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Diary of a Slut



     


     


    “Mom,” my daughter says, “What age were you when you lost your virginity?”


    Do I want to tell her? No. I was a year older than she is; I was 14. Do I tell her? Yes.


    “It was not a happy thing,” I say. “I wouldn’t wish it for you.”


    She wants to know everything then and there, but she doesn’t get to.


    A week later we fight because I won’t let Noelle go to a new friend’s house for an overnight. The parents aren’t going to be home from work until 4:00 a.m., and the 18-year-old brother will be in charge. It all sounds pretty sketchy, but I know Noelle is frantic for new friends since she was exiled from the quasi-popular pack over Christmas break.


    “You need to get her mother’s phone number,” I say.


    “Becky doesn’t know it.”


    “She doesn’t know her own mother’s phone number?”


    “Her mother got a new cell phone.”


    “Then the answer is no. If there is not an adult in the house, you don’t stay the night. I can pick you up at 10:00.”


    “Mom,” she says, sticking her chin out to let me know she is a badass hip-hop beeyotch, in case I don’t know what I’m in for. “You are the only parent who cares about this kind of stuff. The other kids say to me, ‘Oh, you have a parent like tha-at.’ They feel sorry for me.”


    She’s a foot from my left ear, and I’m making us oatmeal before work and school. “I guess that makes me the one parent with good judgment,” I say.


    “What do you think? Mom!” she shouts at the side of my face. “That I’m going to act like some slut, like you?”


    I snap the burner off in time to see her turn tail and light out for her room. She knows she’s done it now. I shove the pan to the back of the stove. No one’s hungry anymore.



    


    After Noelle has left for school, I go to the garage to have a look at my old journals—whole composition books full of bad sex. I have to steel myself. It was a different era. How am I to convey that to my daughter who already has no patience with me? She calls me an old hippie and tells me what clothes I should throw away. But I’m not an old hippie, only a child who came of age in the wake that the ’60s left behind.


    I was 12 years old in 1972, the year the Supreme Court legalized birth control regardless of marital status. The doctor who put me on the pill when I was 14 asked three questions: How old are you? (I lied), how much do you weigh? (I lied), are you sexually active? (no, but I was not going to lose my boyfriend, which was what the older girls assured me would happen).


    At 14, I attended an alternative school on an island off the West Coast, a 1970s equivalent of the democratically run Summerhill School in England, except that drugs, sex, and absolute chaos forced its closure in less than two years.


    As students of Salbatora Island School, we knew the canyons and coves with our feet, and slipped out of our dormitories like the lithe shadows we were when the evening dorm check had passed; then we congregated in the canyons to revel, drinking tequila sunrises in tennis ball cans. We kayaked to town on booze runs. We sailed to remote coves to enact our own version of Lina Wertmüller’s Swept Away. The remoteness of the island untamed us all—if teenagers are ever really domesticated. When the rains came and washed out the roads, the faculty became lovers with their students, the students had shower parties in the dormitories, and wild boar roamed the halls.


    On Salbatora Island, we saw ourselves as a microcosm of utopia, a tribe of a small planet. At the school, we didn’t trust any governance but our own. The student body held town meetings in the library and locked the doors. No faculty allowed. I remember how a thief was dealt with. We sweated and breathed the air of swollen volumes while the dorms were searched by upper classmen. A senior named Ryan ran the meeting and commanded guards to the French doors so that no one could leave. I thought Ryan looked like Bob Dylan because he had a frazzle of hair and a bent-inward look and seemed not to want the cowl of authority. The perpetrator confessed, broke down crying. Punishments and reparations were determined by student vote in front of him. I sat in my homemade wraparound skirt and halter top, inwardly quivering because I had never taken part in absolute rule. When we voted, the perpetrator was sent off island, with or without faculty consent.


    The fragility of our society on the island was mirrored in the history—Indians, smugglers, gold miners, and traders who came before us, those specters who conceded to the dirt but not to rest. Never that. Islands are different that way, full of marooned ghosts; we were convinced of it.


    The tectonic plates moved and our island with them. Claimed by the Spanish Empire, charted under the authority of the Viceroy of Mexico, Salbatora had never been connected to the mainland. Its sea otter trade flourished and resembled the extirpation of that other native population—the Indians. In the canyon at night, we passed the ancient middens. Several students claimed they’d started choking at night when they entered the grove where the burial mounds lay, dark shell-circled hummocks.


    “You could feel it, man, I’m not kidding, going for the throat, cutting off your air, man.”



    


    In the cold garage, I sit on an ice chest and take the top off a cardboard file box. Stacked above my head are my children’s drawings and rock collections and school photos in plastic bins on gunmetal gray racks. When I crack the spine of the first journal, I smell both dampness and dryness, mildew and sage. The notebook begins with lyrics transcribed in my own hand. The girl I was must have opened to the first page in the optimism of morning, because my letters don’t look drunk yet the way they do on other pages, sprawling and slumping from margin to margin. I like to think the students shared a group innocence on that island, regardless of the alcohol and drugs, but perhaps that is nostalgia on my part.



