash pile by some black people who did not want me.


  APRIL 1, 1958


  Here, I am eating something that is green and comes in a little jar. Mama zeroes in on my mouth while making train noises, choo choo chugga chugga. Bobby is right there beside my high chair and he is holding long and rubbery Buzzy. “Buzzy loves you, Jo Jo. Buzzy wants to kiss you, Jo Jo. Buzzy wants a bite of your lunch, Jo Jo,” and after rubbing Buzzy all over me, he dove Buzzy’s nasty rubber head into the nasty green cuisine and it all froze: Buzzy’s head always covered in green slop, Mama’s spoon suspended on the invisible railroad track, her lips pushed forward in a “choo” while I sit helplessly, unable to control what is about to happen, unable to control the story that goes with this picture. I have felt that way many times.


  MAY 18, 1958


  It is my first birthday, documented by the one candle and the little “1” above the circle around my face. I am allowed to put my hands inside of the cake and mush up the good chocolate insides, squish them between my fingers, rub it on my faceso good for little Jo Jo for at this time, guilt was not associated with pleasure. Bobby is wrapping his gift to me (a girl snake named Huzzy) around my tiny wrist like an Egyptian bracelet. I am told that I never minded Bobby’s attention; he was the dark haired creature who stood at the end of my crib when my diapers were being changed and made me laugh. I have always liked Bobby’s attention and sometimes, still, he can make me laugh.


  EASTER 1959


  Bobby and I are sitting on the front steps with our Easter baskets on our laps. He is holding me so that I don’t tumble down the steps in the few seconds that it takes Daddy to take our picture. Bobby had taken all of my red and purple eggs and replaced them with his white and black ones. He told me that he did that because he wanted me to have the “good” eggs. I loved him for that and yet, I hated to take all of the good ones because all I did was roll them around in my mouth and then leave them places where they would not be found for a long long time. I was feeling quite pleased when Mama yelled at Bobby for giving me all of the “bad” colors. I cried during the picture but then I forgave Bobby when he gave me all of the pretty colored tinfoil off of all of his chocolate eggs after he had eaten them. He also gave me all of the pretty colored tinfoil off of all my chocolate eggs after he had eaten them. My faith was restored and it made me smile such a sweet smile that Daddy had to take another picture. “A happy hoppy picture,” he said, so I sat very still like a good Jo Jo when all the time I was confused by the fact that I did not know “good” from “bad,” yet was content to roll both “good” and “bad” eggs in my mouth and deposit them in places where they would not be found for a long long timeinfantile artifacts to remind me of myself on that particular day.


  NOVEMBER 15, 1960


  We are all in the front yard of the house on the corner of Walnut and 16th streets, Blue Springs, North Carolina. The house is red brick and the shutters were white then. There is a flat football on the roof of the house, thrown there by Bobby just two weeks before. He did not get a whipping because he had chicken pox. He is standing beside Mama and she looks upset. I am in Daddy’s lap, a perfect circle around my face, and we are off to one side on the steps. The top of Daddy’s head is cut off by Mr. Monroe, the fat man from next door, who took the picture. I am crying because I have just been switched for spray painting Jo Jo on the side of the old blue Rambler. At three and a half, I am told that I looked just like Lucille because of my dark auburn hair and wide green eyes. (I see no resemblance.) Already, I was starlet material because I had learned that if you will cry the first time that the switch hits (unlike Bobby) that it will not last as long and if you go further to pout and moan, then you can, indeed, hurt them worse than they hurt you. I also learned something else; you can get away with bad things if you are sick. This is a thought that has crossed my mind several times over the years.


  MAY 18, 1961


  It is my fourth birthday and I am sitting on my new red trike. Daddy tells me to hold up four fingers so I put them in front of my face (an age when obnoxious behavior is acceptable). Bobby is sticking his foot into my picture because a bee just stung it. He was trying very hard not to cry but he did anyway and it made me laugh to see him do that. I laughed and he pulled my hair until it almost came out but I did not fight back; I just sat there so that he would get in trouble (which he did). I had hurt him worse than he hurt me but I didn’t enjoy it anymore when Mama switched him (in spite of the bee sting) and sent him inside. I made it up to him by letting him pull all of the roses off of my cake and then letting him blame me when Mama saw it with nothing but candles and a little ballerina. Looking back, I realize that this is the only time that I actually remember seeing Bobby cry. The time that he busted his head on the pier at Moon Lake, he just turned very white, and when Nancy Carson dumped him, he locked himself in his room, but I didn’t see him cry. He didn’t even cry in part three of Lassie Come Home when Timmy is burying Lassie’s toys at the foot of that hill. No, but there was one other time that I can really remember seeing Bobby cry only it is hard to remember why. He was all grown up and we were down at the lake and he cried just a little, a quiet cry, and I didn’t laugh that time because somehow it was my faultsomehow, I had made Bobby cry.


  JUNE 1950


  This is a B. J. that is out of line but I can’t help thinking about it. It is a picture of my mother’s mother, the same picture from the wedding except this time, she has been cut away from the group shot and blown up. Her dark hair is pulled back in a tight bun, and there is a slight smile on her face, her hand still raised in a wave. This is the only way that I know her and I have always felt slighted that she died before she saw me, that this is the only picture I can get of her. Every time that I have ever been to her grave, I see this face, beneath the dirt, inside that box, and it is a frightening thought because I know deep down that there is no trace of resemblance, that that slight smile that I have always wished had been smiled at me has long ago slipped into decay.


  OCTOBER 12, 1962


  It is a very famous holiday but no one had taken the time to tell me about the historical figure that I came to admire so much. I am in Tiny Tots and I am afraid. This was my debut into social circles and although I did not know what I was feeling, I was feeling the need to be accepted and liked by the other children. I sat on a big red fire truck so as to call attention to myself in the picture but then a boy knocked me off and handed me the tambourine that he had been playing with. I did not know how to use it because I have never been musically inclined, so it was just as well when a girl that I did not know from Adam’s housecat took it away from me. It was in this very scene that I was introduced into Survival of the Fittest but I did not feel very fit so I wandered onto the floor and started spinning with some other people to this song called “I’m spinning, spinning like a top,” but I got dizzy and had to sit down at one of those little tables. I was sitting across from a girl who wore glasses and she was doing something that Bobby had just taught me to do. She was crossing her eyes and I realized that for the first time I had found someone who shared an interest with me. “Hey, I can do that, too,” I told her and crossed mine. The teacher saw me and slapped my hand, pulled me away from the girl and told me that what I had done was not nice at all. I cried the rest of the day, because I felt guilty, because I was worried that my eyes were going to cross and get stuck as punishment for what I had done.


  SEPTEMBER 24, 1962


  This is my Kindergarten class. The only difference between Kindergarten and Tiny Tots was that we had a different teacher and it was called Kindergarten instead of Tiny Tots. We did the same things such as dance to “I’m spinning, spinning like a top” and shake tambourines (which I had mastered). I had learned that Killing with Kindness is a good way to combat Survival of the Fittest (a method that I clung to for years); I could get anything that I wanted and maintain a sense of moral superiority. I was becoming fitter all the time. I also learned that the girl who had caused me to get into trouble way back in Tiny Tots had a name, Beatrice, and often, I would try to make up with her by telling her that I liked her dress even when I didn’t (a tactful lie which should be distinguished from damn lies and bald-faced ones). Beatrice would have nothing to do with me when I gave these compliments. This made me feel worse and I would try even harder to make her forgive me. In the very second of this picture (we are all lined up in front of the jungle gym) I whispered to Beatrice that I liked her shoes (a tactful lie, they are hideous brown patent leather orthopedic looking shoes) and she would not even say thank you. I decided that if Beatrice did not want to be popular, that was her red wagon.


