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			Looking back on your past is easy when you’ve spent a large part of it on camera. Everyone thinks they know you because they see so much of your life on the small screen. You come into the viewer’s living room, give them a glimpse into your world, and folks walk away thinking they understand how you got from point A to point pregnant. The truth is always more complicated than a camera can capture. But the truth is also hard for us to pin down because memory is a funny thing. You think you remember something so clearly, only to doubt yourself later on when you think about it again.

			Keeping a diary helps with these little details. 

			While moving things around to get ready for our new house, I rediscovered my old teenage diaries. Three little books, all as different as the years recorded inside. I was struck by the sight of them, and remembered that I began writing things down as a way to help me deal with my crazy life. An overbearing mother. A pair of impulsive siblings. A dad that I barely knew. My diary gave me an understanding audience. One that didn’t judge me. One that kept all of my secrets. One that just let me be me. 

			As I poured over the small pages, I saw the path of my life written in adorable, childish scribbles. The more I read, the more I wondered if others would like to read them. Yes. The answer was yes, I think others would like to read them. After all, I had an audience for my teenage years. Why not gather an audience for my childhood? Paint a complete picture that is Jenelle. 

			I am not saying these stories explain everything about me. It won’t be an outline of this is to blame for my mistakes, or that is the fault for all of my problems. What I hope to share is the journey of my youth. Of how I got from point A to point pregnant, and beyond. 

			If life is about the journey and not the destination, then this book is a map of my voyage so far. I hope you can find something worthy in the trip while I try to rediscover the innocence of my youth.
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			Before we get into the pages of my diaries, I want to talk about the F word. 

			No, not that one. If you’ve ever heard me talk, you know I say that one enough as it is. 

			In this case, I am talking about family. Family is a funny thing, you know? Here are a group of people you are tied to through something as thick as blood, but in most cases these are the last people in the world you would choose to have as friends. Now I know there are families out there who are all happy-go-lucky and hardly ever argue. (Or at least they would like for you to think that.) I know that some families get a long great, most of the time, and actually look forward to holidays and other gatherings. There are some families who struggle to get along, those who come together in times of trouble, but overall keep to themselves. 

			Then there was my family.

			A lot of folks think they have the worst family, or wished they had a different family, or belonged to someone else’s family. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t believe I have the worst relatives in the history of ever. And I am not so naïve that I believe there is such a thing as a perfect family. I just wished there had been more family to ours. We never had fun vacations or cozy holidays. There wasn’t a gathering that didn’t end in a screaming match. Sure, we had our moments, those rare occasions when everything clicked and for a shining moment everyone was tolerable. Of course, it never lasted, and we would slip right back into those icy waters of indifference or sometimes pure hatred.

			Our family was originally from Scranton, Pennsylvania. It’s a nice enough town, but I never cared for it. I never fit in at school. I never made many friends. I just didn’t like it there. In fact, the first half of my earliest diary is missing; torn away and long gone. That’s right, I hated my time in Scranton so much, I ripped out my diary entries and threw them away! My first entry after that was about how much I hated my life in Pennsylvania. Well, that and how I was grounded alongside my brother. Which brings us back to the F word.

			Family.

			I have one sister, Ashleigh, and one brother, Colin. I will talk more about them later, and believe me, there is lots to talk about. Most of you know my mother Barbara from her time on television with me. She and I have a complicated history, and while I love her, we don’t have that special mother-daughter bond I hear other’s talk so much about. I wished we could be closer to one another, but there is so much standing between us I don’t think we will ever get there. For all the distance between my mother and myself, there is twice the length between my dad and me. 

			Robert Evans was only in my life for a little while. For that short and glorious time, I was daddy’s little girl. I loved and admired him. I still do in some small way. Without warning everything changed, and my dad cut himself out of my life. Even now, as a grown woman, we don’t talk. Maybe one day that will change. Maybe one day we can find one another, get to know each other, and he can finally be my father. Until then, he is just my biological dad. All I have of him are memories; some good, some bad, and some heartbreaking. Of course, I have the horrible stories my mother tells me about him. There are also the uncomfortable claims my siblings have made about him. (More on that later.)

			Folks tell me I have a romanticized view of my dad as a cool, fun-loving guy. I suppose that’s because it was the only part of him I got to see. I only have my memories to go on, and in my mind, he was laid back and calm compared to the rest of the family. My mother was always fussing and arguing with me, but my dad was much calmer. He was musically inclined, which I always thought was fun. He was an awesome singer and a musician. He liked to drive around with all of the windows down, the radio blasting, and the two of us singing at the top of our lungs. Once he even played in a band with a famous actor! 

