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It was not er:mugh to play some chords on the guitar or do a couple
of cartwheels like the other eight-year-olds. For the talent component
of the Miss Towanda Beauty Pageant, I played a Beethoven sonatina
on the piano and a Haydn fugue on the clarinet. To solidify the win,
| also sang, performing the school-age favorite “I Know an Old Lady
who Swallowed a Fly." For the piece, in which the Lady ingests—fa-
tally—eight animals, I wore a poster board, upon which a gargantuan
stomach had been drawn and punctured with small holes. With each
line of lyrics, I hooked on a corresponding drawing, outfitted with a
paperclip, to the belly that consumed all but my head, forearms, and
feet. “I know an old lady who swallowed a spider”—I attached a spi-
der; “...swallowed a bird"—I attached a bird. Ultimately, the animals
all hung from my torso. I didn't act out the dead part. In retrospect, it
would have been appropriate.

For half the summer, my father was the doctor at Camp Towanda
in Honesdale, Pennsylvania, where kids slept in bunks and played
Newcomb and wore work boots in the rain. My mother went along for
the month, and with little to do in the infirmary, she hatched schemes
such as the above. For the bathing suit portion of the contest, she
sewed balloons—immense, inflated balloons—on to my red swim-
suit, front and back. It was inconceivable that I would lose. It was in-
conceivable that I would emerge of right mind. I felt bad for the other
girls who probably should have won, being normal and on their own.

When my name was called, the camp director presented the crown,
cut from green construction paper and painted gold. She handed me a
bouquet of wild Pennsylvania weeds and turned me by my shoulders
to face the crowd, squeezing my bones with her fingers, pulsing with
excitement. I held the weeds straight out in front of me, resting my
forearms on a balloon sprouting from my ribs.

“Go ahead,” she said into my ear, “take your walk.”

The weird guy who was in charge of canoeing tufned on the snund
system and blasted the pageant song. “There she is...” the audience
sang, yelling over the “America” part. I stood on the stage, unable to
move my feet. “There she is...Miss Tau:;‘ﬂﬂﬂ.” )

“Go, go,” the director said again, pushing on my spine.

The conter pialé  the ol had been raised up like a fashion
runway. Boys sat on the left, girls on the right, like a religious sect. I
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