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DEDICATION



To Molly and Peter—children of my body, you have given me such joy since the days of my youth. I love you with fierceness.


—ERB


To the children I birthed—you saved my life. Everything I am and everything I do is because of your love. To all my other babies—unlike the others, I chose you and am eternally grateful for the light you shine. You are my Jesus with skin on.


—SAB





EPIGRAPH



Crashing forward, waves before me—


Do I ride them or do I drown?


How am I to trust the motion? I may falter and go down.


But in thrashing, arms about me,


Gasping, struggling for breath, I found


If I only let the water hold me.


Forceful rushing of salty presence


Carries me to holy ground.
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PROLOGUE



We smiled as we heard the voice resonating from her cell: a soft, soulful mourning filled with melody and pain. She sang of the mothers and fathers who had rejected her, the men who had abused her, the sisters who had mistreated her. She sang as though she thought nobody was listening and yet sang as though she were in front of an audience of millions. She sang for herself, she sang for God, she sang for us.


Just minutes before, she had described her song in a group of fifteen girls in a detention center’s girls’ group. She had shared hesitantly, as if she wasn’t sure if it was time to tell her secret. She had shared although she seemed uneasy and unsure, somehow afraid that if she confided her gift, the imps of fate would take from her the only thing she had left.


The topic was “From where do you draw your strength?” We had been coming to the facility to spend time with girls who had been arrested, many of whom had been commercially sexually exploited or abused from a young age. We were there to give them an opportunity to find their voice. We went around the room.


“I get my strength from mi familia,” said Ameliana, her crisp Mexican accent merry as she tossed her head back. Her eyes became serious. “They miss me,” she said. “My little brothers and sisters, they don’t understand what’s going on.”


“I get my strength from my culture,” said Ly, a petite Hmong girl with full lips and high cheekbones.


“Tell us more about that,” Ellyn said softly.


“You know . . . everything my parents went through, my ancestors went through, makes this shit here seem easy!”


The girls listened. A lot of them didn’t have a frame of reference for parents, let alone ancestors. Like autumn leaves falling to the ground, they had no branches, no tree, no roots.


“My parents were in Thailand in a refugee camp when my sister and brothers were born. They came to the US with nothing.” Ly stopped, already afraid she had said too much.


“I sing,” said Shardae, her voice almost a whisper. We looked at her.


“Singing gives you strength?” Stacey asked, validating her statement, asking for more.


“I love to sing. It makes me feel free.” She smiled ever so slightly. The corners of her mouth tilted upward as though she wanted to recall a memory, a time she had felt free. She lifted her hand to her hair and twirled it slowly. Her hair was short, curly, brown. The weave had been cut out when she got locked up. She didn’t feel quite pretty enough without it. Her skin was the color of clay, its reddish tint indicating a multicultural heritage, partnerships between Africans and Native Americans long before she was born. Acne marks scarred her cheeks, reminding us all of the nervous habit she’d had of picking her face. Her eyes were as deep as the deepest well; they had seen too much, cried too many tears. She didn’t cry much anymore. Her tears were internal, great sobs that tore at the inside of her heart—cries none of us heard. “I sang when I got arrested,” she said, more loudly this time.


The girls laughed.


“That’s hella funny!”


“What they say? They probably thought your ass was crazy!”


“Hell yeah . . . ha ha ha.”


Shardae flinched, already annoyed she’d shared too much, still scared someone might take her gift if they knew where she hid it.


We glanced at each other. Observing the subtle change in her demeanor, Ellyn intervened. The girls, not yet as aware of one another, didn’t notice.


“I feel a talent show coming on,” said Ellyn, smiling. “Want to sing for us?”


“I wanna sing.” The voices came now, alpha females, those who had worked their way to the top, wanting the spotlight. “We wanna rap.”


We smiled; they were finding their voices. They were eager to be heard. Dying for someone to listen to them, watch them, touch them.


“It’s Shardae’s turn,” Stacey said, meeting her gaze.


“Naw, I ain’t finna sing now! I was singing then, though. The police was yelling, I was singing. The lights was flashing, I was singing. I knew my ass was coming back to this place; I was gonna sing all the way here. . . . I was singing with the sirens,” she said loudly.