  FEBRUARY 2, 1963


  This picture documents a holiday, the day that would determine the weather for the next six weeks of 1963. Everyone kept talking about the groundhog and I thought that I would like to meet this pig because we shared similar interests. Like the groundhog, I wanted very much to live in a nice dark hole where no one could see me and forecast the weather. I felt like everyone was watching me and spying on me and that is why, here, I am dressed as an old lady with a scarf on my head, Mama’s high heels and a red bathrobe. Daddy thought that I was playing dress-up which is why he took the picture. I could not explain to him the very serious reasons that led me to adopt this costume. It was my disguise and it made me think wonderful poetic thoughts that I could not think at Kindergarten for fear that someone would hear me. Beatrice was a prime suspect because she was always so intent on whatever she was doing. When she shook the tambourine, she watched every single silver jingle (rhyme, alliteration, onomatopoeia) and when she finger-painted, she studied her hands very carefully. Beatrice had new glasses that made her eyes unstick and I was convinced that if she chose to see what I was thinking, that she could do it. I wanted to make friends with Beatrice so that she would not do this to me, but she still was not interested in being popular. I was popular at Kindergarten but when I dressed in my old lady suit, I had a lot in common with Beatrice because I had very intense thoughts. I can’t remember when I outgrew the red bathrobe and replaced it with a blue one. I can’t remember when Beatrice decided that she wanted to be popular, can’t remember when her eyes lost all semblance of intensity, can’t remember if the groundhog saw his shadow in 1963, can’t remember if he saw it this past year or not, but I can understand why he hides when he does see it.


  MARCH 8, 1964


  I am at Lisa Helms’ birthday party and we are all in the first grade. She is the one in the center with the thin bird face, sticking out her tongue. This is a symbol of the future, for at her next party, when we are all in the sixth grade, she will bring out an egg timer to see who can French kiss the longest. The boy on the far right, back row, with the black crew cut and simian features is Ralph Craig. He will win the future contest first with Lisa and then with Tricia McNair who will not move to Blue Springs until the third grade. (She will be a knockout with lots of sex appeal.) The girl standing beside me with long dark hair (she’s the one doing horns over Lisa Helms) is my best friend, Cindy Adams. When we all leave the party, Lisa will give out the favors (which was usually the best part of a party). The boys will get plastic army tanks and the girls will get toilet water. I will pour mine into the commode that night only to discover that Lisa gave us rip-off favors; after one flush, it is gone.


  Looking back on that event, I cringe at my ignorance. Beatrice never would have made such an error but then again, Beatrice didn’t have the chance; she was not invited to that party. All of the other girls were coming to school with Lisa’s toilet water behind their ears and for weeks, I was afraid that someone was going to ask me why I wasn’t wearing some of mine. My Daddy thought the whole situation was very funny; my mother offered to buy me a whole Tussy kit so that I could get some more toilet water and still, it bothered me. It seemed that Beatrice and I were the only girls in first grade who smelled only of soap, clothes detergent and whatever we had for breakfast.


  AUGUST 11, 1964


  Here we all are back in the front yard. It is Bobby’s tenth birthday and we all have on hats with yellow streamers coming off the top. Bobby is standing beside his new red bike and he is holding up both hands for ten. I hold up seven fingers; Daddy doesn’t have enough fingers to hold up so he just smiles, and Mama (with a look of discomfort on her face) holds up little Andrew who cannot even hold up his head and therefore, cannot keep his hat on. It keeps sliding forward and he looks like a little slobbering aardvark. Mr. Monroe (who still lives next door and is even fatter than before) takes the picture and catches little Andrew’s spittle right before it hits Mama’s blouse.


  Looking back, I can remember seeing that slobber hit Mama’s blouse and run down her left bosom. She squealed and again got a look of discomfort. I realize now that this look did not come solely from the slobbered upon blouse but just from little Andrew in general. You see, (unlike me) Andrew was not planned or on the up and up. It was like playing Bingo and not really concentrating; covering all four corners and not even realizing; meekly yelling “bingo” as an echo to another bingoer and even though you have bingo, you lose. Mama was not prepared; when I am a Girl Scout some years in the future, I learn that that is something you must always be. Like me, Mama has changed her mind on a few occasions. In the future she claims that little Andrew (Andy) is a “blessing,” “the sunshine of her life.” And like Mama, I can honestly say that I, too (though it may be hard to believe), have screwed up once or twice.


  JANUARY 15, 1965


  This is the second grade class. I am circled on the front row where the short people stand. I look a little disturbed because Ralph Craig had just asked, “Why do cherry trees stink?” He did not even give anyone time to think of an answer before he said, “George Washington cut one.” That was the worst joke that I had ever heard and it upset me that I had actually heard a “bad” and nasty joke, and especially about the father of the country. In due time, however, the joke did not bother me, because I had heard far worse, because I had suddenly realized that George was a person and naturally he had cut one; he had cut several. What has bothered me from time to time is that cherry tree in general and that whole little story about “I cannot tell a lie, it was I.” I tend to think that the story itself is a lie. There is no proof, no picture of him standing there, guiltily, with his little hatchet. It is merely a way to provide insight into the father of our country. I have heard another story about him that is shunned in the schoolroom. I have heard that he died of syphilis and pneumonia, the former which he got from someone other than Martha and the latter which he got on his way to see the carrier of the former. It seems to me that that is more historical than the cherry tree or the euphemistic approach that he caught his cold (and nothing more) while standing in that horrid little icy boat crossing the Delaware; yet, people just don’t want to discover or accept a change in history, because it is easier to believe what everyone else believes. It is why there is religion, songs hit the charts, skirts rise and fall, the emperor made such an ass of himself strutting around in his underwear. It is why at one point in my life, those people close to me wore kid gloves, went out of their way to abnormally make everything seem so normal. No one had the guts to tell me that I was hanging by a thread, not for fear of my reaction as much as their own fear of an inconsistency, a change. It was far easier to say that I had had a “little upset,” was “going through a phase.” And so it goes, truth sacrificed for ease, which is why George will forever be the honest, truthful father of our country and why I was May Queen. It’s all relevant. “I cannot tell a lie” is important and fucking out on Martha is not. “Little problems” are acceptable and so on.


  OCTOBER 12, 1966


  It was a very important day but we still had to go to school. This is a picture that I drew myself. There is the Pinta, the Nina and the Santa Marie (just like in the song). The good-looking man in the navy London Fog (he’s on top of the Nina) is Chris and the woman on the other side of the ocean is the queen. Her little balloon of speech says, “Way to go, Chris!” and his says, “I have discovered America.” I have discovered that I was not artistically inclined. However, when I drew the picture, I thought that I had done an excellent representation. The teacher said so, too (a polite encouraging lie). Now, I see that the entire picture is rather flat when the whole point was to prove roundness. Chris’ arms are much too long (for this is not a picture of evolution, another favorite topic) and he should probably have a beard after being on that ship so long. The man most definitely deserves some sexy feature, a cleft in his chin, narrowed tempting eyes, or even a cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth. He deserves something but it is too late to rectify my past ignorance. Then, I spent much of my time wondering where the New World would be if Chris hadn’t found it. Even now, sometimes, I think about all of that. Right out of the blue, I will think, “Columbus had balls” because he took a chance, because he did not base his beliefs on what other people thought, because he discovered the truth. I admire that because chances are hard to take, the truth is often difficult to face, because somewhere in the back of his mind, there must have been a slight doubt, a slight fear of finding himself clinging to the edge of the world, dropping into that pit of darkness that everyone else “knew” was there. And yet, he kept going after the bit of proof that was necessary for his beliefs.


  OCTOBER 31, 1966


  Cindy is having a Halloween party and I am the one at the back with the white sheet on. I knew that my costume was not original but I liked the way that it felt inside of the sheet; I felt like I was in bed and dreaming the party. Tricia McNair, the new girl in the third grade, was one of four black cats. She is the cute black cat lying down in front of the group with her long black tail held up for all to see. For a new person, she was not the least bit shy and had been immediately accepted. Beatrice was an old person (she is the black cat wearing glasses) and yet, she still was not fully accepted. I have always thought that there should be some logical theorem behind all of that, some correlation between new people and old people, but I have never figured it out. Ralph Craig, whom you will recognize by now, claimed to be a stoplight which is why he has a red dot painted on his forehead. Tricia McNair, right after the picture was made, won the prize for the best costume which really wasn’t fair to the other three black cats, but I didn’t voice my concern. It was much easier to stay in my sheet and not call attention to myself. Besides, being a ghost was so unoriginal that I felt by doing it, I had been original. I suppose that deep down, I felt that I deserved the prize, not the physical prize, for what did I care for a tacky little plastic jack-o’-lantern, but the title, the recognition that went along with it. I consoled myself throughout the party first by congratulating Tricia McNair and then by telling myself that my turn would come. Besides, I was not yet ready to expose myself.