			But my dad, the rock star? Not so much. Later, my mother explained he wasn’t a rock star husband. He worked at a recording studio for a number of years, but playing music never paid the family’s bills. He had some other habits like carousing and hanging out with his friends instead of staying home that made her mad too. Yeah, my mother used to give him hell for every little thing he did, but looking back on it now, I have to wonder if maybe she was just lashing out at him because of his misplaced sense of priorities. She never thought he put his family first, at least that’s what I always got from her. 

			Or maybe there were things there I never got. 

			To a little girl that never saw the adult side of him, my dad seemed like a fun-loving kind of guy. To be fair to my mother, I was young when he still lived in the house, and never knew what went on when they were alone. Having been in and out of my own troubled relationships, I can only guess at what their marriage was like. It was rocky enough not to last, and that says enough on its own, I suppose. I wished I had paid enough attention at the time, so I could watch for the same signs in my own life. 

			My mother did share one story with me, however. She explained once that dad fell down a full flight of stairs, while holding a three-year-old. Guess who was that three-year-old little girl? Right. Me! According to my mother, I woke up with a nightmare one night and wandered the house until I ended up downstairs with him. He rocked me to sleep and then he tried to carry me back upstairs. When he reached the top step, he lost his footing and fell all the way back down, with me still in his arms. I turned out to be okay, but that was the final nail in the coffin as far as mom was concerned. It was shortly after that my mother kicked him out. 

			He went to live with his own mother when Barbara threw him out. My mother filed for divorce soon after, and by October 13 of ‘94, they were officially done. Ten years of marriage gone thanks to bad habits and bad attitude. We still got to see our dad because they shared custody, and through these visits I sort of got to know my old man. I still remember those long drives with the radio blasting and all of us singing along. I would go to our grandmother’s house, his mom, and watch him record music onto her computer. He showed me how to edit music, and eventually got me my first digital camera. He encouraged me to make films and this lead to my desire to pursue a career in film editing. I remember him being supportive and encouraging. I guess people can have all sorts of sides. The ones they show you, and the ones they keep for other people.

			I never thought those days would end. Then they did. All of a sudden it was over. He was out of our lives just like that. You would think it was the big move from Pennsylvania to North Carolina that did it, but no. My dad stepped out of my life before that. I still don’t understand what really happened.

			My mother began dating again a while after the divorce, and after a few hit and misses she eventually met Mike. He became her long-time boyfriend. Mike’s a good guy, and I didn’t mind calling him my step dad. During the time they spent together he was supportive of my mom, and she loved him. I am glad she had someone she could depend on for a little while since my dad was such a letdown to her. They split eventually, with him moving back to Pennsylvania and them selling our old house in North Carolina. It seems like none of the relationships in my life last very long, even the ones I am not a part of. 

			Mike also played a weird part in the last time I saw my dad. 

			The last memory I have of seeing Robert Evans was waiting for him to come and pick my siblings and me up for our weekend stay. We were sitting on the porch waiting patiently, Mike standing with us, when our dad’s car pulled down the road. Dad slowed down, looked right at all of us sitting there, then pulled away as if he didn’t know any of us. 

			After that, we never saw him again. He never returned to get us. Never picked us up for another visit. That was that. I always wondered if it because he saw mom’s new boyfriend with us. Did he think Mike was filling the role of our father? I never got to find out because I only talked to him one more time after that. 

			After we relocated to North Carolina, I walked in on a phone call between him and my mother. I have no idea how often they talked or if that was the only time. I lingered, wanting to hear their discussion, and waiting to see if I could get a chance to talk to him. 

			The conversation must have gotten around to his kids, because she paused and looked at me while saying, “She doesn’t want to talk to you.”

			I said, “Um, yes I do.”

			She begrudgingly handed me the phone. 

			I immediately asked him where he had been.

			“Home,” he said, meaning my grandmother’s in Scranton. “How are you?”

			I wanted to talk to him, to tell him how much I missed him and how I wished he was here with us in North Carolina. I wanted to tell him about the friends I had made since the move, and how Ashleigh and Colin weren’t any less annoying and how mom still barked all of the time about everything we did. Above all else, I wanted to know why he left us on the porch that day. Why did he just drive by? Turned out I couldn’t bring myself to say any of this.

