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Powerful Praise for Girl Power



“AN ENLIGHTENING READ—LIKE TAKING A PEEK AT THE COLLECTIVE DIARY OF TODAY’S AMERICAN TEENAGE GIRLS. GIRL POWER will be a comforting and vital revelation: whether a cowgirl in Nevada, a homegirl in L.A., or a sorority girl in South Carolina, all girls coming of age wrestle with the same issues and share what Hillary Carlip calls ‘the universal desire for love, acceptance, and a sense of belonging.’”


—Jacqueline Shannon, author of Why It’s Great to Be a Girl


“STIRRING… WE ALL NEED SOMEONE TO HEAR US WHEN WE SHOUT, TO ENCOURAGE US WHEN WE SING. What is remarkable about GIRL POWER is not only the fierce music of many voices but the way in which Hillary Carlip creates a place of trust and love in which they can resonate.”


—Francesca Lia Block, author of Weetzie Bat and Witch Baby


“THIS ROOK GIVES US A CHANCE TO HEAR THE VOICES OF GIRLS WHO ALL TOO OFTEN LIVE THEIR LIVES ON THE REMOTEST CORNERS OF THE MINDS.”


—Judy Mann, author of The Difference:
Growing Up Female in America


“STUNNING… A DEEPLY MOVING AND OFTEN HAUNTING ACCOUNT OF ADOLESCENCE.”


—Connie Claser, co-author of Swim with the Dolphins


“WHAT A MAGNIFICENT AND IMPORTANT BOOK FOR WOMEN AND MEN ALIKE. There are very few opportunities to get an intimate view into the minds and hearts of today’s young women. I discovered a clearer awareness of myself, and deeper appreciation for all women, with the turn of each page of GIRL POWER.”


—Jennifer Aniston, actress, Friends


“HILLARY CARUP REACHES INTO THE AWKWARD TIME OF A GIRL’S LIFE AND BARES IT ALL, UNEDITED. No longer hushed and behind closed doors, she gives young women from all walks of life an opportunity to speak about dreams, joys, the sadness and horrors of their worlds. This book is sure to be a beacon in the darkness for those who feel that they are alone.”


—Melissa Etheridge
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INTRO



Coming of age in a time marked by social upheaval, volatile world issues, and deep personal challenges, how do young American

women between the ages of thirteen and nineteen respond? How do they get a sense of who they are and where they belong? What

defeats them? What gives them hope?


The voices in Girl Power are voices that have rarely spoken or been given a forum, but through writing are now able to be expressed and heard. They

are voices of a group that shows to be significant in the shaping of society today as well as one that will grow into 51 percent

of America’s future: women.


For decades, the teenage years have been the most awkward time for girls, a time when they are teetering on the threshold

of womanhood. Extensive studies have shown that in adolescence, girls have a tendency to go inward, shut down, lose their

confidence, become self-conscious, and no longer speak freely, editing their communications.


In response to their budding sexuality, they begin to take on qualities society has equated with being “feminine”: they stop

expressing their opinions and trusting their own feelings. The uninhibited exuberance of childhood fades as the need for validation

becomes vital. As girls start to see boys differently, and vice versa, what was once valued as a friendship is now overridden

by a new sexual dynamic. Girls become either uncomfortable and guarded or, as they compete for the acceptance they so desire

from boys, they judge and put down other girls. I believe this kind of behavior and these qualities are enormously magnified

today due to the challenging climate of the world we live in.


While girls in the past may also have been timid about diving wholeheartedly into every aspect of teenage life, in the current

generation, girls seem to have not only fear of what life will bring, but also fear for life itself.


According to the attorney general, youth between the ages of twelve and eighteen are the most likely victims of violent crimes

 today. Gangs are popping up everywhere—even in tiny rural communities. Living with the threat of the AIDS virus makes even

the most intimate and hooding act terrifying. Children are bringing guns to school; teenage alcoholism and hard drug use have

risen dramatically; the ozone layer is vanishing; the homeless population is staggering; people who see abortion as taking

a life are taking the lives of those who don’t. At a time when even adults and authority figures are feeling overwhelmed by

the stale of the world, how can a child maintain a sense of innocence and feel secure?


While working on Girl Power, I think what probably shocked me the most as I looked into the lives of so many teenage girls from different backgrounds

and perspectives was that for every single chapter, I received writing about abuse. Girls cried out in shame, pain, and fury.

It is tragic and unconscionable that so many children’s lives are irreparably damaged or, at best, marred, by violations—sexual,

physical, and mental.