  APRIL 1, 1967


  This picture is unexposed; it is very dark and it is grouped with all of the pictures from the Girl Scout campout. There are pictures of a bonfire, bags and bags of G.S. cookies, Cindy posed by a tree, Tricia swinging from a tree, Lisa with a Tootsie Roll Pop (oral fixation), but it is the dark one that I am concerned with. It could be another picture of the cookies or the bonfire, but since it is so dark and scary looking, I see another picture: I am in the tent and everyone else is asleep. I have a dire need to use the bathroom but I am afraid to walk down the path to the latrine; I should have gone earlier when the whole troup went to shine their flashlights down the latrine to look but I was engrossed in a winning way conversation with the scout leader who I hoped would give me my cooking badge even though that very day she had caught me burying my food in the woods. (To get the badge you had to eat what you cooked.) She was no April Fool and I had missed my chance to use the bathroom. There, in the dark, perched on a ratty little cot, I sit, my legs crossed tightly, humiliated, guilty for not having one badge on my sash, and suffering that excruciating pain of not being able to use the bathroom. I couldn’t go out beside the tent because I was scared of frogs, snakes and whatever else might be out there, and so through the darkness, I endured the hurt, the little pee shivers that made me jerk involuntarily, the hurt pride of not having one badge. It was my first real experience with the pains of loneliness, failure, darkness; the pains which come when one denies those very natural bodily functions. I have felt this way on various other occasions (even when I did not have to use the bathroom and was not sitting on a ratty little cot in a Girl Scout tent somewhere in the mountains). The likenesses are that there have been times when I really didn’t know where in the hell I was except in a bed, under a tent, under a sheet, an exposed ghost; and again, I did not always finish what I started. This is why I feel that this one mysteriously dark, unexposed picture is very important to my life in general.


  JULY 4, 1967


  It is a holiday and I am celebrating the fact that this country owes its birth to Chris Columbus, by sitting in the bathroom. I am wearing my new old blue bathrobe and it is just the right length because it reaches the tops of my bobby socks. The bathrobe was comfortable and the pink scarf that I wore on my head seemed to hold all of my thoughts together. I felt like a poet and so I spent hours making lists of words that rhymed so that I would have them when I was ready to let myself go. At that particular time, it was easier to fool everyone, especially Daddy who always got a real kick out of the “dress-up” pictures. Had he known then what he came to know later, he probably never would have laughed and teased me so, and thus would have robbed me of something very special. Teasing, when done properly, can be one of the finest indications of love, and it is quite sad when people decide that they will not ever do it again. Of course, I can’t blame them. Who wants to feel responsible for hurting someone that they sincerely love?


  AUGUST 1967


  In this picture, I am at VBS (Vacation Bible School) and I hate VBS because I have to see people that I feel I should not have to see over the summer. I am wearing a long purple dress and have just fished Baby Moses (a Chatty Cathy all wrapped up in a beach towel and put in a fruit basket) out of the bullrushes (a large azalea bush). Ralph Craig is Goliath which is why he has a rock taped to his forehead, his tongue out of his mouth and is lying flat on his back. Cindy is all wrapped up in long silky blue scarves because she is Mary and she is holding Baby Jesus (a Betsy Wetsy in swaddling clothes). Beatrice had wanted to be Jesus all grown up but the teacher would not let her. The teacher thought that it was acceptable for Betsy Wetsy to be Baby Jesus but that no one should try to play grown up Jesus. Beatrice got very angry and this is why she is all wrapped up in towels and lying on the ground right near my bullrushes. She had told the teacher that if she couldn’t be Jesus, that she would be Lazarus and play dead just like Ralph Craig.


  Even in this prominent position of the princess’ maiden who discovered Baby Moses, I look somewhat perplexed. It is because Ralph Craig, before his death scene, came up and whispered a word to me that I did not know, a word that you would say if you used the name Buck in the Banana Nanna Fo Fanna song. I did not know that it was an ugly word, though I had my suspicions, so I did not tell the teacher. Too, as ugly as I thought Ralph was, I liked to look at him sometimes. I changed my mind after I asked my mother to define the word. Ralph had said that that was what he was going to do to me. It made me afraid of him and yet, I still had to look at him even though I did not want to. It was like he had a power; even Beatrice was in his spell because later that same week when he commanded that she pull up her skirt or get a busted nose, she obliged. I realized that being popular did not mean that you had everything. Beatrice had an experience (self-exposure) which I would not have for a long long time. This one incident at VBS caused a lot of trouble because it made me afraid of boys and what they had. I think it also had a hell of a lot to do with the knot that I would get in the pit of my stomach at the very mention of VBS.


  SEPTEMBER 30, 1967


  I am upset in this picture because I feel that I do not fit in. It is an odd thing because outwardly, I do fit in; I am one of the most popular girls in the fifth grade (along with Cindy, Lisa and Tricia McNair). It has been this way for some time, our four names always said together as if it is one name, TriciaLisaJoandCindy; I am third in line. We maintain this close friendship so that other people will not be forced to make decisions about whom they like best (that choice comes much later). However, I also learned something very important from all of this, something political; there are divisions within groups that have already been divided from other groups and ideally should be whole. They are not; nothing is whole; even people, without realizing, split themselves up into little parts. This theory is one that came to mind much later, for then I was simply confused by the issue. You see, all three of my best friends had asked me in private to be their best friend and I had avoided answering for suspecting that they had asked each of the other two the same so that they would eventually be everyone’s best friend and therefore have power. For times such as that, I had chosen for my answer, huh. Not “huh?” but “huh,” like “I see” or “Oh, yes,” and thus had not committed myself to any particular belief. This tactic works, for the person then assumes your answer to be whatever they would like for it to be and yet, there is no proof of exactly what the response meant. It is confusing, but then it was the easiest way to maintain my position. Noncommittal is easy or at least appears to be for it allows you to stay on the up and up with everyone. The problem, of course, is that you eventually have no opinion that you can think of except that which is thought by others and you never know if what they think is true or false. Monkey see, monkey do.


  I was disturbed by other things as well. For instance, sometimes Tricia tried to hold my hand and I felt that I was much too old for that. There was a motive behind it. Was it a subtle suggestion to the others that we were best friends? Was it a way to make Cindy and Lisa try harder to be her best friend? Or was it that strong human urge to expose and possess people who do not wish to be exposed or possessed? I was saving my hands for a future encounter with a male for that struck me as being normal and when done tastefully, with discretion, I thought could be a worthwhile event. Naturally, I did not reveal this thought for it was one of those very sound, very old, bathroom, bathrobe thoughts that I had to save just as I saved my hands.


  Here, Cindy is holding hands with Tricia and it is strange to see because Cindy was my friend first and yet, she doesn’t seem to be bothered by holding hands with a girl. Nor, was she bothered when Tricia turned and spoke directly in her face. It was my belief that people just shouldn’t do that and yet, I was helpless to make them stop. A reprimand on such an issue would have committed me to an inescapable opinion that would set up a conflict between myself and the other three popular girls, three to one, and I had no desire to be on the outside. I had ideas that I needed that position, that if I hung in there, one day, my name would come first. Although I clearly had thoughts and opinions I did not reveal, I felt that I had to do one silly thing so I would not be rejected and could fit into the popular picture. I said, “Boolahbuster! Boolahbuster!” and then I squatted down and made a frog noise. This kept me in for a good two weeks without holding hands.


  OCTOBER 12, 1967


  We were sailing along on the Pinta, the Nina and the Santa Marie. This is little Andy sitting in the bathtub. He is surrounded by little plastic boats and stretched and tattered Huzzy whom he loves (in a way that I never did). On this very sacred day, Andy chose to play with himself (if you know what I mean) more than he played with the boats and I was quite distressed by this. Bobby saw a great deal of humor in the situation and Mama passed it off as a normal response. They did not see that little Ralph Craig glint in Andy’s three-year-old eyes as I did. I thought that Mama should possibly beat him but she didn’t and I had to console myself with the thought that after me, there was very little sense left for Andy to receive, sort of like, “where were you when they passed out the brains?” Of course, now I realize that that is not how it works and that Andy is quite intelligent in his little assy way. He was merely into blatant exposure while his sister was discreet, tactful, mysterious and sneaky.


  JUNE 18, 1968


  I am getting ready to go to Moon Lake with Tricia. She is wearing a hot pink two piece that shows her navel, an “inny.” The rest of us are wearing one pieces with skirts around the ass. Lisa has a look of discomfort on her thin bird face because she has (just three hours before) started her period for the first time. She is very early, but I learn in the future that Lisa is early in whatever she does. She is the first person that I know of (in my age group) that has one and she will tell us all about it at the lake after we have all been swimming and she hasn’t. Tricia will act like she knows all about it and Cindy will ask lots of questions. I will not say anything as I usually don’t when I am perplexed. Lisa’s descriptions will so link periods to tidal waves that I will spend the next two years of my life in constant fear even though my mother will try to soothe my prepubescent worries.