			All I could manage to say was, “I’m good. When are you coming for a visit?”

			I never heard his answer. As soon as the words were out of my mouth, my mother snatched the phone away from me. She grumbled something into the phone about setting up visits but that he would have to come to North Carolina. They talked for a bit longer, but I never got another chance to talk to him that day. Or ever again. 

			To this day, I don’t know if my mother forced him out of our lives or if he just didn’t want us anymore. I can’t help but think it was a bit of both. On the one hand, I could tell our mother had done everything she could to cut our dad out of our lives. On the other, he never made much of an effort to resist her. It wasn’t like he fought her in court for custody. What little visitation he was awarded he gave up on without a word. I still love him, but deep down I think I will always be that heartbroken little girl waiting on the porch for her daddy to come and pick her up.

			I would like to think my dad is a great but misunderstood man. I would like to, but he cut me out of his life when I was eleven. It’s hard to draw an opinion of a man who I feel gave up on me…and life in general.

			As for my siblings, there’s a whole different set of stories. I know why they call it sibling rivalry because I sure fought with my brother and sister a lot. Yet my relationship trouble with the pair of them goes far beyond just healthy competition or natural disagreements. There was always something inherently broken in our relationship. I never got along much with either of them, unless we were up to no good. When we were sneaking around or lying to our mother or generally being little brats, we got along great. But on a supportive, nurturing level, we failed. I have no memories of my older sister comforting me in times of trouble, or my older brother sticking up for me. Most of my memories with my siblings are breaking things or being grounded or just my mother screaming at us for something we did or didn’t do. 

			Ashleigh is older than both of us, and she made sure we remembered it. She was snobby and bitchy, and had no time for either Colin or me. I only wanted to hang out with my cool older sister, but no. Between her words and actions, she pushed me away as hard as she could. She had her friends and her social life, she didn’t need a younger sister dragging her down. I made a few entries about getting into fights with her. Not just screaming matches either. Actual fistfights. I am not sure who won more often, her or me. I just remember getting into it on a near daily basis with her over every little thing.

			Colin is a year younger than Ashleigh. He and I got along better than either of us did with our sister. I have always been more of a tomboy anyways, and Colin liked to do the things I liked to do. Ride bikes. Play outside. Find trouble and get as deep as we could into it. Even though I was a few years younger than him, he let me hang out with him and his friends. I think maybe this is when I started preferring guy friends over girlfriends. He often had outbursts of rage, and I was usually the person who could calm him down. It took some time for me to realize those outbursts were more than just a phase he was going through. He had some serious problems going on inside of his head.

			Growing up I spent a lot of time with my brother, so when he got agitated, I had more patience for him. Not so much for my sister. She was a ball of stress I never really understood. To be fair, all three of us suffer from various emotional problems. Personally, I have to deal with layers of PTSD, anxiety, and other stress factors. My siblings have different issues that I can’t even begin to explain here. 

			My sister started showing signs of stressing out at a very young age. Even at six she was a stressed-out kid. What a six-year-old has to stress out about, I don’t know, but she did. Somewhere around fifth grade my sister’s grades started to slip. She was never a straight-A student, but it got so bad she had to repeat the fifth grade. This meant she had to go to the same class with Colin. This embarrassed her and of course made her stress levels far worse. She was easy to make mad, which I managed to do all of the time. It wasn’t just me, however. She fought with everyone in her life, friends and family. After she repeated the fifth grade, Ashleigh slid deeper into a dark place. She went through a Goth phase, with all black clothes and stuff like that. She also dabbled in witchcraft and other weird stuff. She became known around school for her unusual behavior, and stress issues. Which spilled over into my life in a way she couldn’t control, but I suffered for. 

			Everyone remembered or knew of my older sister, and assumed I was exactly like her. As a result, I didn’t make friends as easily. Everyone thought they knew how I was going to be, so they didn’t take the time to get to know me. We lived in a small town and went to a small school. Even the teachers thought they knew what to expect from me based on their experience with her. It might have been selfish of me at the time, but I really hated her for it. I felt like I couldn’t get past the idea of her. Like I was set up to fail. 

			All of that changed when we moved to North Carolina. It was a fresh start for me. Nobody knew my sister so they didn’t have a preconceived notion of how I should act. I could make my own path without the history of her or my brother’s behavior changing it. No one knew anything about my strange sister or violent brother. I had a fresh piece of paper to write on. For once, I could set my own expectations.