It was, in fact, a group primarily of abused girls that led me to the idea for Girl Power. The concept originated when I began teaching creative writing as a volunteer at Aviva, a residential treatment center in

Los Angeles for “troubled” girls. The majority of these girls, ages thirteen through eighteen, are placed at Aviva by the

courts, right out of juvenile hall; the rest by the Departments of Children’s Services and Mental Health. Almost all of them

come from a long history of abuse, abandonment, incest, drugs, alcohol, and have committed a variety of crimes from armed

robbery to prostitution. They are uncommunicative at best, and usually what does come out of their mouths is guarded and hostile.


Yet when I presented the opportunity for them to be heard, to safely put on paper what they wouldn’t dare say aloud, something

dramatic occurred. Without the fear of being laughed at, judged, or simply misunderstood, the girls came to life. I saw a

side that not many people get to see: their depth, vulnerability, wisdom, and power. I was deeply moved and drawn into a kinship

with the girls, remembering my own not-too-distant girlhood where writing and creative expression were my survival.




When I saw the effect my workshops had on the girls, and consequently on those who read their writing, this led me to explore

other groups of teenage girls, to see if my notion was sound.


My sense that writing is an invaluable vehicle for growth, especially for this age group and gender, was confirmed when I

found out about the Riot Grrrls, a network of angry (note the grrr in Grrrls) “girl revolutionaries.” These young women communicate with each other through self-designed and self-written,

uncensored and uninhibited photocopied publications called “zincs.” which they mail out, often using nicknames and aliases.


Again, paper provides a safety net against judgment, one essential for those at a supposedly sell-conscious and inarticulate

age.


Well before the publishing of The Diary of Anne Frank in the 1940s, diaries, complete with lock and key, were synonymous with teenage girls: a safe place to communicate freely

no matter how outrageous, angry, or personal the entry.


The poet Jimmy Santiago Baca eloquently shares his experiences of discovering how vital writing can be in his book of prose

Working in the Dark:


I wrote about it all.… And for the first time, the child in me who had witnessed and endured unspeakable terrors cried out

not just in impotent despair, but with the power of language. Suddenly, through language, through writing, my grief and my

joy could be shared with anyone who would listen.… I was no longer a captive of demons eating away at me, no longer a victim

of other people’s mockery and loathing, that had made me clench my fist white with rage and grit my teeth to silence.… Through

language, I was free.


And so it is with these young girls. Through writing, not only are demons freed and mockeries banished, lint through self-expression.

I believe, they come into their power.


I witnessed this empowerment firsthand during the many workshops I led throughout the country in the course of writing this

book. I saw it in a group of teen mothers in Pittsburgh, Native 

American girls on the Tule River Reservation, and lesbian and bisexual teenage girls in New York City.


My intention was that through my workshops alone—which ranged from an ongoing weekly class, to a weekend, to just an hour

of exercises and assignments—I wanted the girls to feel supported and validated; to experience an increased sense of self-esteem

through sharing, journaling, writing. One way of doing this was to stress my belief that there is no good or bad writing.

No right way to do it, no wrong way.


I have a vivid memory of myself as a young girl, seeing a canvas with a few drops of paint splattered on it, prominently displayed

at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, worth hundreds of thousands of dollars. I was shocked that a couple of drops of paint

could warrant this attention. It was then I realized that “talent” is subjective, all about personal taste. Obviously many

people loved and appreciated this painting. A work of art in any medium will most likely appeal to someone; a sculpture, song,

or poem will touch at least one person, speak to them, move them.


Writing, as any other form of creativity, is self-expression, a sharing of feeling. How can there be a right or proper or

good way to feel what you feel and express it?


If this is indeed my belief, how was I able to select which pieces to include in Girl Power? I wanted to show a wide range of emotions and experiences. I obviously desired to include work that moved me personally,

but I also wanted to honor the “ordinary,” the girls who were maybe not as adept or slick or practiced at expressing themselves

on paper, but who opened up and shared their secrets and their lives.


Working on Girl Power gave me the extraordinary opportunity to delve into lives I would never have been aware of before, to connect with courageous,

spirited young women I would not have met otherwise.


I’ll never forget the incredibly exciting moment when, with only five seconds left in the game, No. 23 took a risk and shot

for the basket from about fifty feet away, sinking the ball in as the clock

 buzzed loudly, winning the game! I felt privileged to be able to stand up and cheer, as her fellow young female teammates

slapped high fives and hugged as best they could… all from their wheelchairs.


Or the time when I picked up the phone at 10:00 P.M. on a chilly winter night, and a young girl said she had heard about the

book and wanted to write something for it, but there was a problem. She lived on the streets of Hollywood and had nothing

to write with or on. Moments later, I was sitting with Mary Ann on a street corner, having brought her pens and paper, and

we talked for hours.