The group laughed again. The moment was over, but we understood. We could picture her in our minds, singing sweetly to herself as the sirens wailed around her, defiant that she had a gift of song and she wasn’t going to give it away. They could lock her up, but they couldn’t take her voice.


She wasn’t going to sing for us today, at least not in group. But she had spoken. She had given us a glimpse into her soul, an idea of the strength that lay deep within her. We knew we could still connect, and encourage, and heal . . . and sing.


We would meet lots of girls—girls who had dealt with exploitation on many different levels, from formal prostitution rings to survival sex to taking the rap for a boyfriend they didn’t want to snitch on. As we walked the road with them, slowly helping them find their way back from their abuse, we contemplated our own exploitation, the abuse we had endured at the hands of family members, teenage boyfriends and grown men. We recognized these girls had a chance—an opportunity to change their trajectory and experience something sacred and beautiful in their future. Or did they?


We spent late nights searching for answers. How, decades after our own abuses, is our society still poised to steal, kill, and destroy the innocence of young women? Decades after the strides made in the women’s movement, how is it that women espousing sexual empowerment describe freedom as having the ability to take pole-dancing classes at their gym? Decades after the domestic violence movement peaked, how is it that teen-dating violence is raging and rampant in our schools? Additionally, why are there still not adequate services for our children on the street and in the “system”? And why are so many bright and strong women still trapped in abusive situations that steal their voice, their power, and their ability to love?


Singing with the Sirens was birthed out of these questions. Throughout this book, we will address all of these issues in a creative, poignant, historical, and relevant way, using our own exploitation as a backdrop. Readers will travel with us, and with the young people who have shared their stories with us, on a healing journey. Come with us; be introspective—you may find medicine for what ails you. You may find, as we did, sometimes just showing up for someone else puts your own life in perspective and gives you back the will to sing.





PART I

FROM WHERE WE CAME






CHAPTER 1



THE SIREN


To know our history is to begin to see how to take up the struggle again.1


We huddled together on the cliffs above the sea, the wind stinging our faces and nearly blowing us into puddles of mud on the rain-drenched bluffs. But we squarely faced that magnificent Pacific, eyes stinging from the swirling, salty air, arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders, coats blowing back behind us. Halfway through writing this book, we were back in the place where the siren had called to us two years before.


It was like magic, the way it all happened. Here we were, all at once feeling as if the sky had opened up to us and we had smooth-sailing waters ahead. That was only the beginning, though; in the months following, we spoke daily, wrote continually, channeled visions and dreams, and spent as much time as possible together in Ellyn’s apartment above the sea. The sounds of the waves and the wind lulled us to sleep nightly. The sirens called to us, and we wrote the stories we knew—our stories, the stories of countless girls and women, and the stories of the misunderstood sirens.


We knew we had to write about the complexities of how a female soul gets lost when she is not valued as a child or a young woman or if she is valued for the wrong reasons. We had seen too much, and we had to move through it all: the broken spirit that does not see its worth, the child who pleases others sexually at her own expense until there is no self left to give, the girls who never had a chance, and the ones who become lost women learning to hide and numb the old pain in various compensatory ways. We had worked with girls for years, we had worked with ourselves even longer, and we knew we could no longer remain silent. Our friendship gave us the courage, the will, and the confidence to write what we knew to be true, to write the truth of hidden and forgotten lives. And so we embarked upon this expedition together, finding the way along craggy cliffs and deep seawaters, and exploring with curiosity and grace how someone loses herself and then reclaims herself, piece by piece, until she finds some semblance of wholeness.


Time has passed now, as it always does. We finished writing the first draft of this book during the last days of 2012 and the day before Ellyn’s adoptive mother died. Then, as we both got busy doing other things, our sense of direction faded into the dim light of inertia and uncertainty about how to proceed. Stacey was actively involved in a doctoral program, working full-time for a large urban school district, and caring for her kids. Ellyn had taken a position in San Francisco and was ending political ties in Sacramento. We forgot in a way how to proceed, if we ever really knew. But that is part of the healing process, too: we overcome the obstacles that stand in our way, and we keep moving forward.


