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            Prologue

         

         Edna is the first to come downstairs. Being the eldest, she’s the spokesperson for the group. She’s somewhat haggard looking, the psychiatrist in the living room notes. “Might be more attractive under more favorable circumstances,” he writes.

         Next is Wilma. She used to be the clown of the family, but these days she’s in a catatonic stupor. Her mother explains that she will find a place in the house and then root herself there, unfazed by the surrounding commotion. She tires from standing so many hours, even at night. When she sinks into a tattered chair now, it is for the first time all day.

         Helen is right behind Wilma. She’s unkempt in a Cinderella-by-the-fire manner. Her garments don’t fit, and there’s a hole at one elbow. Her pupils are enlarged, and she keeps fiddling with imaginary objects before her mother can grab her hands and return them to her sides.

         Finally there’s Sarah. She’s well groomed, though the circles of rouge against her white cheeks give her a china-doll quality. The “sweetest of the four,” but a bit “mechanical and hollow,” the psychiatrist thinks. Everything about her seems “real, but not quite.”

         When all of the twenty-four-year-old quadruplets have taken their seats, the visitor finds his attention drawn to Helen, who resembles a twisted coil. She bends to conform to her chair, then spontaneously springs in different directions. As the parents, Carl and Sadie Morlok, begin to make small talk, the psychiatrist’s eyes drift toward the pictures hanging on the wall. All of the sisters in childhood. In the adjoining dining room, he can see the couch-bed and the hook with trousers and ties, and he wonders if Carl sleeps downstairs. Then, as if on cue, Sadie reaches for a photograph album and begins to reminisce about the days when the quadruplets toured the country as a singing and dancing troupe. She and her daughters applaud at certain pictures and bend over others, momentarily confused about who’s who. It seems like they’re all used to the routine, like they’ve done this skit before.

         Mrs. Morlok boasts that she was the quadruplets’ stage manager, and the psychiatrist considers how masterfully she must have executed that role. In his view, she’s “like the center of a five-spoked wheel, turning the family in one direction or another.” She also has something of a “property-possession attitude to the girls.” When she briefly leaves the room to take Helen to the bathroom, Sarah assumes the role of hostess. There seems to be a sense of surrogacy in her performance. But when Carl speaks from the other side of the room, she immediately grows quiet, nodding at whatever he has to say. She does not dare to interrupt him except to supply a name on the tip of his tongue. He, too, seems to regard his daughters as objects.

         The patriarch has a bulbous nose and an anxious manner that the visitor will remember. Before he called the sisters downstairs, Carl had referred to his “condition” several times. He meant his diabetes. Perhaps he wanted his visitor to know the quadruplets weren’t the only ones with ailments. He was affable enough, if not as welcoming as his wife, who spoke plainly of being rescued by the doctor and his colleagues. Mrs. Morlok explained that she was convalescing from a bladder operation and could not continue to run a psychiatric ward. Her husband seemed defeated that it had come to this.

         The conversation moves to the prospect of the sisters traveling east to be studied. It’s evident the parents have already broached the subject with the quadruplets. Mrs. Morlok mentions sightseeing and dancing, perhaps even the occasion for a professional comeback for the troupe. Edna, the eldest, is visibly unconvinced. According to Mrs. Morlok, she’s terribly attached to their psychiatrist. As she’s being talked about, Edna begins to grimace and flex her hands. Out of politeness, the visitor turns to Wilma, asking how she feels about the proposed journey. “I can’t answer him,” she snaps, refusing to meet his eye.

         Soon it’s time for the young women’s afternoon ritual: eggnog, barbiturates, and naps. Mr. Morlok has to hold the straw to Helen’s lips, as she can no longer eat or drink on her own. This sister now appears to be actively hallucinating. When the Morloks begin to discuss Edna’s eating habits, she nervously pushes her glass along the table, as if to distract from the subject. Complimented on her good behavior, Wilma stands and walks to the dining room, then fixes her limbs into a statue-like pose. Sarah, the china doll, continues to do and say the right things, but seems less and less alert as the minutes tick by. When the psychiatrist finally moves to leave, Mr. and Mrs. Morlok jump up to draw the chintz drapes. Clearly they are ready for the dreaming hour to begin.