Mary Ann was a sweet fifteen-year-old, whose sole innocence remained in her angelic face. Having fled a hideously abusive

home in Alabama, she told me the only things she really missed at first, living on the streets, were her blow dryer and being

able to look in the mirror in the morning. But she had gotten used to not having those things anymore. My first instincts

were to take her home, give her a place to stay. But feeling that was not the appropriate thing to do, I gave her my best

input on alternatives, ways off the streets, including names and numbers of several shelters. I never heard from Mary Ann

again.


Attending the Riot Grrrl Convention in Washington. D.C., was remarkable and thrilling. It eerily mirrored my teenage years

when my “women’s consciousness raising” group held the first High School Women’s Convention in the early seventies. The workshops

we led back then were the exact same ones I attended at the Riot Grrrl Convention over twenty years later—including those dealing with fat oppression, rape,

racism, and sexuality.


Having always considered myself a feminist, I was wholly prepared to confirm my beliefs that pageants are degrading and demeaning

to women, fostering objectification and competition, when I was invited to be one of the judges at the Miss Teenage California

Pageant. However, I must confess, I was quite surprised to find an incredibly supportive and sisterly atmosphere. I cannot

be certain that all pageants are as conscious as this one was, but I knew that my preconceived notions about pageants were

about to be changed when I first saw Miss Pacifica.


A large part of the judging for this particular pageant is based on

 the contestant’s application. In it, they may include anything they’d like, to give a better idea of who they are: scholastic

achievements, community work, political, social, creative endeavors. One of the things Miss Pacifica wrote of was her desire

to become a heart specialist, a goal inspired by having undergone a heart transplant at age twelve. From her picture you could

see that she had hearing aids peeking through her dark hair and was by no means your typical beauty by most pageants’ standards.

Oh, and she neglected to mention one small thing in her application. When the contestants all came out for the big opening

number, Miss Pacifica was escorted out to the stage: she was also blind.


Only 257 girls were picked out of over 4,000 applicants to compete for the title of Miss Teenage California, the winner going

on to the Miss Teenage America Pageant, and Miss Pacifica was one of them. She won a special “Queen of Hearts” award, and

you could tell that she was transformed from that weekend on, as was everyone else who was privileged to be around her courageousness

and spunk.


It was not only Miss Pacifica’s presence that showed me a different way of looking at pageants, but also the fact that camaraderie

was encouraged amongst all the girls. Almost everyone left with a renewed sense of self-esteem and plenty of newfound friends.

I left with an altered perspective and newfound appreciation for yet another facet of teenage girls’ lives.


I’ve been smudged with sage and cedar at a Pow Wow, grooved to open mike nights for rappers in the Inner City, listened as

an entire crowd cheered on the Democrat-bashing announcer at a rodeo, baked in the sun at surfing competitions, milked a cow

and plucked wool from sheep on a farm, and even “serenaded” a frat house with a group of sorority girls.


I’ve licked thousands of envelopes, writing in response to all the incredible letters I’ve received from young women, and

developed relationships through writing—pen pals, if you will. I still continue to correspond on a regular basis with about

twenty girls.


Speaking of “girls,” in a conversation I had with a woman from

 a Farm Bureau about the project, she immediately became offended by my use of the word girl. For a long time, many women,

myself included, have fought against derogatory words for women. But over the years, my thoughts about this have changed.

I now feel that a part of claiming and reclaiming our power as girls and women is taking back those words that were once ours

and have been abused and misused, and giving them a new and different connotation: girl, chick, broad—even words that aren’t necessarily female-oriented but used as labels to alienate or ridicule, such as outcast, jock, queer, and others.


Jo Anne Demichele, age nineteen, writes:


I also believe it is powerful to take back a word that has been used against us for so long. When I own it as my own, no one

can use it against me. When someone yells “queer!” at me I’m like “yeah so. that’s me. I’m queer alright.” I’m no longer on

the defensive about being attacked. It is much more powerful to be offensive than defensive. I am taking their weapon and

turning it into a positive, reaffirming word for myself. They no longer own the rights to it, it no longer hurts to hear it,

I’m no longer angry and. therefore I am free from them. It is powerful to disarm your attacker. Take every word they use against

you and glamorize it.…


So you will notice throughout Girl Power that I purposely choose to use many of these words. Similarly with the section titles, where words such as outcasts and insiders are not used to perpetuate division, but, again, are intended to break stereotypes.


Also, by putting the girls and their writing into specific focuses, my intent was not to confine each girl to a particular

category, but to give the book some sort of structure. I actually found that a large percentage of girls I worked with and

heard from are multidimensional and fit into several chapters, not limited to just one focus: Native American teen mothers,

Jocks who also live on farms, Teen Queens who surf, Homemakers who compete in rodeos.