Although both young females and young males are abused and exploited, and both suffer the consequences to the body and the psyche, this book focuses on sexual exploitation of females specifically and its consequences for women’s adulthood. Unlike many memoirists, we are not writing merely to tell our story—we are writing to tell a story, one that applies to many women and girls who may never be seen or known, but whose pain and struggles are real. We write for them, for our daughters and their daughters, and for the little girls who have touched our hearts along the way. This is the reason why we do not identify by actual name the subjects of the stories, and why we use anonymous first and third-person narrative throughout many of them.


It is the essence and commonality of our collective pain, the long, spiral journeys, and the capacity for healing that we want to get across to readers. Through our work, we have experienced firsthand the residual effects of sexual trauma at an early age and have acquired insights into how to live in a way that is true to our souls, despite it all. We are just two women of millions who know this tale too well.


This book is a healing narrative, a medicine book, prescriptive nonfiction, and a quest. This is a book for any woman who has suffered because of sexual, mental, emotional, or physical abuse or violence, especially those whose pain began in childhood. It is also for the girls and women who have landed in the middle of the sex industry, unsure of where their value derives from, after years of sexual trauma. It is about finding the power within and the will to heal that embraces all shame and transforms it into power and grace.


The siren is not a seductress of men, a vision of a patriarchal fantasy, or a product from Victoria’s Secret. She is the strong and unrelenting heroine of a female life. She seeks to be found and to be known, and she calls to us all to wake up to true power in this world—the transformative abilities we all hold within us. What does it mean to become the heroine of your life? Let these stories and this journey help you tell your own story and find your way to wholeness as you define it.


We give thanks for the sirens who would not let us remain silent and urged us to sing.
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The story of the siren is ancient, complex, and difficult to discern fully. Superstition and folklore give us incomplete tales. Sirens in Greek mythology were companions of Persephone before Hades raped her and took her to the underworld. Her mother, the goddess Demeter, searched relentlessly for Persephone and enlisted the sirens to assist her in that search. In some accounts, the sirens were maidens with birdlike bodies from the waist down. They grew wings in order to fly and find Persephone. They played musical instruments and were said to have had beautiful and haunting voices.


Sirens also factor prominently in the epic poem The Odyssey, as the magical seawomen of Sirenum Scopuli, three small islands off the coast of Capri, who caused ships to wreck on their rocky shores by compelling the sailors to destruction with their mesmerizing songs. The Odyssey—written circa 630 BCE and attributed to Homer (though some speculate that it was actually by an unknown woman)—recounts the story of Ulysses, or Odysseus, and his men on a return voyage from Troy to their home in Ithaca. Theirs is an adventure of land and sea, as well as of body and spirit. In Book Twelve of The Odyssey, their ship encounters the Island of the Sirens, and Ulysses instructs his men to fill their ears with wax to avoid hearing the voices of the sirens and being brought to doom by their sweet singing. Although the crew plugs their ears, Ulysses instructs them to bind him to the mast of the ship, with his ears unplugged, in order to hear and yet avoid and steer past the powerful temptation. The ship holds its course as the music grows fainter and then ceases to be audible, and thus the crew narrowly escapes the fate of being lost, crazed, and imminently dead.


The early Christians carried on the tradition of fearing the sirens. In the fourth century, Vulgate, the Latin translation of the Christian Bible attributed to Saint Jerome, mentions of “sirens” in Isaiah 13:


And that Babylon, glorious among kingdoms, the famous pride of the Chaldeans, shall be even as the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrha. It shall no more be inhabited for ever, and it shall not be founded unto generation and generation: neither shall the Arabian pitch his tents there, nor shall the shepherds rest there. But wild beasts shall rest there, and their houses shall be filled with serpents, and ostriches shall dwell there, and the hairy ones shall dance there. And owls shall answer one another there, in the houses thereof, and sirens in the temples of pleasure.2


Early Christian fathers, who propagated much of today’s lingering patriarchal thought, may have interpreted this instance of “siren” as a metaphor for worldly temptations of the flesh and thus often used sirens as symbols of the inherent danger that women embodied.


