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NORTH AND SOUTH

In my house you’ll find only one mirror -- the small medicine cabinet in the bathroom, the one I use so little I barely notice the smeared toothpaste and soap spots.  I know.  You’re staring at my beady eyes, crooked nose, and thin, stringy hair, thinking, “Maybe you should use it a little more often.”  No thanks.  I’ve discovered what being trapped behind a looking glass prison does to a person.  I’ve witnessed a victim implore, almost begging, “Mirror, mirror reveal to me, the person that I long to be.” 

 My sister, Sharon, was that victim.

Actually, it began before I was born.  Mother was pregnant with her second –- me.  Daddy traveled, too much it seems, escaping our southern home, his pregnant wife and family, and responsibilities that oppressed him.  He raced back to his northern roots to imitate the lost youth he longed to be.  Along the way, he picked up excess baggage -- a young mistress.

With round belly, swollen ankles, and suspicious mind, Mother boarded Flight 238, direct from Atlanta to Chicago.  She found the two straying lovebirds holding hands in the restaurant of the downtown Hilton.  The vision of the other woman’s protruding abdomen struck my mother like lightning.  His mistress, or whore as Mother would always refer to her, was pregnant also.  Mother made a scene, screamed, cursed, and threatened his life before crumbling to the floor.  Her grief gouged my sac.  Water gushed.  I penetrated the birth canal and forced my mother to her knees.

Daddy paid for the yellow taxi that drove us to the hospital, the major role he played in my delivery.  Mother’s wails pounded off sterile walls, rocketed through heavy swinging doors, down long narrow corridors.  Daddy waited, I’m told, until I entered the world, so tiny, being premature, but not nearly as small as I would forever be in my mother’s eyes; always the child they didn’t want, the baby he didn’t choose.

He flew us home, left us, married his mistress, and managed to sacrifice two weeks in his busy summer for Sharon and me.  I watched my half-sister, who was my age, become the love of his life.  He had aborted me that night in Chicago.  Every summer I relived his abandonment, watched him with his new wife and daughter, felt the same distance in emotion that I did in miles. But every summer I returned thinking one day he’d see me, and when he finally did, he’d crush me into his arms, tell me he loved me. I understood Mother’s bitterness towards him, but never comprehended her growing resentment towards me.

Mother taunted me playfully, calling me a northerner, “just like your daddy,” as if I should’ve been the one to miraculously stop him and his mistress from hopping that plane to Chicago, Illinois, while nestled inside her womb, an accident in the midst of marital trials and tribulations.

 Mother turned to Vodka to numb the memory of her abandonment.  My sister, Sharon, beautiful Sharon, was to become all Mother never was, and had yearned to be in southern society, a debutante, and southern belle.  Through her, Mother became like Scarlett, a Georgian native herself, wooing society, pretending to be something she wasn’t, playing up to everyone in order to get her way, leaving me behind, “gone with the wind”.

My northern roots offered Mother a humorous outlet to vent hidden pain and frustration.  Mother hated my faded, torn jeans and Grateful Dead t-shirts, loathed Bob Dylan who serenaded my loneliness, and my longhaired friends who wore natural smiles.  Mom’s resentment filtered through my pores, leaving behind stale grounds of hurt.  When she looked at me, all she could see was another girl my age, sitting on my daddy’s lap, the other child, the one he chose over me, and Marguerite, his loving wife, the other woman, embracing her lovely family.  

I was my dad, only in a girl’s body – small green eyes, a laid back walk with slumped shoulders, expressive hand motions, all haunting my mother like a ghost.

She’d scream, “It’s him, it’s him.”

I’d cry, “It’s me, it’s me.”

On the other hand, Sharon was perfect in every way - a regular teenage Mary Poppins.  She was only two years, five months older than me, but I trailed far behind, following just close enough to keep her white train from dragging the ground.  At first, I didn’t mind.  I longed to play a part, an extra waiting to be called to the set.  I loved her so.

My friends would say, “Forget them, Man.  They’re like in a plastic world.”

Forget them, my only family?  I loved them so much it hurt. 