I originally set out to include a chapter on debutantes in the “Insiders” section. My sleuthing and scheming put Nancy Drew

to shame, considering that there are no offices or organizations for debs with listed numbers. I managed to obtain a list

of all the current debs in Texas, as well as track down the ball chairmen for all the large debutante balls in major cities.

Some people were very helpful, some skeptical. I sent out thousands of flyers, yet did not receive one piece of writing.


Similarly with Homemakers and sorority girls. Of the thousands I contacted, I got back very few submissions. I found it quite

interesting that the only girls who were not really willing to share of themselves, all fit into the “Insider” section. Perhaps

the fact that they choose not to express themselves is part of what makes them fit into the “mainstream.”


Since I have been working on Girl Power for several years, the age I include with each girl’s writing is die age they were when they wrote the piece. Many girls

feel that putting their expressions and beliefs to paper may commit them to that idea forever. Keep in mind that these girls

are continually growing and reexamining their lives, that the writing captures simply a moment in time. One eighteen-year-old

girl, Rumeli, writes:


why do you have to judge me label me assume that if i said or wrote something i still feel that way? understand that i am

constantly changing, redefining, relearning and that is how i want it to be.


I have also left each piece as is, with spelling, grammar, and punctuation errors, except when I felt it interfered with understanding

the content.


I have long admired the photographs of Nicola Goode. Her work combines a gritty realism with a sensitive beauty. When I first

saw a series of pictures she had done of young women, I knew that I wanted Nicola to capture visually the girls whose writing

appears in

 the book. We traveled near and far to meet and photograph these girls, and I’m so pleased to have Nicola’s vision be part

of Girl Power.


I am not a psychologist, nor an expert with a degree. I am simply a woman who, in my own trying adolescence, found writing

to be my lifeline. I have been led to all the conclusions I have come to purely by the girls who were willing to share themselves

and their lives. If some topics seem repetitive throughout the book, it is only because the girls, no matter how different

they appear to be, have many of the same concerns and issues.


I have been overwhelmed with the depth of feeling and insight shared by each and every one of the thousands of girls I’ve

worked with and corresponded with. Whether or not their writing was included in the book, I so appreciate the ones who felt

safe enough to tell their truths in my presence, as well as the ones who felt unsafe, but did so anyway. I also acknowledge

those who wanted to write and whose fears or circumstances did not allow their participation.


Every girl who takes a pen to paper and speaks her word, allowing her emotions to surface, is committing a courageous act

of self-empowerment. And in the process, those who read her writing are often empowered as well.


I invite you to experience the power of girls.







Part One



Outlaws


	and Outcasts
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CHAPTER ONE



Homegirls


I think I am a real nice and good girl. I don’t do anything bad. I might make a mistake but I still a good girl.


Margarita might have made a few mistakes. She’s shot up heroin, been in juvenile hall several times, brought a gun to school

and threatened to kill herself, given birth to two children, and writes: “I am a poor alcoholic.” But upon meeting Margarita,

one can see she is indeed a nice and good girl. She’s only fifteen.


Margarita resides at Aviva, a residential treatment center for “troubled” girls in Los Angeles, California, one of the many

programs of this sort throughout the country. Physically, emotionally, and sexually abused, neglected, and abandoned young

women between the ages of thirteen and eighteen live at Aviva, which boasts an on-premises school and offers family and individual

therapy as part of its rehabilitation program.


The girls are in what’s called “the system,” placed at the center by social workers and parole officers, some from the Department

of Children’s Services, most fresh out of juvenile hall.


Out of the thirty-six girls who live there at one time, over a dozen gangs are represented. There are also runaways, prostitutes,

junkies, thieves. Some are suicidal, others are homicidal. They’re covered with tattoos, burn marks, and scars.


And in almost every girl’s room at Aviva, there on her bed sits a teddy bear.


Yo! What’s up? My name is Tonisha but they call me Little Smurf or Critter! I am 14 years old and I’m a Virgo. My hobbies

are basketball, baseball, volleyball and talking to my stuffed animals—(We have a lot in common my stuffed animals and I.)


Most of the girls I met and worked with at Aviva are defensive, defiant, aggressive and temperamental. They appear to be way

beyond their years, having seen and experienced more than most people, especially those their own age. Yet beneath the surface,

evidenced not only by the teddy bears and other girlish items that adorn their rooms but also by the vulnerability they occasionally

allow themselves to express, they are still teenage girls. In fact, some often seem to regress and behave as if they were

even younger, since most have been robbed of their childhoods by horrific events and circumstances.