Sirens in modern-day popular culture are often viewed as synonymous with mermaids, although sirens are sometimes described as hateful and dangerous, while mermaids are perceived as more passive, beautiful, and pure. In fact, the word “mermaid” literally means “virgin of the sea,” in diametrical opposition with the luring, sensual, destructive, and soulful calling of the historical siren. It is not surprising that the theme of woman as pure virgin or temptress/whore appears even in these long-ago tales of mermaids and sirens—the boundaries and limits restricting women with their many tentacles are deeply connected to such stories and myths that we live out in our everyday lives, both historic and current.


But this is not the full story.


The sea holds the mysteries of human existence and our beginnings as a species. In the book The Great Cosmic Mother, Monica Sjöö and Barbara Mor do an excellent job of documenting our origins in this regard. They conclude, as did Charles Darwin, that the female principle is the primordial element of the sea, and that “in the beginning, life did not gestate within the body of any creature, but within the ocean womb containing all organic life.”3 As a matter of course, this is not a “history” to which we are generally exposed, so like many other evolutionary stories of gender and sexuality, the information remains inaccessible unless you are looking for it. Further, within all of the available knowledge about female sexuality, the dominant powers of our world still have a need to control the conversation and the information. If we rewrote the stories of creation and sexuality, stories of how we all came to be here, then we would have to face facts about the exploitation of women and children, as well as the exploitation of the earth, differently. If we truly were to look at the information that makes good sense, rather than the carefully selected, dominant creation story that disempowers women for all time, then we would begin to understand our amazing, original nature and not be bound by shackles that threaten to destroy us before we are ever born into this life.


As we begin to explore this corruption of female sexuality and the pain it has caused, we also seek vindication for those whose lives have been forgotten or made invisible. It’s like a thread that one pulls on, and soon the sweater falls apart—you can’t begin to address this issue solidly, and with the necessary integrity for change, unless you pull that thread.


As we have lived, and by finding voice among the following pages, we are pulling on the thread. In doing so, we are also following the call of the siren, and instead of destruction, temptation, or vice, we are finding redemption. We have dreamed of her, smelled her salty breath, felt her in our own skin. We have come to understand the siren in a new way that embodies an ancient, lived experience of women—not one of revisionist lust and temptation, but one of strength, grace, air, and water, wings and fish tails, one that beckons us to reclaim and reinvent our own stories and find the base of our longing and belonging.


We collectively have the ability to create a new story, one that does not define our sexuality by the standards of the dominant culture but rather embraces it as part of a deeper, more intrinsic power that we carry in our souls. This new story celebrates our femaleness, our fierceness, and life itself, in all its cyclical and beautiful stages, and helps us not to be hurt, minimized, objectified, or used by another. In these pages, we put forth the rallying cry to speak the shame that has silenced so many, and to transform that silence and pain into words, myth, art, and song.


We understand the siren as a symbol of the divine feminine; of the power of the ocean; of the need to heal our personal lives, our society, and this planet; and, most importantly, of how all these things are interconnected. We believe that our very survival depends upon this healing.
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Long ago, when the world was newer than it is today and more people believed in the gods and goddesses of nature, magic was witnessed often and no one questioned its validity. In those times, it was not uncommon for the people who dwelled near the sea to hear of strange happenings and circumstances. Mostly the creatures who appeared during these events remained a mystery, relegated to late-night talks over ale, but on rare occasions, they made themselves known. One of these times was in a tiny village just south of Galway. A beautiful and happy young girl, a maiden, was taken by some drunken young men who disdained her freedom. The men used her and hurt her and left her naked and alone by an abandoned farmhouse. After making her way back to the village, she was greeted with the silence of her mother and the coldness of her father. Her family turned their backs on her in disgust. The parish priest called her a harlot and wounded her where she stood.


As her shame grew, she hid herself away. When she found her body changing and realized that she was with child, she stowed away on a boat to the Aran Islands, hiding under a blanket, stifling her tears, and burying her pain deep within. She felt alone in the world. The women of the sea knew this and watched silently, swimming in fishlike form alongside the boat, unknown to the girl.