    


    From here to Venezuela


    There’s nothing more to see

    Than a hundred thousand islands

    Flung like jewels upon the sea

    For you and me


    —Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young


     



    


    October 12


    I think I am in love with my brother’s best friend, Tad. He keeps finding little reasons to touch me—he tucks my dress tag back in, or compares my hair color with his by holding a lock of his next to mine so that our heads almost touch. He says only true Polacks like himself can have brown eyes with blond hair. He’s from Chicago, plays guitar. When I ask him why he plays “Needle and the Damage Done” so often, he says his brother came home from Vietnam a junkie.


     Could’ve seen that one coming, Tad said and laughed, except it was this sad little laugh. He said his parents are raising his brother’s child.


    Guess they couldn’t handle having a teenager and a toddler.


    Does Tad like me? Marshall says he does.



    


    October 14


    Mom must think I am a paper doll, to be moved and marched many times. I didn’t want to leave our last house. I’d actually planted some corn and tomatoes in the back. Now we live in Maddie’s house, and nowhere in it feels like my space. Marshall and I escaped.



    


    Did she wake you up


    to tell you that


    it was only a change of plan?


    Dream up, dream up,


    Let me fill your cup


    With the promise of a man.


    —Neil Young



    


    Daddy sent me binoculars for my birthday. Why binoculars? So I might see him? Next year he should send a telescope.



    


    The coffee I brought down to the garage with me is cold, but I like the sharp awakening bite on my tongue. The girl I was at 14 is a dark figure in the distance I’ve kept. I cannot claim her without shame. She may be mad at her mother, but she is a girl without a father. Her father is on loan to other families. She cannot garner his attention, let alone win his approval. Her stepmother doesn’t like it that he has other children to pay for, and he is a man who avoids conflict at all costs. His daughter is the cost.



    


    October 17


    Today we did first aid training instead of assembly. We thumped on rubber mannequins and lifted each other onto stretchers. Tad chose me to be his partner. “Pay attention, little sis,” he said, shaking his finger at me. Is this flirting? His fingers are as long as piano keys.


    The senior girls are always talking about how you can tell when a man has a big penis. They say long thumbs. I don’t think that’s what matters to me, but he does have long thumbs.


    When we came to the part where he had to splint my leg, his hands trembled when he wrapped my thigh with gauze, and he kept on trembling after that. I could feel him behind me trembling.



    


    October almost sober and over,


    I went up to my brother’s room tonight during legitimate visiting hours, and Tad was there. Marshall left us alone. He raised and wiggled one eyebrow when he shut the door. Tad said, “Hey little sis,” but I said, “You don’t think of me that way.” And all of a sudden, he got real serious. “No, I don’t,” he said. He sat on the bed and patted the place beside him. When I sat next to him, I could feel he was trembly again. We lay on Marshall’s bed and listened to the whole Blue album. A guy who will listen to Joni!!!! And he sang falsetto too.



    


    Applause, applause— Life is our cause


    when I think of your kisses my mind see-saws.



    


    Then he kissed me with his swervy lips, and not like he was in any big hurry either. He never stuffed his tongue into my mouth, not like gross old Ken Woodward who pinned me down in the ivy in our backyard last year. No, Tad, sucked my bottom lip softly and tugged on it just the tiniest bit. He must be way more experienced than me, which makes me feel kind of excited and kind of jealous.


    On Sunday morning, someone taped a “Lay List “on the kitchen door. I was voted “Most Wanted Virgin.” Everyone’s teasing me about it, but it is cool to have guys think I am a bitchin babe!



    


    There’s something between the composition books, black, glossy, a magazine folded over. It’s the Life magazine issue that published “Faces of the Dead: One Week’s Toll.” Pictures of 227 soldiers in 1969. I remember that I looked into every face. What could I know of war?


    Vietnam was the phantasmagoria of our dreams: children curled up in nests of grass blown back by choppers; women and children crouching in water up to their chests wearing grimaces of fear except for the baby who looked directly into the camera; women crouching over body bags and conical sedge hats in the sand, the drool of their grief silver and suspended like mercury. Young soldiers, our older brothers or uncles, kneeling over their torn-up, shredded comrades, tipping canteens into each other’s mouths. We could see how muddy they were, how weary, how lost.



    


    We can change the world


    Re-arrange the world


    It’s dying...to get better


    —CSNY



    


    November 9 and in love!


    Hey diary, you big dork, I’ve been ignoring you. I bet you can guess why. Almost every night, my roommate Tammy goes up to Marshall’s dorm and Tad comes to my bed. We call it the Switcheroo! At last bell in the smoking area, Tad asks me, “Are you done with your homework, Missy?” How sweet is that? He has been taking everything so slow with me because he is such a gentleman. Last night he moved down my torso, delivering baby kisses on my tummy, but when he slid my legs apart, I sat bolt upright. Unh-unh. Nobody does that. Sh-sh-sh, he whispered, hushing my protest, stroking my corn silk hair down there until I settled back into the pillows and gave myself to the tingly slippery, smooth sensations he created in me. I lay back and imagined strewing rose petals on rippling water.
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