In desperation, so wanting to please Mother, I allowed Sharon to help me fit in, but she grew frustrated with my thin, wispy hair, and small eyes that disappeared under puffy lids.  Lavish makeup caked my face, and curling irons drained my arms.  Sharon threw up her hands.

“It’s hopeless,” she howled.

I could’ve saved her time and money.  I had known that from the start.

As I grew older, my sister and I drifted miles apart, me heading further north, her standing firm in the south.

Sharon had refused to visit our daddy, hated him with Mother’s ferocity.  Mother linked to Sharon’s devotion like an anchor to its chain.  Sharon never grasped the reality that, when thrown overboard, the chain goes down with the anchor.

Our playroom evolved into Sharon’s shrine, boastfully displaying pageant trophies, from toddler years to her teens.   Mirrors overlaid every wall, ceiling to floor, so Sharon could analyze her dancing, cheerleading, or just plain walking.  I rarely visited that looking glass room.  There was no need to view my defects.  Mother graciously reminded me of them everyday.

Sharon exhausted herself with cheerleading, high school sorority clubs, but mostly beauty pageants, searching for a magical potion to resurrect the death in her emerald eyes.  When a blemish attacked her creamy complexion, astringents, lotions and soaps lined the bathroom counter until the red spot surrendered.  A few excess pounds threw her into a complete frenzy, and her white scale vibrated as it rolled, back and forth, back and forth, as much as twenty times a day.  She never left the house without every hair in place, make-up applied, donned in clean, pressed designer outfits.

Mother thrived on Sharon’s beauty pageants, the mother of “Little Miss Sweetheart”, and “Miss Teenage Belle”, “Miss Georgia Peach”, and so on.  She groomed every hair on her precious Sharon’s head, ordering me to please go brush mine, and on the way back, bring the bobby pins.

 
Looking back, I can’t blame Mother for worshiping my sister. She was definitely goddess material, with slim, muscular legs, sensuous lips with a natural pucker, thick, wavy, (yes it was blonde) hair, and porcelain skin.  Of course, Mother paid out her rear for minor plastic surgery to adjust Sharon’s too-long nose and cap her too-small teeth.  The silicone boobs perfected her sinewy proportions, and expensive singing lessons cultivated her soprano voice.  Why should Sharon have to endure God’s mistakes? The state pageant was just around the bend -- Sharon’s future.

Still the pageants didn’t douse Mother’s flaming rage, and she drowned her sorrows in Vodka every night, fueling her bitterness for Dad and Marguerite.  When she was drunk, her anger spewed all over me.

“Look at this mess,” she’d yell.  “I work all day, the least you can do is straighten up.”  She’d gulp her drink, pour another.  “My god, you look just like your father when you stand like that.  Straighten those shoulders.”

Why?  Why did she have to hate me?  I needed her to tell me she wanted me even though Daddy hadn’t, the way she wanted Sharon.

Mother and I had been so involved in our Civil War, and the pain it wrought, that we never noticed Sharon’s distress.  She competed in every aspect of life.  I thought it was because she desired the attention it bestowed, the promise of highlights and spotlights, applause, and cheers.  All the time she was slowly dying, wasting away inside.

Finally, light seeped through a small crack in Mother’s dark world, divulging the obsession and compulsion that had saturated our home. Something had to be done, had to change.

I told Sharon, “It’s okay to make mistakes.  Take a day off from beauty, run barefoot in a field of clover, go skinny dipping in the river.”  I coerced her away from the mirror, to the window.  “Look! Look at the sky, at the lilies and purple-cones.” I pulled her outside.  “Smell a fragrance other than the Calvin Klein you dab behind your ears.”

She was tense, stiff without her mirrors, just as mother was without her Vodka.  Sharon would pause at storefront windows to smooth her clothes, fondle her hair, and suck in her flat stomach.  She grew to resent my remarks, unable to face what I revealed to her  -- the real Sharon, the one without glamorous wrapping and bows, the one dying inside of her.

One memory still burns in my brain, and old wounds remain tender to the touch.