Once night fell and the boat and the docks had emptied into the nearby tavern, she walked to the cliffs above the sea. She felt hungry and thirsty, but there was no one to provide food, drink, or warmth. It took her some time to walk the path in the darkness, but she found the highest cliff possible, and at daybreak she tossed herself into the water below. Expecting death and oblivion, she was surprised to find life as the bird women caught her in their net in midair and carried her to their sisters in the water, where she took on her new form—part fish, part woman, and at times part bird.


“The Mother Goddess won’t let you drown,” they said. “You have a new body and a new life; you are beautiful, and you are one of us now.” And so she was.


As time passed, fishermen near Galway said they had seen a phantom of the girl who had disappeared from the village, or had gotten a fleeting glimpse of her face on a sea creature’s body. Some of their boats were strangely overturned and hurled onto the rocks in storms over the next few seasons, and several men disappeared. Once, a tall woman in a dark cape appeared on the rocks, her arms outstretched as if commanding the wind—perhaps she was the Morrígan, an Irish mother goddess, or one of a trio of goddesses, who appears as both woman and bird—for once spotted she was gone, and a crow remained in her place.


There were many stories told over the generations. But the lessons were never learned.
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In our work with young women, as well as with adult women, we hear the common theme of puritan versus whore. Although sexual, it is also symbolically larger than sexuality and related to the very worth of an individual. The “whore” is the one who is cast aside and sometimes even labeled as less than human—as in the cases of murdered prostitutes whose files state there was “no human involved.”4 Young women all over the globe go from being innocent children to being sacrificed for adult male pleasure through no fault of their own. Furthermore, the act of using a child in this way and then faulting the child for the actions of the adult is common in child sexual abuse and exploitation.


Even if many women are largely silent about the effects of their abuse, today we encounter more open information about child trafficking and sexual exploitation—commercial, familial, and for survival. Part of this upsurge in information is related to the Internet and the ways in which it is linked to the sexual exploitation of minors, as well as the easy access it offers to pornography and sexually violent images. Also, as happens within a culture, we become desensitized to something awful and then require something even more awful to awaken that same feeling of horror.


Twenty years ago, we as a society were concerned and shocked by homelessness and the plight of people living on the streets. Now, we think of homelessness as common and we barely notice when a homeless person passes by us. Similarly, the pornography that Andrea Dworkin wrote about in the 1970s and ’80s would barely offend today’s sensibilities. Our appetites for pornography have grown more violent and degrading as people become more accustomed to the effects of violence and explicit sex acts.


In addition, forty years ago, sexual assault and domestic violence were new topics of concern for the general public. In 1976, there was not even one battered-women’s shelter in New York City. The violence women suffered in their own homes was literally invisible to most of the population. Social service and religious organizations provided assistance to women in need, but a larger-scale acknowledgment of violence against women did not exist. By 1981, there were five battered-women’s shelters in New York City, and all were filled to capacity and forced to turn away eighty-five of every one hundred women requesting services.5


As previously unmentioned acts of violence toward wives and girlfriends began to be spoken about, well-intentioned groups and individuals came forward to assist in various ways. Now, domestic violence shelters and sexual-assault centers are institutionalized and found in most counties or larger communities throughout the United States.


The shelter movement was driven by a need to expose the violence that many women were experiencing in their lives. Women who are physically abused are often subject to other forms of abuse as well, including rape and verbal assault. Many mental health professionals of the late 1970s and early ’80s blamed women for the abuse that they suffered and searched for evidence of some kind of character flaw in those victims. Fortunately, in the early 1980s, a group of formerly battered women in Duluth, Minnesota and their advocates developed the “power and control wheel,” which assisted them to interpret the abuse that they had endured. This framework was readily understood by women who had experienced similar violence. By the mid- to late 1980s, almost all dominant theories on domestic violence pointed back to the issue of power and control exercised by perpetrators of violence or abuse.


The power and control wheel has been translated into numerous languages over the years and adapted for other social issues in which one person uses his or her power and privilege as a means of gaining control over another person or person(s).6 The core of the wheel is the need for power and dominance, and the spokes of the wheel are the ways in which this power is kept alive as a threat. The outside of the wheel is physical violence or survival threats that keep the “victim” from escaping or being able to leave.