  AUGUST 10, 1968


  Here I am with Jeff Johnson. We are getting ready to ride our bikes up to the Quick Stop to get a can of boiled peanuts and two strawberry Icees. Bobby is the smart ass that takes the picture as a subtle way to give me hell for having a boyfriend. I don’t really but Bobby won’t listen to good sense so I make a face and Jeff just smiles this real nice smile that Bobby will call a sissy smile when the pictures come back long after Jeff is gone.


  After Bobby takes the picture and blows a kiss to me when Jeff isn’t looking, we ride to the Quick Stop. This day, I don’t have to pay half for the peanuts or buy my own Icee; Jeff buys as a going away present because it is his last day in Blue Springs. Looking back, I am glad that Bobby took the picture (even though at the time I hated him) because otherwise, I would not remember what Jeff looked like that summer. He was about the same size as me (short) except he was much thinner and he had pale skin (a freckled sunburned nose that prompted me to call him Rudolph most of the time), soft pale hair and eyes like pale gray tissue paper. He was the kind of person who looks much better in black and white and thank goodness, that’s what kind of film Mama always bought for Bobby because it was so rare for him to take a worthwhile picture. This picture is good though, and it makes me think of the few things that I knew about Jeff Johnson. He was two years older, from Maine, spending the summer with his aunt (Mrs. Monroe, wife of fat Mr. Monroe who took our pictures for us on holidays), and he was different from any boy that I had ever met. He didn’t try to find out if you wore a bra or if you had ever kissed or if you had started your period, like Ralph Craig and a bunch of boys had done in the fifth grade when all the girls were given a book called Growing Up and Liking It. Beatrice had had to go home that day and if I had by then heard Lisa’s description of periods, I probably would have gone home, too. No, Jeff Johnson was different; he liked to talk about fishing and bombs and poker and just the way that he talked made him sound so smart that on that last day, I confessed to him that I wrote poetry and thought that Christopher Columbus was the most wonderful person to ever live. That last day, he held my hand and it made me feel real strange but sort of good inside and he told me that he would send me a picture when he got his braces off. Just before we left that day, Jeff poured all the peanut juice out in front of the curb (our curb) and we watched it run through all the drink tabs and cigarette butts. I didn’t look up but while we watched that juice, he put something cool on my finger and with my thumb, I could tell it was a ring of some sort; actually it was a pop top, but I wore it for a long time after that. Finally after a long time, I put it in a box with lots of other junk and forgot about it. I never heard from Jeff and Mrs. Monroe never mentioned him; I figured for years that he was still wearing braces and that was why. Naturally that was dumb, and I see it now; I also see that being in love and being dumb are often simultaneous actions which my future years seem to portray more blatantly than a silver pop top and one black and white photograph of a skinny Yankee kid with braces that no one else in the neighborhood would have anything to do with, and a summer nurtured by boiled peanuts and strawberry Icees. I guess the most important thing to point out is that I had actually engaged in hand-holding, I had found someone, temporarily, with similar interests and I hadn’t had to act a certain way. Even more important is remembering that after all of that, I never heard from him, not a single shitty little Yankee postcard, and I should have remembered that for future reference but unfortunately it was hidden from me by my subconscious who chose, instead, to remember that rubbery knee, sweaty palm, coronary palpitating feeling that I had experienced holding hands with Jeff Johnson, there in front of the Quick Stop in Blue Springs all summer when I was eleven.


  OCTOBER 12, 1968


  I am getting ready to go to the high school football game with Tricia, Lisa and Cindy. That week, we all had boyfriends; Lisa was going with Ralph Craig which I thought was sickening though I didn’t tell Lisa, Tricia was going with a boy in the seventh grade which was par for the course since she had already gone with all of the boys our age, and Cindy was going with Myron Paul who was cute but always in the slow reading group (something that I had little tolerance for). My boyfriend, as of that very day, was Ray Peters. Myron had come up to me during lunch recess and handed me a note that said that Ray wanted to go with me and then there were three boxes: Yes, No, I’ll let you know later, check one. I was just about to put No but Tricia, Lisa and Cindy all stood there telling me that I should, that he was cute, and that we’d all sit together at the ballgame as a group.


  Needless to say, this was my first big encounter with peer pressure. Ray was standing beside the cafeteria door with his hands in his U.N.C. parka, staring at the ground. Myron went back with the Yes block checked, Ray looked at it, turned red and went into the cafeteria. I knew that Ray was not cute and not the kind of boyfriend that I felt I should have, and yet, I was not ready to stray from the group, even if it meant having a chubby boyfriend with large teeth. He was nice, though, and by the time that Daddy took this picture of me and Bobby, I had convinced myself that Ray Peters would make a perfectly acceptable boyfriend. Still, in the picture, I am slightly uncomfortable not just because Bobby, whose girlfriend is a junior high cheerleader and stacked, has just called Ray Peters “Porky Pig,” but also because my training bra was slowly riding up to my neck. Prior to the picture, I had stuffed it with a pair of Andy’s socks, then Mama made me unstuff it. She had said that I would grow, to give it time (a parental lie spoken out of love when you are in one of those dreadfully awkward stages, a parental prophecy which in my case, never came to pass).


  My discomfort with myself and my anticipations of Ray (which both show up in the twisted smile) do not both come to pass. Only discomfort grows when Ray Peters slips his hand under my corduroy poncho (which is what everyone is wearing) and grabs hold of mine. His hand is plump and damp (so unlike that cool Yankee hand of Jeff Johnson from whom I am still waiting to hear). Then, as if that’s not enough, Ray picks his nose a little when he thinks that no one sees, but I do and I am so horrified that I can hardly concentrate on the way that Bobby is all huddled up with the large breasted cheerleader just three rows in front of me. As if that’s not enough to endure, I have to cope with the problem of my boyfriend’s last name which all the boys (Ralph Craig in particular) make fun of. I take it as a personal insult and I realize that I do not want to be linked up with someone who inspires penis jokes.


  The following Monday, I sent Lisa (because she enjoyed that sort of thing) with a note to give to Ray. I deliberated long and hard that previous Sunday night on just what to say in the note. I wanted to say, “Bug off, creep. I can’t stand you,” because I felt that he deserved it after the humiliation that I had experienced. However, something kept me from doing it, maybe I was too nice, maybe sometime during the night I considered his feelings, maybe I was too weak to take such a strong stand. I wrote, “I am breaking up with you but we can be friends (a tactful lie) from: Jo Spencer.” Again, he merely turned red and went into his classroom.


  MARCH 8, 1969


  I am at Lisa’s house sitting beside a stack of 45s. Her mother took the picture and then she and Mr. Helms disappeared into the back room for the rest of the night. Lisa had to raise hell for several weeks to get such an agreement from her parents (something that I never would have done or even thought of doing). After they leave, the party really begins. I have found at an earlier boy/girl party had by Tricia McNair (Mrs. McNair made a check every twenty minutes) that I like to control things like record players while at a party. I am playing “Dizzy” by Tommy Roe because I like the way that it makes me feel. It makes me feel like I am moving all over even though I am sitting perfectly still.


  “Come on, Jo,” someone says but I ignore them. Ralph Craig and Lisa are apart now and breathing deeply. They French kissed for three minutes. In just a minute, he will kiss Tricia McNair and they will look like the pink gouramis that I saw in the pet store, their mouths twisting up and down, like the first fish that I ever caught at Moon Lake when I was six. That fish just lay there, wide eyed, open mouthed and dumb; he was dying and had a good excuse; I felt that Ralph and Tricia did not. Years later, when I was studying sixteenth century poetry, I found that “die” was often used as an orgasmic description, and thus, my analogy between the fish and Tricia and Ralph was perfectly plausible. They stopped at five minutes, a record which Ralph and Lisa tied before we went home.


  “I’m so dizzy, my head is spinning.” I am ready to go home and have been since I arrived. Beatrice is sitting in that circle and I am surprised. Usually, she avoids such scenes but I think that possibly, remembering her fascination for Ralph’s nastiness, she wants to kiss. The Pepsi bottle stops on her and I can feel myself getting embarrassed for no good reason except I know that Beatrice is pleased and that Ray Peters doesn’t want to kiss her. I stare at the little plastic bust of Beethoven that Lisa won for playing chopsticks or something very similar. There are giggles when they lean forward on their knees, and I know that Beatrice as intent as she is, does not realize that everyone is laughing at her. At that point, I had a strong urge to take up for Beatrice and yet, I couldn’t speak out; I could not call attention to the fact that I was not playing, so I put “Dizzy” back on and kept an eye on Ludwig because I felt that what you can’t see can’t hurt you.