Claudia, age fifteen, is a striking brunette with hazel eyes and long, wavy hair. She listens to heavy metal and enjoys writing

poetry. Her writing describes her world:


	Well I have had many difficulties in my life with many things such as rape, molestation, abuse. I also have written poems

that go with my emotions. There’s only a few other topics I want to talk about and those are suicide, death, and drugs. Everything

I write is about real life things that have or are happening to me. I only wish people could realize what is happening and

that kids are doing whatever happened to them, to others…




The Homegirls’ family inheritances of abuse, neglect, and disrespect often lead them to joining gangs. In a gang, not only

can they

 act out their rage, but also gain the respect, support, love and trust they do not receive at home, creating a new family

structure.


In the past several years, the number of girls in gangs, as well as girls committing violent crimes, has risen dramatically.


To join a gang, one must undergo some sort of initiation. A girl is most often “jumped in,” meaning the gang members beat

up on her simultaneously for a minute, sometimes longer. She can also be “diced in,” “rolled in,” “sexed in,” or “trained

in,” all terms for a sexual initiation that involves rolling dice and then having sex with as many fellow male gang members

as the dice indicates—usually unprotected.


Although most of the girls feel that their gangs fill an empty space in their lives, providing the care they don’t receive

elsewhere, they are also well aware of the consequences of belonging to one.


Yolanda is articulate and intelligent with a biting sense of humor. She describes herself as “a 16 year old African American

with a 3.4 grade point average.” Beside enjoying sports and going to school, she likes to “interact with my peers and other

people that I don’t know.… I plan to go to Howard University and get a masters in Psychology and later go on to be a lawyer

or work in child development (play therapy.)”


She is also in a gang. Yolanda writes:


There are many positive and rewarding things about being a gang member. There are people that look out for you and the rest

of the little homies. We make sure that everybody always has somewhere to stay and that they are always fed. We do a lot of

positive things in the community like have football, basketball and baseball games. Some of the bad things we do are kill

innocent people sometimes. And we take people’s lives when nobody should be taking nobody’s life.…


I came from a single parent household and my mother was constantly working, going to school or taking care of me and my younger

 brother. Me and my mom never talked so we never had a mother and daughter relationship and we really never talked about the

changes that were going on in my life. So when I was 11 years old, I felt that I was grown and that I could come and go when

I got ready. So I joined a local gang and started selling drugs and not going to school. I continued to do this for about

2 years come and go when I felt like it, smoke and sell drugs, and just not go to school. when I was 13 years old my brother

that was 2 years old got killed by our worst enemy and that put me in a position where I did something that now I look back

upon and I can’t believe that I would let myself be put in a position to act in a manner like that. When I was 14 years old

me and my mom decided for me to go back to school and also this was my first time that I got arrested. I got arrested for

possession of a concealed weapon and for drugs but I got off with probation. Later that year after my 15th birthday, me and

my homies got high and I decided to steal a car. So I went and I stole a car and there was a purse and credit cards in the

trunk so I went to the mall and forged credit cards. Compton Police Department came to my house, arrested me and booked me.

I went to Juvenile Hall for awhile then went to court and they placed me in Aviva. I can really say that I am happy that I

made these mistakes because this has directed me to what I want to do in life. I am also happy because I can use these mistakes

as stepping stones. Because just think if I would not have gotten arrested I would probably be dead or in worse places.




Eighteen-year-old Ali, who is pregnant with her second child, is rethinking her gang affiliation:


… I’ve had friends killed because of it. 2 weeks ago I had a friend killed right in front of my stepmother’s house. My friends

had a car wash to raise some money for his funeral. It’s so hard out there. I’ve been just one of the lucky ones. I’ve been

shot at and missed. I’ve chased. I still don’t understand how I was living this life. You get involved into drugs, get put

in jail for a couple of times for different things. Right now I have an uncle and also a friend doing time for attempted murder

on another gang member. I just recently have a friend who just got out of L.A. after doing 10 years for attempted murder on

a rival gang member.


I don’t think we should have gangs because we are fighting over stupid things, over a street or a color. What we really should

do is unite together and go against those that are perpetrating us.…


Serafina, age seventeen, also considers her future in the following excerpt:


I am in a gang… I’ve been in it since I was young. My brothers are from it my sister isn’t but I think that I stop because

I’m tired of the killings and violence that’s happened around my neighborhood and to my friends and family. Another reason

is because I’m a female and when I have kids I don’t want them to look at me as a gang banging mother I would like a lot of

respect.


Like Serafina, many of the girls share their desire for respect as a mother, clearly because they never got it as a daughter.

Along with the resentment many Homegirls feel toward their families, this resentment often being the impetus for them to join

gangs, at the

 same time a common theme in the writing of these girls is the basic and simple desire for love and acceptance, especially

from their mothers:


Dear Mommy,


I really do miss you. I’m surprised you chose your husband over your little girl, your oldest son and your mother. Just because

he said you can’t have anything to do with them. Well I’m not the one hurting it’s you missing your family and being totally

dependent on him. And all I have to say now is Bitch, I hope you suffer all through life. Then when you want to be bothered

with me you sneak to call me, but hang up on me as soon as you hear your husband’s voice.