Despite all of our advances over the years, we are still observing the rise of violence against women and the normalization and increase of sexual assault through rape culture. The issue underlying domestic violence, rape, trafficking, and prostitution is a shared one—a deep, strong undercurrent of belief that some people are inherently more valuable than others and that some, often young women, are disposable, replaceable objects. It has never been about sex; it is about who holds the power and how they wield and use that power in relation to another. The real rallying cry of the feminist and domestic violence movements was that women were autonomous individuals with value, undeserving of denigration and abuse. Yet women are still living in a world where value is assigned by class, skin color, sex, gender, age, and sexual orientation; this is the gnarly root that binds these issues together and that informs us that if we do not address the reasons behind our latest hot topic or societal cause, then we will not be able to make a true difference in the lives of those who have been affected.


We must also awaken to the connections between our disdain of and simultaneous participation in these systems that keep us and others in bondage. Addressing the issue will require looking at how individuals can make change and how, by waking ourselves up to what exists around us, we can then breathe life into a movement toward creating whole human beings who stand with one another, naming atrocities and helping others to do the same. It has never been about “rescuing” or “fixing broken women”; it is about building strength, resilience, community, and empathy with those who have been oppressed. It is about seeing our faces in their faces and knowing that those faces are the same.
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Federal law describes the crime of child sex trafficking as the “recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for the purpose of a commercial sex act.”7 These acts include, but are not limited to, the exploitation of children through prostitution, pornography, and/or stripping. In the context of our work with both minor victims and adult survivors, we define sexual exploitation more globally, to include sexual molestation, sexual assault, and acquaintance or date rape. Equally devastating are the effects felt by young people engaging in survival sex (sex for food, clothing, a place to stay, etc.).


Those of us working with teens and young women have addressed these issues for years. However, the recent surge in commercial sexual exploitation, especially through prostitution, has placed agencies and practitioners on high alert and caused people to question the systems that remain in place in the United States and that set the stage for such heinous violence and widespread exploitation of children. As we address childhood sexual exploitation, we should not consider it the new cause of the day, where men lurk in the shadows of shopping malls, waiting to snatch our children. Instead, we should look at the systemic constructs, both historical and modern, that have popularized the so-called “oldest profession in the world”—not in the red-light districts of London, Amsterdam, and New York, but in the motels of our cities both big and small, in the hallways of our schools, and in the homes and lives of our most marginalized young people. We should consider how we view young women as sirens—not as those who lure men to destruction, but as women who, as a result of of the exploitation in their own young lives, become destined to a devastation of their own unless we provide them with opportunities to heal and create change. We should consider our role, as community members and leaders, as we address the systems of oppression and exploitation that ensure perpetrators will always have access to someone broken enough to become a casualty of manipulation. We should also consider our role not as saviors sent to rescue victims and to impose on them condescending practices of redemption, but as partners with those oppressed by exploitation.


The following story is told from the viewpoint of a woman who experienced the pain of early sexual abuse, coupled with the power of words to cause damage.
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“Slut.” The word projected out of her mother’s mouth and landed on her face like spittle. The impact of the accusation sent her reeling backward. It hurt more than the slap that had landed on her cheek seconds earlier. Her face, still red from the hand that had struck her, would soon return to its smooth shade of honey brown, but her heart would take longer to heal. Would it ever be repaired? she wondered silently in the time that followed—seconds that seemed like hours.


Quickly, she recalled another time she had heard that word. This recent denunciation seemed to have tapped an old wound, like a knife bearing down on unhealed flesh. She didn’t feel like a “slut,” yet she didn’t quite know what one should feel like. She ascertained there must be truth to the accusation—after all, she was pregnant, she was a child, she wasn’t married.


She grabbed her belly and turned away from the curse, from the yelling, from the anger. She walked to the bathroom, glad she hadn’t retaliated, glad she hadn’t spat back venomous words, glad she hadn’t resorted to violence. She still had her dignity, and she made a decision now: she would maintain that for her child. It might be all she had, especially if she was a slut; did sluts have dignity?


