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THE FIRST BIRTHDAY PARTY I ever had in my life was when I was ten years old. One whole decade old. And I had to invite Jason.

The big thing in birthday parties where we live is slumber parties, only it isn’t called a slumber party because that’s what girls call it. On the invitation where it says FROM . . . , I wrote “Supper at 7:00 P.M., May 15.” May 15 being my birthday. Where it says UNTIL . . . , I wrote “After breakfast on May 16.” That and the fact that I wrote at the bottom to please bring a sleeping bag lets everyone know that it is a slumber party. I had been to two slumber parties since we moved here; one of them had been Jason’s.

My mother checked the invitations for spelling. When she noticed the FROM and UNTIL, she said that she had no idea that a slumber party meant a life sentence cooking and washing dishes. My mother gets sarcastic at the slightest thing. She knew that I wouldn’t care if she used paper plates. Mother also noticed that Jason’s name wasn’t on any of the envelopes. That was besides disapproving of the way that I abbreviated Ohio. Cleveland, Oh,  I had put. Mother said that if that was the way I abbreviated Ohio that I should use exclamation points instead of periods. Sarcastic.

“Well, where is Jason’s invitation?” she asked.

“You limited me to six kids, and Jay was number seven on my list,” I explained.

“Take someone off,” she suggested, the way an umpire suggests  to a batter that he’s out.

I took off John Beecham; he was the only one I had invited who I didn’t really like. I had added him even though he hadn’t invited me to his party. Dick liked him. Dick was the fastest runner in the fourth grade and the second fastest in the whole school. As a matter of fact, if Dick couldn’t make it on May 15,1 would have to change the date. I thought about it again and decided that I ought to have John Beecham to give Dick something extra to come for.

“I don’t think Jason can come,” I told Mother. “He has dyslexia.”

“It’s not contagious,” Mother said. “Invite him,” she added.

I forgot that Mother would know what dyslexia was. She had explained it to me in the first place. Mother is big on education. Dyslexia has to do with education, or at least reading. If you have dyslexia it’s like your brain is a faulty T V set; the picture comes through the wires all right, but some of the tubes are missing or are in the wrong places. So that when you tune in to one channel you may get the sound from another. Or spots of the picture may be missing or be backwards or upside down. Kids with dyslexia read funny.

Jason used to read funny in class until they discovered that he had it. Then they quit making him read out loud and sent him down to special reading during our regular reading. They also sent him down during our P.E., P.E. being physical education. An d it was too bad about that; Jason could handle a ball like there was nothing wrong with him. But his reading was like the Comedy Hour; that’s about how long it took. Except that Mrs. Carpenter wouldn’t let us laugh. An d when Jay was called to the board to write something, it was like he was writing sideways, and that took three hundred hours.

Jason’s mother, Mrs. Rabner, told Mother that he had improved a lot since he had been tutored in dyslexia. The nicest thing about Jason was his mother. She did everything she could to make my mother and me feel welcome when we moved here in September. But we had moved around enough for me to know that your first friends aren’t always your best friends.

I ripped up the envelope that had John Beecham’s address and addressed the last one to Jason Rabner. The invitations came eight in a package, but I had ruined one envelope spelling boulevard wrong. I had thought that spelling everything out and writing in ink made it look more important. After two bad mistakes of which I could fix only one, I wrote the rest in pencil instead of ink and abbreviated everything I could, including Ohio.

Inviting Jason was a mistake from before the time the party began because that’s when he arrived. Fifteen minutes before. I didn’t like the idea of everyone else arriving and Jay looking buddy-buddy with me like some cousin or brother-in-law.

Mother served fried chicken, and the only person with a real appetite was Jason. He ate thirds. Everyone else was anxious to get on with the party and stopped at seconds. Jason cleared his plate and carried it to the sink where Mother was standing. She said, “Thank you, Jay; you’re a real gentleman.” N o one else took the hint. I looked at Dick and rolled my eyes to the top of my head long enough for him to get the message but not long enough for Mother to get it, too.

When it was time to blow out the candles, Jason sang Happy Birthday with such concentration that when he got to Happy Birthday, dear Stanley— Stanley being my name—his St wet the icing and everyone kind of picked at the cake. Except, of course, Jason, who ate his all gone. I caught Dicks eye again.
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