         Only two days later, the psychiatrist returns. This time the family is in beauty-parlor mode. Mrs. Morlok is putting Edna’s hair in curlers, and Sarah is doing the same for Wilma, as Helen waits her turn. The two hairdressers next intend to bathe Edna and Helen, who are the least able to look after themselves. When it’s mentioned that Edna and Helen were fighting the night before—Edna biting her nails down to the quick—Mr. Morlok tries to downplay their behaviors. He says many prominent people, including doctors, suffer from mental illness. If before he seemed resigned to his daughters being scrutinized by strangers, he now seems rather sore about the idea.

         It’s only after he has left for an appointment that his wife opens up. Mrs. Morlok describes him as a cantankerous person and confides that he’s been trying to dissuade his eldest daughter from leaving home. Knowing Edna doesn’t want to go, Carl goes on and on about how miserable she’ll be. When Carl returns to the house, the psychiatrist gets him alone to hear his side of the story. The man only shrugs, as if the decision has already been made. Not long after this, the visitor takes his leave a second time, and both mother and father thank him for making arrangements for their daughters.

         The visitor is Dr. Seymour Perlin from the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) in Bethesda, Maryland. He’s traveled to Lansing, Michigan, to see the four sisters who’ve all been diagnosed with schizophrenia. Some of his colleagues back at NIMH are keen to demonstrate the genetic basis of the schizophrenia—something that would liberate the mind sciences from the grip of the childhood-obsessed neo-Freudians. Other colleagues remain interested in familial and internal conflicts. When the first group learned about the sisters from a Johns Hopkins University research psychologist named David Rosenthal, who is soon to join their ranks, they could hardly believe their good fortune. As far as they can tell, the estimated frequency of quadruplet births with at least one baby surviving is about one in a million. Only one in ten of those birth sets is monozygotic, meaning derived from the same ovum (and thus identical). While the proportion of quadruplet births with all four surviving is not documented, it is estimated to be about half, making the Morlok sisters one in approximately twenty million births. The chance of their all having schizophrenia is about one in one and a half billion. It’s hard to imagine they will ever again have such an opportunity for study.

         But these experts, who, along with their more environmentally attuned peers, will go on to contribute to Rosenthal’s six-hundred-page book with the pseudonym title The Genain Quadruplets: A Case Study and Theoretical Analysis of Heredity and Environment in Schizophrenia (1963), are about to find that the matter of the sisters’ madness is hardly so simple. Hours of doll play, Rorschach tests, handwriting analysis, psychotherapy sessions, and more will reveal the little clapboard two-story to be a house of horrors, making it difficult for researchers to draw any certain conclusions about either the origins or the nature of their shared disorder. Despite this, the book will propel the scientific community in one specific direction, and Rosenthal’s life and career will never be the same.

         For all their contributions to scientific literature, the NIMH researchers will leave some parts of the story untold. If the quadruplets’ home was a mire of threats, so was the wider society in which they lived. Their great tragedy was having nowhere to rest. The danger was all around.

         Perhaps the ubiquity of the violence the sisters endured is beyond these experts’ pay grade. The hard scientists among them are trained to see human distress as something that arises from defective bodies, while the social scientists look no further than parental relationships, real or imagined. It may be that it’s easier for the psyche, not just the scientific mind, to contend with disordered organs or families than with a disordered society. But the story of the Morlok sisters is the story of darkness coursing through the world. It’s the story of malevolence masquerading as innocence and thereby hiding in plain sight. It’s the story of a society professing great concern for its children, while actually exploiting them, and of the American family and other institutions compelling members to accept this and other societal contradictions, no matter the political or psychological costs.

         Were experts to say that the quadruplets’ whole milieu was perverse, they would have to consider that their tics bore witness to a pervasive truth, perhaps even that their tied tongues and deliria revealed more about the world than any written words. And that madness might come to take root in a person via society, which might then raise alarm about how porous every person was. After all, to let go of the unitary self—the notion that one is all alone in one’s body—is both existentially frightening and ethically binding. Which would help to explain why investigators all over the world have long been feverish to define schizophrenia—to nail it down—despite how people always go crazy in their own way.

         Most of the NIMH researchers will move on to other subjects, The Genain Quadruplets taking up just one line on the CV. A few will keep tabs on the sisters, either in the hope of discovering something even more scientifically momentous about them or, in Rosenthal’s case, out of genuine concern. But not even this lead researcher will come to know everything about the foursome before tragedy strikes. Still their secrets will survive, on flesh and in hearts. They will haunt some, though they are everyone’s to carry.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Sadie Lyon was only two years old when she learned to mother. At her family’s rural Ohio farmhouse, she was put to work rocking the first of what would become six younger siblings. By four, she was changing diapers. By seven, cooking meals and milking cows. At that point, the babies were coming every two years.