Closing the bathroom door, she leaned back and closed her tear-filled eyes. It came back so fast. She was about thirteen, on a camping trip, at a hippie festival with her family. She ended up intoxicated and half-clothed in the tent of a boy, or maybe it was a man—she couldn’t recall. She wasn’t alone; another girl, a friend of the family, was with her, with the boy/man. They’d met him while dancing to some folk melody and giggled at his attention, felt pretty as the boy/man admired their eyes, their smiles, their shapes. They’d danced for him at first, swirling woozily, spinning, stretching.


She couldn’t recall how they’d ended up in his tent, or half-naked, for that matter, but she remembered that she’d been discovered, and she remembered that word. . . .


“You slut!” Her stepmother had hurled it at her, cutting into her flesh with her words.


“Wait . . . what? . . . I didn’t . . .” She tried to explain herself.


“I can’t believe you, fuckin’ slut.”


She was confused. She was thirteen. Drunk. Unsupervised. He wanted her, came on to her, encouraged her. She didn’t quite understand, yet one thing was apparent: She was a slut. It was her fault. Her stepmother was usually the feminist rock she relied on for suffragette-style support, yet now she pierced the girl’s heart with her anger.


But wait—there was more. Even that wasn’t the first time she’d heard it. The wound was older still.


She put the toilet seat down and sat slowly. Closing her eyes, she remembered—though she had actually never forgotten.


“You like it, don’t you?” he giggled, masturbating over her, his hand between her legs. She didn’t like it. It hurt. His fingers inside her felt like a thousand needles stabbing at her privates. She didn’t squirm, though. Like a good little girl, she lay very still, motionless, even, waiting until it stopped and she could curl up and forget.


“You like it, don’t you, you little slut?” He smiled. Her grandfather.


What’s a slut? she remembered having thought as she danced on the ceiling, watching her motionless body. I wonder if a slut is pretty. Is a slut smart? Does she like this?


Tears fell from her eyes and spilled onto her cheeks. She stood up and looked into the bathroom mirror. The pain was dissipating; now she was pissed. When she had heard the word “slut” at school or from guys, she had always dismissed it angrily. “Fuck off,” she’d say when they’d yell at her as she walked by. “You want it!” Then she’d laugh. But these wounds, these scars, were deeper. She had been called a slut since she was five years old. Since before she understood what it meant. The word “slut” had become her, and she had become it—a self-fulfilling prophecy, spoken into existence when she was just a little girl.


It would be years before she found the power and voice to admit the damage that had been done, and it would be years before she had the strength to do the work to overcome the power of that word. Recovering was a difficult and painstaking journey. She remembered being at the park with her little sister, yelling protectively at those bullies who threw out spiteful denunciations, “Sticks and stones can break my bones, but names can never harm me!”


She knew now, looking into that mirror, reliving the pain of a lifetime of words, that the proverb taught to millions of children all over the world was a lie. Sticks and stones could break your bones, but names could break your soul.


[image: Images]


Water is the first of the elements, the mother of all things, according to the philosophers of the ancient Greek city Miletus.8 It is from the murky depths of water that many creation myths, even in the Judaic and Christian traditions, emerge, and it is from water (a feminine principle) and the spirit (a masculine principle) that the rite of baptism in the Christian New Testament comes. Some say the baptismal font was once called the “womb of Mary,” and it is no coincidence that the names of all the ancient sea goddesses relate back to the name Mary.9 And as Sjöö and Mor state in The Great Cosmic Mother: “For two and a half billion years on Earth, all life-forms floated in the womb-like environment of the planetary ocean.”10


Somewhere submerged in the depths of our history is a story of how the mythological goddesses of the sea became dangerous sirens or beautiful mermaids. Somewhere in the history of modernity, we have taken the sensuality, the strength, the power, the many faces of woman and goddess and buried them in the sea of forgetfulness. Over time, through our religions and cultural shifts, we have demonized the mutuality and neutrality of the sea-goddess story, turning it into the myths of the whore, the slut, and the little girl who “wants it” just because she is cute and someone wants to partake in his or her satisfaction at her expense. We have turned the mother of all things into a dangerous, submerged, provocative siren.


