
My First Trip

As an adolescent girl, I read Judy Blume’s Are You There God, It’s Me Margaret, but it 
was foreign to me. My world was modesty and secrets. My friends neither discussed their 
womanhood nor longed for their entrance into it. The only telling sign of impending 
puberty was that for practicality, not for fashion, sixth grade girls began carrying purses 
to school. Some had made the passage; some were just prepared.

I was prepared until summer, and then one morning I was instantly horrified. Bodily 
discomfort was surpassed only by the humiliation that everyone would know that I was 
wearing a huge diaper. My mother assured me otherwise and somehow I made it out the 
door that afternoon, daring and doubting through the South Carolina heat.

It was on that day that I first considered my mother old, not because she was, but because 
I calculated the years between us, knowing I, too, would have at least this many to endure 
the curse of Eve.

I hid as best I could my monthly condition and my mother dutifully stocked the bathroom 
cabinets with various sizes and brands of napkins. And then on my 17th birthday the 
menstrual pains were more than I could bear. It was on that birthday that my mother gave 
me the gift of crime, as she borrowed prescription muscle relaxers from a friend. 
Grateful, I took them. 

Quietly, as if sharing something sacred, mother then told of her own first time and of an 
age when male doctors called teenage girls “liars.” In this venture, my mother was now 
provider and peer. She offered to find a female doctor in the area, but I declined, too 
afraid of the unknown examination.

Two years of her cajoling and my maturing finally got me there. That, and the bribe of 
my own prescription drug. I accepted the appointment with a male doctor, reasoning that 
male doctors were all that I knew, and found comfort in the fact that Dr. Cecil Lanford 
had grown up in the same small town as my father and at about the same time.

The night before, mother tried to prepare me. Our conversations were still timid at best 
with such private matters. She interspersed her wisdom during television commercial 
breaks. I mumbled replies.

“You know that you will have to take all of your clothes off.”

“Yeah.”

“You know that the gown opens in front.”

“Huh.”

“You know that you lay on the table with your feet in the stirrups.”



“What?”

With that last bit of information, I decided to tell mother that I did not want to know 
anything else. Sometimes you can sleep better in the dark.

That next day, I sat bravely in the OB-GYN waiting room and studied every other woman 
there. A couple had large bellies; more had gray hair. And I wondered how long a woman 
has use for these kinds of doctors. Everyone seemed rather edgy. I smiled and smiled at 
them, willing myself toward courage. 

I smiled through the weigh-in, blood test and pressure screening. I smiled as I traded my 
clothes for a front-opened gown. I smiled as I positioned myself carefully on top of the 
examination table. But Dr. Cecil Lanford did not come quickly enough. All alone in that 
room, sitting on the high top table, legs dangling back and forth in the air, I sniffled, 
terrified of what was to come.

By the time he knocked, opened the door and entered with his “How are you today,” I 
was done. I had found the box of tissues and cleaned up my face. But I answered with 
honesty, admitting my crying spell, confessing my virginity and sharing the fact that I had 
never used a tampon.

We had several problems with the table, the stirrups and the “slide down” instruction. I do 
not know how long he gave me to obey, but I do know that he was patient. I also know 
that I never “relaxed.“

He gave me a strong pat on the back when we were done and told me that I could have 
“my modesty back.” The feeling of triumph began. I dressed to meet him in his office and 
found him in a room full of medical textbooks and family paraphernalia. We talked about 
my questions and he reassured me about life.

Before handing me my prescription, he made me promise that I would come back every 
year - just like Christmas. I hesitated, wondering if it was worth the bargain. So he said it 
a second time. It was fatherly advice:

“You make this appointment and keep it. Just like Christmas it happens once every year. 
You must take care of yourself because you are the only one that can.”

I agreed and headed for check-out, half looking for a t-shirt claiming “I Survived My 
First Trip to the Gynecologist.” I knew that night for dinner that my family would be 
going out for celebration steaks. You see, it is one thing to get good grades, enter college 
and find a first job. It is another to learn to “take care of yourself.” 

   