I had entered the playroom to retrieve a Sega game I borrowed from a friend, finding Sharon cheering with her reflection.  Her strict discipline had already attained supremacy and excellence, yet she jumped obsessively, until achieving ideal height, rehearsing a simple cheer until every fragment proclaimed “perfect”.  She controlled every body part, even her fake pageant smile.  Everything except her emerald eyes.  They were as dead as a tree stump.

“I thought you’d be gone by now,” I said.

“I’ve still got thirty minutes before Brad picks me up.”

Satisfied with her reply, I picked up the Sega game, and turned to leave.

“Are you coming to my game tonight?”

I stopped directly in front of her.  “I don’t know.”

“Figures.”

“What did you say?”

She spun away from her gorgeous reflection, and her stare vomited resentment all over me, just as Mother’s had.  “I said, ‘figures’.”

“What’s that mean?” I asked.  She was angry, but why?

Her eyes returned to the looking glass.  “You’re so dense.  It means what it means.”

Anger took control.  My hands flew to my hips.  I rolled my eyes.  “And what does it mean, Miss High and Almighty?”

She grinned her supreme grin, the “holier than thou” one, and fired her best ammunition -- words.  She knew exactly where to hit.  “Well, Miss Low Good for Nothing, it means you don’t even try to be a part of our family.  You just --.”

“A part?  A part of what?”  Why was she doing this?

“Sports, clubs, important things.  You bury yourself under your sick world with your weird friends.  Mother and I don’t know what to do with you anymore.”

Mother.  Her inferno had spread.

 I heated throughout my pudgy body.  “Mother’s too busy with her perfect Georgia Peach to worry about her northern mishap.”  I glanced in the mirror.  My face had turned crimson.  Sweat beaded my brow.

“That’s so childish, but so typical.”  She mimicked my stance.  We stood eye-to-eye, nose-to-nose.  “You’re just jealous, Pamey.”

“Jealous?  Jealous of what?”  I shouted, getting louder with every word.  “You and your popularity?  You and your honor roll mentality?  Or your and Mother’s precious relationship?  You’re both so superficial, like a blank sheet of paper.  Why would I ever be jealous of that?”  I blew up like flames in a closed up building, shattering windows, blasting through the roof.

She delicately pushed those shiny tresses from her face, glaring with vacant eyes.  Her rebuttal, like acid, burned right through to my heart.

“I hate you.”  She tilted her nose into hostile air, strutted from her shrine.

I waited to hear the screen door slam, before sucking in a pitiful whimper.  Tears streaked my tee shirt and speckled my black combat boots.  At least I was dressed for the occasion.  I sauntered to the window, pulled back the heavy curtain.  She had headed south. 

The gap between us grew, as if torrential rains fell everyday, eroding more and more solid ground between us.  Horrendous gags began seeping through Sharon’s locked bathroom door as she purged imperfections, clattering like a tin cup across iron bars, above my rock music, over Mother’s sitcoms.

Our family’s emotional sickness radiated as a prison spotlight, but remained shrouded by prison walls.  Mother lived in constant denial, slamming the cell doors, locking away our existence.

Finally, I’d had enough.  “Mother, you have to do something.  Bulimia will….”

“It’s a teenage stage, Pamey,” she replied, turning up her radio.  “Now, please, go brush your hair.  Make yourself presentable, at least sometimes.”  She sipped her Vodka tonic.  “Must be those northern roots.”  Then, she’d smile.  It had become an evil sight in my life.

Months later, the state pageant carried on without our beautiful Sharon. Her burned esophagus and weak heart failed to take another regurgitation.  Mother blamed Sharon’s death from heart failure on a too small heart she’d possessed from birth.  I knew her heart had shrunk to nothing from life.

I buried hysterical sobs in a wet pillow, veiled under my room’s darkness, door locked, shades pulled.  Mother grieved behind her own locked door, surfacing only for another bottle.  Rage behind locked doors, no different than Sharon’s.

Every socialite in town attended her funeral, as if Mother had mailed invitations to a gala affair.  It was across our L-shaped living room, I saw him – slumped shoulders, beady green eyes.  Dad.  Drops of regret trickled down his wrinkled, blank face.  It made me want to puke myself, but I knew I needed to get through this, for me, for Sharon.