—Tanita, age 14


At the age of sixteen, a striking young brunette woman with several tattoos and shocking blue eyes consistently writes about

her tormented life full of terrifying circumstances, morbidity, drugs, destruction and death. Ironically, her name is Serenity.


Reading of her past and present pain, it was no surprise that when I first met Serenity, she was hostile, raging and rebellious.

In workshops, she almost always refused to participate and when she did, her writing would be scrawled heavily and almost

illegibly across the page. Yet her insight and brilliance managed to peek through the furious façade.


In a poem for her deceased mother, Serenity lets us in on what happened when she was just five years old.


HE TOOK HER LIFE THE WAY

	
THEY’RE GOING TO TAKE MINE


Written for my mother Maureen… Dec. 17th, 1952–Dec 30th, 1979.




SHE WAS MY MOTHER


NOT A DRUG USER AT ALL


A WOMAN IN THE WORLD


WHERE THE SPACE WAS TOO SMALL


THE ADDICTION GREW STRONGER


THE LOVING GREW WALLS


THAT’S WHEN HER LIFE TOOK A MASSIVE FALL


SHE WAS ALL ALONE


IN HER WORLD OF HATE


SUICIDE WAS ALL SHE SAW


THAT WAS HER FATE


SHE ATTEMPTED SUICIDE MANY TIMES BEFORE


BUT IN HER EYES, LIFE WAS ONLY A LOCKED DOOR


NO WAY TO BREAK THROUGH


NO WAY TO WALK


SHE TRIED TO FLY


BUT THE MASTER ONLY BALKED


HER LIFE WAS EMPTY


THERE WAS NO PLAN


THAT’S WHEN SHE MET DEATH


IN THE FORM OF A MAN


THE MAN WAS EVIL WITH AN INGENIOUS PLAN


TO MOLD HER OF HELL AND CUT HER LIFE SPAN


TO MAKE HER LIVE LOCKED UP IN SATAN’S CAN


HE MADE HER PREGNANT


AND CARRY HIS DEVIL’S SPAWN


AND WHEN HIS WORK WAS OVER


IT WAS TIME HE MOVED ALONG


HE DROVE HER INSANE


TO A LIFE OF DISTORTION AND PAIN


WHERE THE ONLY THING SHE LIVED FOR


WAS THE NEXT SLAM TO THE VEIN


WHEN THE MAN TURNED THE TABLES


SHE TRIED TO STOP THE PROCESS BUT


WAS UNABLE


HE KNEW THE TIMING WAS NOW


AND SHE WOULD NOT FIGHT







THAT IS WHEN SHE BURNED TO DEATH


ON THAT DARK AND MOURNFUL NIGHT!


     FOR MY MOTHER MAUREEN


     CAUSE OF DEATH IS SUICIDE


     MY MOTHER POURED GASOLINE ON HER BODY


     AND SET HERSELF ALITE!


          DECEMBER 30TH, 1979.


Claudia gives an idea about her relationship with her mother when she writes: “I would bring my mother back some bud and some

tabs (acid) to make her happy.”


In an excerpt from a haunting poem, she lets us further into her family life:


SADNESS


… Sadness is something that can make you feel sick


When a grown man has you touching his dick.


Sadness is something that cannot be stopped


Even when a grown man’s taking off your top.


Sadness cannot be removed with a four-leaf clover


When a grown man touches your body all over.


Sadness is something that hurts to think about


Sadness can make you scream and shout.


There’s also but one other person who’s done this
    to me


This one other person made me suck his thang.


Sadness is something that you can create


Sadness is something that puts you in a depressive
     state.


This one person that did this is close to me


That’s why the name I cannot tell you, can’t you see.


Sadness is something that cannot be fixed


Sadness is something with lots of tricks.


You have to figure out who you can trust


This I had to tell you, it was a must.




Sandy is sixteen, with long blond hair that makes her pale face appear almost translucent except for, as she describes them,

“nasty freckles.” She dresses in velvet and flowing paisleys with lots of jewelry: part mystical, part heavy metal. She says

her favorite animals are “centaurs, unicorns, pegasus and dragons.” Sandy’s relationship with her mother figures prominently

in her ending up at Aviva:


I am in the system of probation because when my mom got arrested, I basically had no one to go to so I went off in my own

little world which was based on “drugs, music and phsychedelic pictures for acid trips and friends”.… The police came and

got them and me too. They asked me my age I said 18 so I could be put in jail with my mom because I had it planned through

the hole thing so that I would be able to be with her.


* * *


The girls at Aviva all live together in a dormitorylike building, some sharing rooms. Although constantly surrounded by each

other and staff members, as well as venturing out together often on activities and outings, many of the girls admit in their

writing to feeling confined and alone.