			Things did change for me. I found new purpose and tried things I never thought I would do before in Scranton. I became a cheerleader, got a chance to do some modeling, and more importantly I made tons of new friends. I was happy for the first time in Oak Island. I never cared if I saw the likes of Pennsylvania ever again. My sister? Not so much.

			When I say everything changed, I meant everything. Ashleigh didn’t want to move to North Carolina. She pitched a fit when she found out we were leaving Pennsylvania. I understand why. Moving isn’t easy for a family. Picking up your life and relocating it is rough on adults, but it’s worse on the kids. She had friends and history within our old territory. She was already fifteen and well established in our little community, even if it was as a strange teenager. My sister had a life in Scranton, and now she had to abandon all of it and start over again. She was more than just upset about the move. She was pissed off about it. 

			She ranted and raved, screaming at my mom and her new boyfriend (Mike) about how they were ruining her life. My sister put on an epic display of spoiled brathood with her outburst. It was almost as violent as my brother got on occasion. She didn’t want to go and there was nothing that was going to change her mind. We couldn’t have been more different about our old home. Whereas I ripped up my old diary entries and threw them out because I hated my life there, she jumped up and down screaming about never wanting to leave the place. 

			In the end, she lost the fight and the battle. We moved to North Carolina and never went back to Pennsylvania. She probably counts this as one of the points her life was ruined. She didn’t recover well from the move. Couldn’t make friends as easily as she did in Scranton. Never became as popular as she was back in our old home. She continued her therapy visits and I am sure she had lots and lots to talk about in her now forever-changed life. 

			These days Ashleigh lives in a house near our mom. At one point, she married a marine and had a kid. That marriage didn’t last long. She went out with another guy for a while after her divorce, but that didn’t last long either. Later she ended up having a second kid with her ex-husband’s best friend. I know, right? Through all of this she still seems so unsatisfied. My sister has never seemed happy to me. I feel bad for her. I don’t think I have ever seen her truly happy. I don’t know if she ever will be. I wish her all the happiness in the world, but I don’t know if she has it in her to be a happy person. Some people live through misery. They are only satisfied when everything, and everyone, around them are broken.

			My brother, as much as I enjoyed spending time with him, wasn’t much better in the broken department. Where my sister was well known for being unstable and weird, he was known for his outbursts and violent tendencies. There were lots of times in our childhood where he would suffer an emotional break, and the result was like a bomb going off. He would get really violent, lashing out with words and fists. More than once he lashed out at his own family. I remember many times when I was frightened by his outbursts. I was able to handle most of his actions, but sometimes he was far too out of control for even me to reel him in. 

			Then there was the day he accidentally set the house on fire.

			It was an afternoon in late July of 2000. My mom and my sister and me were downstairs watching a horror movie when Colin came running down the stairs from the attic. He shouted, waving his arms and hollering almost incoherently. It took us a few moments of confusion to figure out what in the hell he was going on about. I think I smelled the smoke first. Colin had started a fire in the attic and it was quickly spreading to the rest of the house. 

			Later we learned he set a toy car alight, then tossed it onto his bed, which then caught the entire attic on fire. Keep in mind he wasn’t a two- or three-year-old toying with matches. This was a nine-year-old boy deliberately setting fire to his toys. God only knows how long the fire was burning before he finally came and told us what he had done. 

			Even though I was only six, my mother grabbed me by the shoulders and told me to run to the neighbor’s house and get them to call the fire department. I think that says a lot about the two of them; rather than get either of my older siblings to call for help she sent the six-year-old to do it. After that, she yelled at all of us to get out. Smart woman. Again, she may have her faults, she didn’t want us stay in the house to call for help. She wanted her children out of the burning building so they could stay safe. 

			I followed her instructions and ran as fast I could to the next house. I explained in a panic rush to the neighbors what was going on, then ran back to the house to make sure our mom was okay. She stayed inside for a long time. Longer than was safe for anyone to be in a burning house. She was trying to save our home, trying to fight the now raging fire. She failed. By the time the fire truck arrived, a good portion of our house had burned to the ground. Mother was devastated. 

			She wasn’t the only one. All of our lives were ruined by the fire. Not just our earthly possessions were consumed. Part of our childhood died in those flames too. My mother was between boyfriends at the time, and had no one else she could call for help. She had to rely on our dad to come and pick us up and take care of us so she could handle things for the rest of the day. Our dad did as asked, but later when she was supposed to return and get us, she didn’t show. We got word that she had spent the evening out with some friends to blow off some steam over the whole affair. 