  At nine-thirty, I said a quick good-bye and ran outside to wait for my Daddy. I sat on the curb in front of Lisa’s house to remind myself that I had fun one time sitting on a curb. The streetlights looked like tall skinny people with halos and I recognized the sound of our car before my Daddy even got to the third person. Just when I felt that I couldn’t stay there another second, he stopped and I got in. I remember it so well because at that point, I told a lie. He asked, “How was the party?” and I said, “Fine, I had a good time.” He smoked his pipe and it smelled like burning leaves and I wished that I could ride forever that way and that I’d never have to go to another party and that I’d never have to kiss but it wasn’t long before I had forgotten that, too. The only part of the wish that lingered for a long long time was the part about smelling the pipe and riding in the car with him forever. Even now sometimes, that wish occurs to me.


  MAY 30, 1969


  It is a beautiful day and I am standing at the very end of the Holden Beach pier, watching the sky change from blue to apricot glaze to faint pink outlined in deep violet and I am struck by the poetic thought that it looks like a watercolored print being washed over. I am so immersed in finding a word that rhymes with color that for a few minutes, I stop watching everyone else doing the jerk down on the beach. They have all written boys’ names in the sand and drawn hearts, arrows and other symbols of love. Even Beatrice has written Ralph and no one can make fun of her because she is the one having the end of school party and we are all staying with her mother and older sister in their beach house. Otherwise, I’m certain that Beatrice never would have written Ralph’s name.


  “Come on, Jo!” they yell and Lisa aims her camera at me; I am the dark speck bisected by the rounding horizon. I know that if I go down there, that I will have to write something in the sand. I would want to write Mark in the sand but I just can’t let anyone know. He’s in high school, in Bobby’s class. They must never know because if they do, I have all suspicions that one of them may go after him and get him. Cindy wouldn’t do that to me but Cindy is going with Ray and I want to tell her how I saw him conspicuously inconspicuously pick his nose that time. It is one of those dilemmas which I will find in the future is a “damned if you do, damned if you don’t” situation.


  Granted, it was a trivial matter and yet, the outcome then appeared as great as it has appeared other times when there was far more to lose. Still, I kept thinking, suppose I tell Cindy that Ray picks his nose in public; she would be embarrassed; if she really liked Ray, she would say that I was jealous. However, this is the way that people sometimes think as I discovered once when I thought that way. On the other hand, I did not want to be responsible for Cindy’s humiliation if she happened to witness the picker in action. I could imagine her saying, “Did you know that Ray picks his nose in public?” and being the honest person that I am, I would have to say, “Yes.” Then she would ask, “Why didn’t you tell me?” and I would explain the “damned if you do, damned if you don’t” theory, and she would say, “But, I would’ve believed you,” which is exactly what everyone says after it is all said and done and there is no choice to be made. In situations such as that, I try to get by without saying anything and preserving my opinion. That is what I was doing on the pier, preserving my opinion and thinking big thoughts.


  If I can just think of what rhymes with color, then I can join the party with confidence. Muller! You might say I’m a muller when it comes to water color that paints the sky when the day does die, (not orgasmic) and duller! The color of the sky gets duller when I try to catch the pink spots. I stare so long, I see dots, like millions and trillions of forget-me-nots, and I am not forgotten, remembered to the end, all I have to do is smile and everyone will be my friend until the end so help me, God is my witness that I’ll never be hungry again by Joslyn Marie Spencer and with that touch of drama, I wave to the yelling crowd below and head down the pier, I’m coming! I’m coming! (I was not aware of the sexual implications) though my head is bending low, I hear their silly voices calling, our friend, Jo.


  MAY 30, 1969, P.M.


  This picture was taken after everyone stopped doing the jerk on the beach and started doing the pony on the balcony of Beatrice’s beach house. Beatrice insists on playing “Julie, Julie, Truly Do You Love Me?” over and over on the record player because next to Ralph Craig, Bobby Sherman is her favorite person in the world. She has already told us that we have to watch Here Come the Brides whether we want to or not because it is her party. Nobody minds that because Beatrice has already assured us that we can eat whatever we want to and stay up all night.


  In this picture, Tricia is doing the pony right; her way is no different but everybody acts like they are learning something because Tricia is just one of those people that has to have her way and be in the limelight. The dirty white tennis shoe attached to the skinny white leg that Tricia is about to land on belongs to Beatrice’s mother who is squatted down beside a grill fixing hot dogs for us. Cindy keeps trying to do the pony but she keeps getting her hands behind her when they should be in front and vice versa. Cindy never caught on to things very quickly (like about having Ray Peters for a boyfriend) but she was always very good in math. Beatrice cannot dance at all but Tricia doesn’t correct her like she does Cindy about her hands and me not bobbing my head at the right times. It is because Beatrice is having the party and her mother is standing there. Also Tricia wants to win our Miss Universe pageant that we have planned to have right after hot dogs and before Here Come the Brides. I have my back turned in this picture and it looks like I am doing the pony but really I am not. Everyone thinks that I am and this is why I hop from one foot to the other. What I am really doing is saying Mark Fuller in my head one hundred times on each foot so that he will want to ask me out when I am old enough to go. Looking back, I realize that that was a foolish wish to make, not because it never came true but because had it come true, I would have gone out with a tight jeaned, greasy headed, zodiac medallion wearing undesirable, who always talked about how he hated to shave his face which was an ignorant (he thought subtle) way to hide the fact that he had very little facial hair, only about four hairs that sprouted from his chin that were just as greasy as those on his head which I’m certain were unnumbered. Why would God (with all the other hairs on other heads to count) bother with such a poor example of the human race. Mark Fuller should never have owned a razor.


  MAY 30, 1969 (Just before Here Come the Brides)


  Here, we are all in native costume. Tricia is in the center with a beach towel around her shoulders and tinfoil on her head. Clearly, she is the winner. She is from Arabia and has on pajama pants like I Dream of Jeannie and a bikini top. She has half of a maraschino cherry stuck in her navel and it stayed there the whole time that she did a hoochie-coochie dance to “Ahab the Arab.” I am standing beside her with the plastic fruit because I am Miss Congeniality. I am from Spain and I am wearing my blue bathrobe with a red scarf tied around it. It doesn’t look Spanish but I had decided that that was irrelevant since I did not look Spanish. I felt that I had done a wonderful job reciting excerpts from “The Highwayman” for my talent. I opened my arms wide when I said, “The moon was a ghostly galleon,” and looked up at the ceiling in a poetic way the whole time. I was somewhat shocked and displeased that I did not even place.


  Cindy is very happy because she is second place. She has on Beatrice’s mother’s raincoat and she brought her white go-go boots and her Nancy Sinatra 45 just for this occasion. She always did “These Boots Are Made for Walking” at every pajama party but this was the one time that she placed. I was happy for Cindy and told her so though I could not stop wondering what I could do the next time so that I would be the winner. Nevertheless, I was Miss Congeniality and I almost always got that because I was always real nice about agreeing with people even when I didn’t mean it so that they would leave me alone. Years later, this congenial act got old but my subconscious continued to do it against my will. I would be saying “eat shit” or “bite the big one” and all that would slip from my tongue was something like, “Yes, you look just like an Ethiopian Princess.” I was very good at saying what people needed to hear to quieten them and it was this factor alone which I think ultimately led me to being the first name in the group, the Most Popular Senior Girl.


  Lisa did not place at all since there are just five of us at the party but she doesn’t care. Her name is Fifi and she is from France. All she did to herself was paint her thin lips like a Valentine, tease her hair and put on a bathing suit. For her talent, she sang “Frère Jacques” and did the jerk. She was not upset by the results because she was still in a position of authority, she was still the only one of us that had a period. Tricia said that she could feel one coming on and had brought supplies. I remember thinking that with her luck, she would probably get to use them, and advance another step beyond Cindy and myself. As a result, she did but Cindy told me later that she was faking. I had thought as much but it bothered me that I was the last to know.