Mourners waded through a wake of food and plastic condolences.  “Sharon was such a wonderful person,” they’d say, or, “We’re sure going to miss her.”

My mother hung her anchor from their opulent southern drawls.  I was glad they were there.  Like Mom, they were south. I would always be north, a carpetbagger, unwanted and resented. 

I realize now, Sharon had suffered much more than I ever had.  The curse of my northern roots had actually served as a hedge of protection, my “Great Wall of China”.  It had been a blessing in disguise that there was simply nothing worth sucking out of me.  

Through my sister’s death, I discovered Mother didn’t love Sharon more than me after all.  Her fanatical attention on Sharon wasn’t out of love, but her own ruthless need.  It was through her perfect daughter that others noticed Mother, acknowledged her as the southern debutante she longed to be, no longer rejected.  She had thrived and lived on Sharon’s attributes, like a leech sucking blood from an innocent victim.  She drained Sharon’s life in nineteen short years.

I craved escape from grief that squeezed the life out of me. Pushing my way through pitying smiles, I rushed to Sharon’s looking glass shrine where pageant trophies still lined the shelves and mirrors painted the walls.

I picked up her picture.  She was so beautiful, flawless to everyone else, yet utterly vulnerable to the world.  Lying mirrors had completely subjugated her, reflecting flaws that didn’t exist.

Then I dared something I’d sworn never to do.  I perused my drab self in that mendacious mirror, first left, then right.  As always, blatant honesty gaped back at me, chiding, teasing, “Your ears are too big; eyes too small; lips tight and unfeminine.”

Suddenly, Sharon’s image ogled me from behind that looking glass, and searched my face, as if seeing me for the very first time.

A gentle smile adorned her, one I’d never seen.  Her eyes sparkled with life, glistened from tears.  She said, “You’re beautiful, Sis.  Don’t change.  Don’t ever change. Don’t ever….”

Sharon faded with her pleas, until my dowdy image returned. Instantly, I noticed it, and moved closer to the mirror, ignoring the pimples that dotted my face.  There it was – the glimmer of life in my eyes.  It had always been there, what Sharon had so wanted of mine.

She had never hated me.  I knew that.  She had desired freedom to just be, without the frills, without paint, and decorations, freedom to gaze into a mirror, past blemishes, past flaws, deep into her soul.

I closed my eyes, and envisioned Sharon and me holding hands, laughing, remembering how as frightened children we’d slept together, and how Sharon had dressed her Barbie up to perfection, while I snipped mine’s auburn hair into the newest trendy style.  Together, we ascended high above our glass house now cracking all over, soon to shatter into a million pieces for all to see, and drifted beyond our mother, our father.  Nothing dragged us down.  The heavy chain no longer restrained my sister. We were free to love one another as we once had, before our mother had enslaved Sharon’s beauty to relive her youth, just as my daddy had done in Chicago.

The war was over.

We slithered to the floor.  Sharon released me, stepped through the looking glass into a vast green meadow filled with red poppies, yellow crocuses, and fragrant jasmine.

“Smell the jasmine wafting in the breeze, Pamey?” Sharon asked.  “It’s wonderful –- just like you said it was.” 

She waved farewell.  My reflection returned.

At first, silence was stark, lonely, and a chill scrambled up my spine. But as I ran my fingers over her pictures, ribbons and trophies, a redolence of peace sweetened the stench from my sister’s death.  Glorious choirs began to sing, church bells toiled, ushering in a new child’s birth.  I glanced over her pictures once again and, in every single one, her eyes radiated peace.

I snatched up my Walkman, inserted a Bob Dylan tape, and departed Sharon’s mirrored shrine, grateful it no longer imprisoned her. 

The afternoon rays warmed my bones.  Gardenias perfumed the air.  Gales whisked my lifeless strands about.  The civil war had ended, Sharon no longer a slave to beauty, I claiming liberty to be myself.

I slipped on the headphones, heaved a deep sigh, and headed north.