			Once again, a parental unit didn’t want us around. Surprise, surprise. 

			Thankfully our mother was a well-prepared woman. She carried home owner’s insurance which paid for not only repairs but also for all of our ruined possessions and housing for the duration of the repairs. The four of us ended up spending about six months in a local motel while they fixed the house. We got all new stuff, which was nice, but again, the event was harrowing and traumatic. It was a breaking point for our mother concerning her son’s behavior. Until then she had been sending him to therapy and keeping him on medication for his various conditions. His outbursts were dealt with incident by incident. This, however, was too much for all of us. 

			Colin ended up in a special group home in Texas for nearly two years. I don’t blame my mother for sending him away like that. It is a hard decision, yet I would’ve done the same. He still lives in a special group home. Turns out, not only does Colin have the family issue of anxiety, he is also developmentally challenged. Which I guess explains a lot about his whole life. What normal kid goes from killing ants with a magnifying glass to setting the family house on fire? My mother had to make some more hard choices when it came to what was best for him, and one of those was placing him in a permanent group home where he could get the kind of care he needs. 

			I suppose this brings me back around to my mother. Wow, that is a long, complicated subject. For those of you who have watched the show, it is no secret that I have a terribly complicated relationship with my mother. From the exchanges we have made on camera you would think we have never gotten along. Funny thing is, at one point we did get along... sort of. Once upon a time, out of the three of us, I was the child she yelled at the least. That was enough to make me the favorite. She once told me I was her normal kid, because I didn’t need therapy or medication. (Yet!) Hey, I said we weren’t your usual family, didn’t I?

			My mom married my dad in April of ‘84. They stayed married for ten years. Ten long years, according to her. I don’t think my father started out the marriage that way. I think maybe the responsibility of married life just weighed down on him too much. I can’t say that for sure, of course. Either way, the course of things lead to their divorce, and Barbara became a single mom of three kids. She had a tough job. 

			She made it work. She had to become both the mom and the dad, and somewhere in there I lost touch with her. She had to crack down on us twice as hard because she didn’t have someone else to share the burden of discipline with her. My mother developed into a harsher, colder version of herself. She was already hard on us. After dad left, she began to scrutinize everything we did. I would like to say I reacted to it with grace and maturity. Obviously, I did not. I was just a kid, and I wanted to push her as hard as she pushed me. Teenagers test their parents, and since she was my only one, she got twice the dosage. If she yelled, I yelled. If she shoved, I shoved. Screaming matches became the norm for all of us. There was never a quiet moment in the house again. 

			After dad moved out and she divorced him, my mother was alone for a while. She had some friends and family that lived close, but she stayed off the dating market for a time. As a fresh divorcee, she was probably giving those old wounds time to heal. Eventually she began dating again, and when she did, she wasn’t shy about introducing us to her new boyfriend. She never hid it from us or kept it separate from us. Some of her boyfriends were okay. Just normal guys doing their best to find a partner they could settle down with. But some… some guys weren’t the best choices in men. I think now I can see where I got my lousy choice in men!

			One boyfriend in particular we called Cookie. He had a daughter about Ashleigh’s age. I learned how to cuss from the pair of them. They would teach me certain words, which I had no idea what they meant, and then get me to say them in front of my mother. Of course, this would get me in trouble. Cookie and his daughter would just laugh and laugh about it. Mom didn’t think it was very funny. He wasn’t around for long. 

			Mom met Mike a year or so before we moved to North Carolina. He was her first longstanding relationship since our father moved out. I got to where I would call him my stepdad, even though he never married mom or adopted us. I liked him and I still do, but that too didn’t last. A few years ago, he split up with my mom and moved out. I guess nothing lasts forever. Children grow up, love fades, people move on.

			Again, if you watched the show, you know how I fell into the trap of signing over the custody of my son Jace. I thought I was doing it so I could get my life back on track and regain custody of my son. I made a lot of easy missteps and stupid mistakes, but I tried my hardest to do right by him. In the end, it didn’t matter. The courts awarded her full custody and she has retained rights ever since. It has been a nightmarish battle to get him back into my home and arms. Even though I have other children who are doing perfectly fine, they won’t give him back to me. It hurts my heart when I think about it. And I think about it every day. I could fill this book with descriptions of my heartache, but let me stop before I get started. This book isn’t about the Jenelle of today. This book is about the Jenelle of years ago. 

			Starting on Sunday, February 15, 2004.
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