  Beatrice did not place either but she said it was because her mother and sister did not play favorites. That was a good excuse; however, I think she must have known that she wouldn’t have won anyway. She was a hippie even though we told her that that was not a country and that she had to pick a country. Cindy was already from America but Beatrice said that it was her party and she didn’t have to pick a country if she didn’t want to. She just tied shoestrings around her head, held her hand with the peace sign, pulled her jeans below her navel (an outie) and did the hitchhiker to “Hitching a Ride.” She ended up by doing the pony (which she couldn’t do at all) after her record was over and her sister finally had to tell her to sit down. Having a party had changed Beatrice. It had given her just enough of a sense of belonging that she was willing to freely expose herself. She probably even thought that it would stay that way.


  I was glad that I had my bathrobe especially after Here Come the Brides when we had a séance and Lisa saw John Kennedy’s face in the T.V. Everybody started crying except me because I knew who John Kennedy was and therefore knew that he had no reason to get me. Besides, of all the parties in all the world, why would he have picked Beatrice’s? I thought things like that all night long. Even after everyone else was asleep, I thought about people in China who were eating lunch and all of the fish swimming around all night with their eyes open; how everybody slept, even Mark Fuller and that was hard to believe, that we would do all the same things like eat, sleep and use the bathroom. I couldn’t picture him using the bathroom because it just didn’t seem that he would ever have to. It seemed demeaning but it also made me feel close to him when I realized that he was a person, had a mother who probably made him clean out the bathtub or do other menial chores. Later, of course, I realized that he was as much a part of any bathroom as the permanent fixtures; he was groutish and deserved to be sucked by a drain. However, then I thought that he was the one meant for me, the love of my life and I rubbed my finger where the pop top used to be. I decided to give up on Jeff Johnson, somehow sensing the futility of it all; I told myself that I would never again hold that cool Yankee hand; I told myself that one day Jeff Johnson would be mad as hell that he didn’t get his braces off soon enough to hold onto me.


  Mark Fuller was a person and Bobby Sherman was a person even though I couldn’t imagine either of them ever vomiting. Beatrice was a person and that was easy to imagine because I just rolled over and saw her lying there with her glasses still on, shoestrings around her head, snoring quietly and not knowing that when we all went home everyone would give her hell for writing Ralph Craig’s name in the sand, that things would be as they had always been. I knew that Tricia would probably say the most even though she was the least likely person in the room. She did not snore and I knew that she would wake up looking just as she had when she went to sleep, a frightened Miss Universe, and there was a second when I wished that John Kennedy would get her and then I remembered that we were friends.


  MARCH 2, 1970


  Bobby takes this fuzzy picture to make me mad because I am already mad. I am sitting outside on the porch reading Where the Red Fern Grows for the fourth time. It is my favorite book next to the biography of Helen Keller. It is about two coon dogs, Old Dan and Little Anne. They both die unexpectedly and it makes me cry every time so I read it when I am mad and upset so that I can blame my tears on the book. Bobby knows my trick so he takes my picture. It is fuzzy because I threw the book at him right when he clicked and he moved out of the way. The best page, which contained Old Dan’s death scene, fell out but I don’t even care. I am mad and upset because I have started my period for the first time and everyone has lied to me. It is not (thank goodness) as Lisa had described way back at Moon Lake; it is not an old and wonderful thing as Tricia said when she faked having one at Beatrice’s party; it does not make me feel like a lady like that woman at school said back in the fifth grade and it does hurt (unlike what Mama said when I was worried over tidal waves). It makes me feel old and young; not old like a teenage lady who probably wears sunglasses but old like somebody that walks stiff legged with their legs spread apart like John Wayne, or young, like a baby in diapers. I had decided, while reading Where the Red Fern Grows, before Bobby took my picture, that as soon as he got the hell away from me and as soon as Andy took Huzzy and his first grade art project (a kite that looked like shit and wouldn’t fly) into the house, that I would practice walking like a teenage lady who wasn’t having a period. It was as much a secret thought as my bathrobe; it made me feel old but instead of rhyming good words, it made me want to rhyme bad words, filthy, horribly sordid words like pecker.


  MAY 18, 1970


  I thought that becoming thirteen would cause a change in me, that I would suddenly develop full rounded breasts like Bobby’s girlfriend, Nancy Carson, or that I could just so easily go out and buy a pair of Foster Grants. It was very disappointing; I looked the same, felt the same. I was the same but it seemed that all of my friends were changing right there before me. I had a pajama party in celebration of the change that I thought would take place and here we all are, standing around my cake, my cheeks puffed up, ready to blow. I was having a reasonably good time until Bobby told the toilet water story, until I realized that my friends were suddenly looking at Bobby not as Jo’s brother but as a male, someone to have a crush on. As it got later, things got worse. In my head, I was singing “It’s my party so I’ll cry if I want to” because that’s what I felt like doing. I felt that I should be able to control what happened, what was said at my own party, but I couldn’t. I did not want to hear what Beatrice had to say, that she had made out with Ralph Craig after school, that he had put his hands up her tie dyed shirt (which is what everyone was wearing). I was shocked and found myself mulling over the problem repeatedly. Beatrice had filled out, so had Tricia, Lisa and Cindy. I felt like putting on my bathrobe, hiding; I felt rejected by my friends, by my own body. All of them had engaged in such activities and I wondered if they were transforming because of this or if they engaged because they were changing. I could not bring myself to ask such a question and was not yet ready to engage in such myself, and so after much deliberation, I decided to get a padded bra. Of course, I eventually realized that that was no answer either. The only noticeable change was that I had to wait forever for the bra to dry or it would have sponged wet spots right up through my puckered crepe shirt, which is what everyone wore all through the eighth grade along with Indian moccasins and anything that resembled the American flag. That night when going to sleep beside snoring, semi-sexually active Beatrice, I had no idea what was ahead, all of the things that would reduce worries over padded bras and small breasts into trivial matters. And when I smiled before puffing up my cheeks and closing my eyes to wish for a voluptuous body, a good smile for a good thirteen-year-old Josie, I was so protected by my ignorance about a lot of things. This is why Andy was able to sit for years, happy as a lark with torn and tattered Huzzy; he did not even know that she was tattered and torn and I did not know that people can get that way without even knowing it.


  JUNE 19, 1970


  It is hot which is why the American Beauty roses in the wreath in this picture are wilting. Just seeing this wreath again makes me smell all sorts of things; gardenias, roses, liquor, B.O. It is not a happy event because my great-uncle Bertram is dead. I do not know Uncle Bertram well and I have never really known him well except to have said “hello” and gotten a dollar the few times that I had seen him. Aunt Lucille (great-aunt and wife of the deceased) is standing beside the wreath. I have always been told that I am a dead ringer for her and people say that this day; they say “dead” ringer which I find in extremely poor taste. Everyone has always called Uncle Bertram a drunk, a crazy, until today and now, he is a fine man, a Saint. He is dead and I begin to see how being dead makes a difference in the way that people feel about you. Of course, then there is a problem with the fact that you don’t get to hear it unless of course you’re like Huck and happen to stumble upon your own service.


  This is right after the burial service and Aunt Lucille has been crying her heart out. “You ripped your Mama wide open,” she told me earlier that day. Now, she says that she is hot as hell and wants a gin and tonic. It breaks the tension and everyone goes back to Lucille’s house (we are staying in a Holiday Inn in Knoxville, Tennessee; if Uncle Bertram hadn’t died, I probably never would have seen Tennessee which provides another interesting insight into what happens when people die). Lucille’s house is small and she doesn’t have central air and so what could have been nice floral fragrances become stifling and gag provoking. Bobby has himself a little drink when no one is looking and Andy is fascinated with the big fat yellow cat that keeps clawing his lily white hands every time he tries to get a pet. I have to go outside and swing so that I can’t smell all the various odors and so that I can think about everything that has happened. The first day that I was in Tennessee (yesterday) I saw Uncle Bertram stretched out in his box; he looked bluenot blue like sad, just BLUEand I had needed to leave the room. There was elevator music playing all around and I couldn’t tell where it was coming from and there was a closet full of clothes in the hall that had no backs. It was possible that Uncle Bertram was naked on his underside and I tried to get a picture. It was like turning over a rock and finding moss there; Uncle Bertram’s moss was on top. I realized that there was something wrong with that analogy but I didn’t have time to think it out.