The process of healing these deep wounds of oppression and sexual exploitation will begin only when we as a culture are ready to peel back the veil from our eyes and see how the very belief systems that we have held dear have kept us in bondage. On a personal level, we must become very brave, unflinching and true to ourselves, as we decide to face the journey to wholeness and pull the thread. Facing the religious, philosophical, and societal constraints that have called into question women’s intrinsic value requires great personal fortitude. How do we find our way out? The siren has appeared and made herself known as our guide.





CHAPTER 2



LOSING THE VOICE


I learned to be silent before I could speak, and when I could speak, my need for silence was confirmed. I wanted to sing, but they laughed at me, so I did not. At first the voice was stolen, but later I gave it away.


Giving up the voice is synonymous with giving up personal power. It happens when one gives way to another, believing that the other’s opinion, voice, authority, knowledge, importance, or worthiness exceeds one’s own. Inherent self-doubt accompanies this act of giving up one’s voice, and although it happens to all of us throughout our lifetimes in various times and circumstances, it seems to be especially prevalent in people whose deep inner voice was stifled or negated at an early age.


When the senses are shut down during childhood, because the basic goodness and innate common sense of the mind are incongruent with the experiences and lived realities of a young person, then the lived experience and the deeper knowledge of the soul collide. The child learns that what is known internally cannot be trusted, because the outside world denies the validity of this inner knowledge and life. When this occurs, a dissonance within the self becomes the known reality. Unfortunately, both the inner and the outer life suffer, because then neither can be trusted. Consequently, the deep inner voice becomes silent and doubts all that it believes to be true. The voice is thus hidden or lost and needs to be uncovered and found in order to be restored. Conversely, when a child is reared in such a way that caretakers, teachers, and parents nurture, value, and acknowledge her inner world, then she learns to speak out, hold personal power, and believe in herself.


Our relationships with power are complicated and unconsciously dictated by the society and the world that we live in. We are all the time dealing with dynamics of power in all of our relationships, but we don’t necessarily verbalize or acknowledge how that power manifests itself.


Starhawk, a writer and leader in feminist spirituality, describes three types of power in her book Truth or Dare: Encounters with Power, Authority, and Mystery—“power-over, power-from-within, and power-with”—and notes that each aspect of power speaks its own language and is defined by its own mythology.11 The “power-over” realm is defined by a worldview in which “value must be earned or granted,” fear is the primary motivator, and hope is offered through obedience and compliance. This is the primary worldview, and its rigidity manifests itself in an internalized insecurity about our own worth and right to be in this world; it “drives us to compete for the tokens of pseudo-value.” Worth is defined, evaluated, and rated against others in our school systems and workplaces, and by our mates, lovers and families. Power-over is the type of power that squelches the voice and that is often exhibited in abusive relationships, whether these relationships are with parental figures or intimate partners. For the sexually abused or exploited child, power-over is the dominant paradigm of day-to-day function.


Starhawk defines power-from-within as a radically different way of looking at and interacting with the world—from a place where all things and beings have inherent value, and value is not dictated by outside sources. Power-from-within is the language of poetry, metaphor, myth, and mystery—the language of the mystics, of changing consciousness and creating connections with a world far too complex to be defined and boxed in by easy definitions.


Power-with sees the world through relationships and values people based on “how they affect others and according to a history based on experience.”12 Power-with is the language of creating community, valuing social order through creative processes, and working together toward agreed-upon outcomes.


When we talk about the experience of “losing the voice” or silencing the deeper self, we are really talking about how the self has lost touch with its own internal worth and power-from-within. This experience of silencing is defined not by a onetime incident, but rather by a series of repeated experiences that gradually erode one’s inherent sense of worth and trust in one’s own deeper moral compass or understanding. How this happens is unique to each individual who experiences this loss, but the results are largely similar in that they manifest in a way that negates and neglects one’s own value. That initial lack of trust within oneself, coupled with the attendant self-doubt, allows the door to be opened to exploitation of all kinds. Youth who have these doubts will silence themselves and may begin to exhibit patterns of self-hate, depression, and anxiety, as well as other symptoms of disconnection or dissociation from themselves.
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