PLACEMENT


Trapped


Four walls


Two windows


And one door


Alone


Scared and frightened




Sorry


The mistakes, the sins


Help


I’m trapped


No where to go


Nothing to do


Nothing to say


No one to talk to


No one to kiss


No one to hug


Trapped


Trapped and all alone


Because I’m in placement.


—Susan, age 16


One of the ways Aviva attempts to instill a sense of responsibility in the girls is to have minimum security. Although the

girls are watched over, they are not behind bars and there are windows and doors throughout the building. Many have left of

their own volition by AWOLing; one girl even stole the postman’s truck as the mail was being delivered. Most who leave take

to the only place they can with hopes of not being found and sent back to jail—the streets. Claudia AWOLed several times before

she finally finished her time and found stability and love in a foster home.


Just go away, I’m begging you please


I have a headache that just won’t ease


Now you’re getting on my nerves


I sit down depressed on the corner curb


Now that I AWOLed and am on the streets,


I now realize that I’m very weak


I’m stupid, I’m bored, I’m very dumb


I’m so bored, my brain is now numb


This place is so very, very stupid


I don’t know now what to do


I’m hating life right now


Life’s painful like seeing a slaughtered cow


Do you know what it’s like?




Do you know how to fix it?


I sure don’t, I certainly wish I did.


* * *


Through intensive individual, group, and family therapy, the girls at Aviva are encouraged to look at problems, and are offered

tools and healthy ways of dealing with them.


In her therapy, Yolanda, who turned to a gang at age eleven, has had significant insights on her displaced anger:


When I was younger I wasn’t used to hearing my mother or my grandma telling me no. And I am still not used to it. I don’t

think I will ever be used to it. It is very difficult for me to be a teenager and in placement. And when I ask my mom for

something and she can’t or doesn’t give it to me, it hurts a lot. I am very angry at my mom and when I get angry at someone,

instead of placing the anger where it belongs, I take it out on myself. I am not used to dealing with my anger or frustrations

and sometime I get the insentive that they hurt or made me angry because of something I have done. I always feel that it is

me—well, if I wouldn’t have said that or maybe if I did say this they wouldn’t be angry with me. So I need to stop beating

up on myself and start placing the anger where it belongs.


In many situations, there is no time to consciously choose how to express anger. It erupts, and for some, it is impossible

not to release it. One girl writes about pounding on walls and punching stuffed animals in her fury; another tears and rips

paper to shreds as if it were a person. And one young girl’s release is only found when she bites herself.


Ali finds yet another method of dealing with her feelings:


I get a lot of things out of writing when I’m angry, I can’t get my anger out appropriately. 

When I’m sad I write down how I feel. I very much enjoy it cause I can’t get my anger out in appropriate ways and I keep myself

from getting in trouble with any anger I do feel. It helps me all the time. I enjoy writing…


Yet a lot of Homegirls find that the same kind of expression makes them too vulnerable, especially if their diaries and poems

have been discovered by a parent or relative. Some confiscate the writing; one girl’s aunt even burned her poems right in

front of her face, making her shut down even further. She refused to pick up a pen again.


* * *


To focus on the healing powers of imagination, in one workshop I asked the girls to describe their ideal day, one where they

could do anything they wanted, with anyone, anywhere.


Most of the days were surprisingly routine: going to movies, shopping in southern California malls, partying with homegirls,

drinking Cisco. Tonisha desires to “go to Disneyland, Africa, Hawaii and Jamaica. Get budded out. Buy candy, alcohol, everything.

Play Nintendo, kick back, stay black and die.”


In keeping with Serenity’s themes of morbidity, she writes:


My ideal day or experience is going to hell to talk or meet with my mom, Jim M., Jimi H., Sid V., J.F.K., John L. , Freddie

M., Janis J., Ghandi.…


And Sandy lets her fantasies fly:


My ideal day is travelling to Paris with George and as I and George get into our stretch limo with pool and hot tub and wet

 bar in it, the driver had opened up the door and 25 to 30 naked men some with brown hair, some with blonde, some with black,

stripped me naked and tossed me in the hot tub and were at my every command and the bubbles were big blue and pink splashed

all over my body and all the guys licked them off like a fruit roll-up. And then we arrived at the Palace. And then we all

got out nude so the French thought it was the new style and stripped off all of their clothes. Then me and George got out

of that exotic area and got on a ship cruise and as we looked out the port holes and watched the sun set and the waves turn

into wild horses, so did we. I called for room service and ordered whipped cream, cherries, nuts and boy did George ever have

a lot of that. And whips and handcuffs. Then we had a very creamy cherry-ish night.