  Aunt Lucille’s voice comes through the screen behind my head in shrill “Berties” and I think that I will one day come back to Tennessee when no one has died so that I can fully remember this time when someone has died. Uncle Bertram is getting a lot of mileage out of this and so is Lucille. She loves flowers and I would like to write a poem about how strange funerals are and about how just because I am a dead ringer for Lucille that I will not grow up to be like her or act like her. Dead-red, bled, head, said. As I said, I want some red roses for a blue body. Send them to the deadest man in town. I see by your half-ass outfit that you are a dead man, you see by my outfit that I am not dead. Looking back, I realize that I learned a very valuable lesson: Don’t look a dead man in the face. But it also led to many disturbing questions. For instance, if Bertram went to sleep like the preacher said, did his whole body go fuzzy like when your foot falls asleep? Did he turn blue like when you swing your legs without letting them hit the ground? Did he die in an orgasmic way? An organic orgasmic? The questions plagued me for a long time and even now, I have questions. Even now, I am intrigued by the thought of preservation and memory. When I hear “Bertram” the picture that I always see is the very last time that I saw himin the casket, dead and stiff, an old man. Even though I can conjure up other pictures of him, slight memories, old photographs, that last picture is always in my memory. When I think of Lucille, now, it’s the same way and it’s interesting because she was born in 1900, the same year as Thomas Wolfe, yet Wolfe will always bring to mind a picture of that large somewhat handsome thirty-eight-year-old with his dark hair pushed back, and Lucille will always bring to mind a picture of a seventy-four-year-old shriveled bitchy woman with age spots on her wrinkled cheeks, yet they are the same age. Or does death change things like that? Bertram is the first to go of the three people that I know who are dead. Or is it four people? Bertram is the first to go of the three or four people that I know who are dead. The red roses of the blue body in this picture are repulsive just as they are in a future picture of Lucille’s flowers, the second person that I have known who has died. I didn’t go to her funeral for fear that I would be a “dead ringer” for the dead person. I don’t even know who took these pictures, his and hers dead wreaths. It was a sick gesture and I see no humor in it at all.


  SEPTEMBER 12, 1970


  I am in the eighth grade and this is my first time cheering for the junior high team. I am wearing a cute little yellow and white suit just like the other ten yellow and white suits cheering with me. Beatrice did not make cheerleading, and it seems now that that could have been a dramatic turning point in her life. Here, she is being a good sport because she is wearing yellow stretch pants, a white turtleneck and a wildcat mask. She volunteered on her own to be our mascot and everyone agreed, knowing that she felt totally left out. As a matter of fact, the only way that she even got in the picture is because Bobby took this picture of me and I was on an end of the line because I was so short. That is where Beatrice was supposed to standat the very end. I remember a lot about that day. I remember feeling so proud when I looked over and saw Bobby standing with a bunch of his high school friends. I remember thinking how very All American he was, as All American as Wally Cleaver on Leave It to Beaver. I remember seeing Mark Fuller with a “Kiss My Patch” patch on the ass of his filthy (not even Levi) jeans, and I felt confused because I realized that Beatrice was quite smitten with Mark Fuller’s disgusting appearance. It made me realize that Beatrice had changed; that she did not pull her wagon so much as she got taken for rides. I realized that we no longer had as much in common as when she was so mesmerized by her finger-painting hands and I was so faithful to my old lady suit. Beatrice could not think the same without her paints but I could think the same without my robe. I thought that we were all like trees, flexible youths, saplings, who grow up heavy and stiff, spread seeds and get chopped down and turned into notebook paper. I remember everything about that day because it was all so important. It was the day that Beatrice decided that she was in love with Mark Fuller (“as long as you don’t still like him,” she had said). It was the first time that anyone had ever been smitten with me (that I knew of). His name was Pat Reeves and he was a runner for the high school track team, very smart and a Bobby/Wally Cleaver carbon. I remember it all: losing the game 28-0, Beatrice running around awkwardly trying to get Mark Fuller’s attention, Pat Reeves watching me, smiling at me, coming up after the game and introducing himself, walking me across the parking lot to where my mother was waiting in that old green station wagon. I can see his face so clearly, those wide hazel eyes fringed with long dark lashes (if he had been a girl, he never would have needed mascara) and straight dark hair, a wisp of which he used to have to wet down so that it didn’t stick straight out (a little detail that always made me want to call him Alfalfa). He was always so calm as though everything he said or did was very controlled, in slow motion. Yes, I remember it all, and in the far corner of my mind, of the picture, there is a blue-gray almost autumn afternoon, a boy with thick red hair throwing a javelin in the clear field at the end of the school, spindly pine trees swaying over the top of the field house, their roots hidden by a building full of helmets and jock straps.


  OCTOBER 31, 1971


  This picture is dark because it was taken outside at night. We are all at Beatrice’s house for a Halloween party. Nobody even dressed up; it was not a fun party. I am sitting on a trash can, away from the garage where everyone else is making out. Pat Reeves is beside me as he had been for over a year, and we still had a lot to talk about. We talked about poetry or the movies that we had seen, our childhoods, families. Being with Pat was comfortable because it was like being with Bobby. But, it seemed to me that something was missing, that I was at a dead end, missing out on the excitement that everyone else claimed to have. That’s why out of the blue I decided to break up with Pat Reeves. That’s why I spent most of the night staring at Howard who is the tall guy with curly hair smoking a cigarette and drinking a beer. He was in the eleventh grade and known as a “lady’s man.” I was impressed by this. Why the hell I don’t know, but I was impressed, and I stared at him all night long, even before I broke up with Pat, even after Pat asked me “why?,” looked back and forth from me to Howard who was talking to Lisa, looked out at that little spark of fire in the yard where Beatrice and Mark Fuller were smoking a joint, and then turned and walked away so slow motioned without saying a word. I didn’t even feel sorry for him, just for myself.


  JANUARY ’72


  Here, I should feel like something in my Jay Vee cheering suit. I’m in front of the bleachers kicking my legs and yelling “boogie woogie, right on, right on,” but I didn’t feel like anything. I felt like nothing. I wanted to lie down on the court and blend with the lines, get stomped. At this time I had very mixed feelings about everything which made it difficult to concentrate on anything. I was a xeroxed either/or. All the time, an either/or. Either a cheerleader representing my school as fine moral fiber Or Howard’s girlfriend and managing to fake my way through all the parties with an occasional “wow man” or “cool.” I had not heard of The Feminine Mystique at that time and it is a blessing or things would have been complicated. My salvation was to look at all the people in the stands and to think how they all had lives and how they would go home to their own homes, sleep in their own beds. They were like ants or the amoebae that I had seen sliding around in biology, looking like everyone else but not being anyone else. It took a great deal of thought and it was a secret thought, the kind that could keep me safe.


  JUNE ’72


  This is Bobby in his graduation robe. He looks very distinguished and we are all very proud of him. Nancy Carson is all scrunched up beside him smiling. Everyone thought she looked so pretty that night, except me. I thought she looked somewhat whorish in that tight red dress. Howard is in the background, slumped on the couch, and it looks like he is staring at Nancy’s chest. “Howard is a doll” all of my friends said except for Pat Reeves who would not even talk to me. But Howard was not a doll and I had discerned this long before; I knew that very night with him slumped there, his hair falling in his eyes, that he was not the one for me, yet, I made no effort to do anything about it. It was perfectly obvious that I had no future with such a person, a person who was very popular in school, but a person who used double negatives constantly, a person who had shoplifted a radio. He did those kinds of things, things that Bobby or Pat Reeves never would have done. This is a good picture of Bobby, though, except for the fact that Nancy Carson should have been cut away, especially since she broke up with him just two days after the picture was made. He locked himself in his room for the entire night. He did not even come out when I went to his door and told him that Marcus Welby was on. We watched that show together every single Tuesday night and that is why it took years before I could forgive Nancy Carson that one.


  JULY ’72


  This is Andy out in the backyard. He has big scabs on both knees and is dripping with water and mud. He had tried to make a slip and slide in our backyard by hoeing up the grass and wetting the dirt. It didn’t work very well and right after Bobby took this picture, Andy got the worst whipping that I can ever remember him getting. It seems to me that Andy always had big scabs and even now, I expect to see Band-Aids on his arms and legs. Of course, that’s ridiculous because he has changed since his slip and slide days. Bobby had to replant the grass and he was so quiet, that day and all summer. I knew it was either Nancy, or the thought of going off to school, but he shouldn’t have been upset, ever, not Bobby.


  AUGUST ’72


  I feel very scared without Bobby. We are on our way home from taking him to school and Andy and I are standing in front of a Tastee Freez. Andy has a huge milkshake so that he will have to stop every five miles to pee but I only drink a small Coke because I am so very upset that Bobby is gone. I feel like he’s gone forever and I realize for the first time that I love that dark haired creature who used to stand at the end of my crib more than I have ever loved anyone. It makes me see just how little I love Howard even though I’ve told him twice that I do. All I can think about is Bobby’s face, kind of white like he wanted to cry but not crying just like the summer when he busted his head wide open at Moon Lake. I had cried then, too, but not Bobby, not Wally Cleaver, and I wonder why I don’t love a nice boy, a smart boy who plays sports and keeps his hair clean and short like Pat Reeves. I think about Pat Reeves the rest of the way home and seeing the way the sun hits that Tastee Freez sign makes me remember a very important thought: “One day, I will really fall in love,” I think and by then it is dark.


  FALL ’72


  It is hard to remember exact dates now because everything starts going real fast. I’m in the tenth grade, a cheerleader, honor roll student and for some reason, I still date Howard. Here we are after the Homecoming dance and we are in my living room kissing which is what we have in common. Mama leaves us alone after she takes this picture of us, me with my funeral mum corsage, and Howard tells me that my face looks like the inside of a kaleidoscope. This hurts my feelings greatly because I know that he must think that I’m very unattractive. Then he explains to me that the reason is because he does drugs. This makes me feel much better because I realize that it is his fault and not mine that my face looks screwy. I try to reform Howard by giving him a book called Getting High on Life. He says that is stupid, that he loves flowers and trees and me. He wants to touch my padded bra but I don’t let him. I tell him that he should only take drugs if he’s sick. He says I don’t know where he’s coming from, he wants nature to be intensified, he says that nobody is a virgin anymore. He says I am a nobody in so many words and this upsets me more because I am not ready to be exposed; I am too young to be exposed and so I must do a difficult thing; I must let Howard have his freedom, I must thrust him into that field that people play, where they sow oats.


  I shouldn’t have been upset about Howard because I knew that last night when he held my hand that things were not the same. You can tell a lot by holding hands; it is much more intimate than those parts which serve no other purpose except sexual functions. Those parts just sit around waiting for something to happen but your hands do everything. Somebody told me once that I couldn’t talk if my hands were tied behind my back and that’s probably true because I use them constantly. I don’t just mean to do the little quote signs that a reformed hoodlum turned preacher did once in church when he said “crap” and “screw” to shock the congregation. I mean to kind of show each syllable, comma and period. When someone holds my hand I feel like they are holding on to everything that I’ve ever said or ever will say. If Howard felt any words that last night, they were in a different language; a colorful “groovy” language that I did not know nor have any desire to learn. It just wasn’t right, not the way that I remembered holding hands with Jeff Johnson in front of the Quick Stop.


  Howard had said that I was a virgin, a nobody and this truly infuriated me. I wanted to be “good” and “nice.” I wanted to be somebody. Mary was a virgin and she was somebody famous but this made things worse. I had never really understood how all that happened, how Joseph had been such an understanding gentleman about the whole thing. It was just one of those questions without an answer, the kind that must be accepted. What I couldn’t accept was ME and what I had in common with HER. Mary was chosen because she was so good and I needed to think of something fast because Jesus was supposed to come back and if there really weren’t ANY virgins (as Howard had said) to choose from, I might be a possible choice. No, I had to do something. That’s why I started smoking Salem cigarettes in my bathroom late at night, fanning towels and spraying deodorant so that no one would know. It was a bad thing to do and since I hid it from the world, that made me a lying hypocrite and that was even better. I could be both good and bad.


  SPRING ’73


  The spring goes even faster than the fall. Pat Reeves has come back to me and we do nice things like go to the movies and play tennis. I am not in love with him but I am a May Court sponsor along with Tricia, Cindy and Lisa. I smoke cigarettes in front of them and say “damn” and “shit” a lot. This keeps me “in” without exposing myself. I make excellent grades and I am very fit. I am so fit that I buy an itsy bitsy teeny weeny chartreuse polka dot bikini for the summer that comes so fast it makes my head spin.


  SPRING ’74


  I’m spinning, spinning like a top. My how time flies when you’re so much fun!! Again, I am a May Court sponsor! Again, I am so “in.” I am still completely unexposed and no one even knows this except me. They don’t realize that in being identical to them that I am so unique, that I am merely using this as a disguise. It is such a way to stay fit, to survive! Beatrice is no longer even a little bit fit; she is a misfit and that must be where the word comes from, misfit, one who is not in shape, one not fit enough to survive among the rest, as a part of the rest. I am not even sorry that Pat Reeves, my loyal standby, is going to graduate and go away to school. Why, there are so many fish out swimming around all night with their eyes open, just waiting for me to throw my bait!


  SUMMER ’74


  This picture has a date, July 7, 1974; however, I choose to simply call it Summer ’74, because it could be any day, every day of that summer, when we would all go down to Moon Lake to lie out in the sun. Tricia, Cindy, Lisa and I are sitting on colorful towels at the end of a pier, and it makes me remember so many things, our bodies greased with Hawaiian Tropic, the smell of a banana and coconut blend. On the pier to our right when facing the lake (though they are not in this picture) were the college people, the All American bronzed beauties of Bobby’s class, destined for fame, fortune, MBAs. To our left, at the far end of the lake, was a dock where the water was dark and slimy, where (as Blue Springs reputations went) dark and slimy people hung out. That end of the lake was shady and none of those people ever sunned; they all wore long jeans and long hair in spite of our swampy summers. I remember thinking how odd to see Beatrice at that end of the lake instead of with us, in the middle.


  I liked to lie on my stomach and pull my towel up to my neck so that I could see through a crack in the pier down to the cool green water. It seemed so small that way, just a crack, and the surrounding voices would evaporate just like the water on my legs and I felt alone just as I had years before in my bathrobe. It was nice feeling small, detached, like I had escaped being similar to so many people, like I was not in the limelight of Blue Springs High which I most definitely was: chief cheerleader for the coming year, National Honor Society, a May Court representative for two years; the list went on and on, all of the good things of all the best years of my life, something like Gidget goes to Moon Lake. Yet, something was odd; something in the curve of the horizon that was blocked from my sight by the row of pine trees, by the very way that the world moved, not letting me see what was beyond. There was a time when such a sight would have brought to mind Christopher Columbus and the story of how he held an orange and watched a butterfly creep up the side, appearing slowly like the sails of a ship on the horizon, but it seems that then, I had other things on my mind. I remember thinking the words “All I could see from where I stood were three long mountains and a wood” and I couldn’t believe that Edna St. Vincent Millay had written that when she was just a little older than I was then, the thought that someone so young would have had the power to describe something as big as a rebirth. Sometimes when I was lying there, I would get an almost sexless feeling. It wasn’t that I wasn’t feminine because I was (though never the frilly type) and it wasn’t that I was masculine even though I was quite athletic and prided myself on being so. There was no reason for this feeling; I wasn’t beautiful like Tricia but I wasn’t unattractive. I was the one that always managed to merit “cute” which is really a half-assed thing to say about someone, though superior to ugly. It was a nothing feeling that seemed to spread over me: not feminine, not masculine, not heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, not penis envy or any other such shit. No, it was sexless, asexual, like the tiny amoebae that I had seen under the microscope in biology, sliding, changing, splitting, totally independent, a single organism and yet, identical to the other millions. Was there an original somewhere in that green cool water where a population greater than the world fed and bred? It was such a big thought, something to hold onto, that all of the days seemed the same. This picture is a picture of every day of the summer of 1974.


  LOOSE SHOTS


  It goes faster and faster once summer ends. Here I am in my Varsity cheering suit. There is a big hairy arm around my waist but I have cut away the person that this hand belongs to. Here I am again at Christmas in my brand new coat and again there is an obstrusive hairy arm. What is that story about the hairy buried arm? Here, I am the May Queen. Finally, I wear the crown, a tinfoil looking crown and I am wearing a strapless dress with a tulle skirt. Pat Reeves is behind me and he has not changed one bit, though I look different, something is different. The theme of the dance was something ridiculous like “Venus and Mars Are All Right Tonight” (you know, the Paul McCartney song) and there are these tacky chicken wire planets hanging all around. Here, I am in front of my college dorm that late summer day when my parents left me there and it almost doesn’t look like me at all. My hair is long, longer than it has ever been, and I don’t look as fit as I have before. I’m not even looking at the camera. I am looking at my hands like a complete fool, but pictures get that way, old and strange, some of them total misrepresentations of the given moment.
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