Whether extravagant or simple, the majority of ideal days for these girls are filled with references to what is possibly the

most universal wish: the wish for love.


If it was my day, I would go to my old man’s pad and we would go down to the park and get money to get a hotel for the days

at the Hilton motel. We would then have a big Lawndale party and no one else could come if they weren’t from Lawndale. Me

and my old man would have the biggest room and the number would be 13. And we would party and get fucked up then in the nite

we would be alone and make sweet passionate love all nite long and try to do everything that I’ve learned about sex from the

girls. And then he would get my name tattooed on him and I would get his on me. And then we would go out and be happy forever

with each other, getting wasted. The day would end with me and Juan making love again all nite!!!


—Sancha, age 16




Love can also be a terrifying thing for some, like Serenity, who has experienced the damage it can cause:


Love is such a strange power


it envelopes you in its wicked and
     evil clutches


smashing and tearing all your emotions


trying to kill you.


Boyfriends play an important role in these Homegirls’ lives. Whether they are really seeing someone or their fantasies have

created the “perfect match.” focusing on boys seems to keep the girls going. They constantly talk about them, carry their

pictures, write them letters and wait for replies. Cloretta, age sixteen, ponders her relationship:


Right now I am very angry at my boyfriend because he’s in prison for GTA [Grand Theft Auto] and he has about 1/2 year to do.

He sent me a picture but that’s not going to stop the pain that I feel for him at this time. I just don’t know how or when

to let go of him.


We have shared good and bad times together and I feel like we could have more but he has to promise that he will try to do

the right thing and not the rong. I think that me and him could have a great life.


Yet as is evident in most of the girls’ writing, boyfriends, as well as family, are not always to be relied upon. Whom can

these young women turn to?


I am what society just puts in the back of their heads to forget about. As if we’re the last thing in the world they need

to worry or think about. And you know what? It really does suck. We get very lonely, stressed out, depressed and scared of

how long society will

 keep us in here. I know it’s not just on society, because a good portion goes on us, but who is to say that we should stay

in a confined place?… It’s not very reassuring when people don’t trust you. And to make it worse, they don’t get to know you.

They read a file and then again, they judge you. Not by your personality or anything like that. But instead by our past, or

our mistakes.


—Sandy


Yolanda believes the antidote for the kind of alienation many teenagers feel lies with others:


Some of the bad things that happen is they lock innocent kids like me up. We don’t only need to be locked up we need for people

to take time up with us. It is so easy for adults to say thumbs down but we need those parents to also say I know he’s done

wrong but I still believe in him. And if parents, adults, and role models do this, we wouldn’t have so many young teenagers

give up.


* * *


Are most of these girls’ futures condemned by their pasts? Is there a way to break patterns, learned behavior, cycles of abuse,

and experience things they’ve never had an opportunity to experience before? Lonny, age sixteen, is getting closer to her

dreams:


The thing I wish for the most in my life is happiness. I don’t feel that being in placement for thirteen years has given me

much happiness. All it has brought is more and more sadness, loneliness, hatred and depression. Suicide has felt like the

only option at different times. But although I have

 never quite succeeded, I have made quite a few attempts. But things are starting to look up for me. I have a wonderful fiancee,

a best friend who’s getting her mom involved in foster parenting for me, and things are going to get better. I feel I finally

have a shot at a lifelong dream of happiness.


Some, like sixteen-year-old Lily, a warm and gentle Latina girl who’s been in a gang since she was eleven, have a dream for

the world:


I think that we have to stop all the racism going around all over the world and to stop all the rapists and the killing of

innocent people and not bomb on the peoples houses and to lock up the people who start wars around the world. But we just

have to go on with our Vida Loca [crazy life]. …


Chow!!


And Serenity reaches for peace:


One day I will claim what is mine. The soul of a child drained from her inner shell. With no soul and to be condemned to immortal

despair has damned me to walk the land till one day I take back my lost and crying soul. Then I will be at peace and able

to finally let my spirit free from the abomination it was sentenced unto. …………………


Living on her own away from Aviva now, Serenity, an extraordinary young woman, attempts to do the ordinary: work at a job,

do her own laundry, pay her bills, and survive. Having used writing as a catharsis, with suffering as her muse, she naturally

hasn’t been writing much since, in her own words, she “hasn’t been so depressed.”




Prevailing against her own defensive and defiant nature, Serenity allows herself to hope:


Life may seem bleak and there is no light at the end of the tunnel. We have all passed through that dark and lonely place.

We all desperately struggle to keep afloat, and sadly some of us lose sight and sink. There is no answer to the question we

all ask. Why are we here. Only through trial and error and our own soul searching journeys can we begin to piece the puzzle

together. Most of us growing up in my generation have gone through and overcome some pretty heavy shit.
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