         Sadie could always tell when another one was coming—her mother would grow very sick and then swell in the abdomen—but she didn’t know where they came from. Sometimes, when she noticed that both of her parents were absent, she would drift toward their bedroom to see what it was they were doing. Through the closed door she could hear them kissing. At nine, she once barged in to ask for help with the milking. She took one look at them tangled together, then ran to her own room. Soon after, her mother explained that babies came from eggs. Both a man and woman made an egg, and then the two eggs came together. When Sadie asked how they came together, her mother refused to answer. It wasn’t until she began menstruating at eleven that her mother offered a few more details. After this, the birds and the bees were never spoken about again.

         Decades later, some experts would wonder if it was such squeamishness about sex that blighted Sadie, if seeing and knowing—but having to pretend not to have seen and not to know—made her such a neurotic person. Freud described this dynamic in numerous patients who had stumbled across the “primal scene” as children.

         Experts would also raise their eyebrows at Sadie’s mother for enlisting her in the emotional labor of marriage. Mr. Lyon was extraordinarily moody. His wife always had to dote upon him to get him out of a funk. Afraid he might lash out at someone, Sadie helped her by paying him compliments or offering to fix his favorite drink. None of this ever endeared her to him. He scolded and degraded her, much preferring his sons and encouraging them in school. It was fine if his daughters didn’t succeed, as they were only going to become homemakers. As far as he was concerned, they needed no more than an eighth-grade education.

         Who could blame Sadie for seizing the chance to live with her maternal grandmother when both of her parents became ill, her father with sciatica and her mother with malaria? She dashed off to the home of Mrs. Amanda Meek in a village about eight miles away. Even after they both recovered, Sadie was allowed to stay with her grandmother as long as she returned home to help with the younger children on weekends and over the summers.

         Her father always picked up where he left off. One day she decided she’d had enough of his insults. The now-fourteen-year-old packed her suitcase and went to tell her mother she was going back to her grandmother’s for good. Her mother tried to dissuade her, but, seeing that Sadie had made up her mind, told her to make the most of things. That night her father appeared on his mother-in-law’s doorstep with a shotgun in hand. Mrs. Meek refused to let him in. “I’ll never help you with anything so long as you live,” he shouted to Sadie through the screen door. “And you’ll never again be welcome in the house.” When she tried visiting her younger siblings a few years later, he reminded her of this promise.

         Mrs. Meek permitted her to go out at night, though never alone with boys. Sadie and her peers wandered the fields laughing and carrying on. If she hadn’t had bigger designs, she might have made a nice life there. But high school called, and she moved to another town with one to attend. At first, she worked as a telephone operator and waitress to pay for room and board in the new place. Then she became an assistant to a doctor. When the man’s wife fell seriously ill, Sadie donated four pints of blood to save her life. In gratitude, he offered to pay for nursing school.

         Nursing attracted Sadie, as it promised good wages and romance. Film and radio dramatized white-capped angels receiving wounded soldiers, then falling in love. Unfortunately she was never able to obtain her degree, as she couldn’t pass Latin and chemistry. This was fine with her once she laid eyes on her employer’s nephew, who was himself studying to be a doctor. Dr. Davenport, as he was called even then, was charming and kind. They would take vacations, posing as man and wife, and he eventually gave her a ring. Then one day he revealed that he had a heart condition. For her sake, he believed, they shouldn’t marry. Her own heart broken, Sadie moved to the neighboring state of Michigan to work for a hospital physician as an unlicensed nurse. There she met the man who would put her on the map.

         Carl Morlok had gone into the hospital for an appendectomy. Though he was loud and disgruntled, the other nurses were smitten. They liked the way he swore in German. Sadie didn’t dare go near him, as she’d read a horoscope indicating that she’d wed a man with some of his negative characteristics. A few months later, she saw him at a baseball game and could feel him watching her. She ran into him yet again at a house call. She and her employer, a doctor named LaBarge, were treating his brother Bill and his sister-in-law Loretta at their home for a venereal disease when Carl visited. Once he left, Loretta couldn’t stop praising him. Perhaps he’s not so bad, thought Sadie.

         She’d do this over the years—let others write things in her head for the man instead of trusting her intuition. But in this case, her negative feelings resurged as Carl began to trail her like a puppy. She tried putting him off with a few curt remarks. When that didn’t work, she became crueler. Even that didn’t appear to bother him. The strange thing was that Sadie suspected him of returning his sister-in-law’s affection. As she continued to treat Bill and Loretta, she sometimes caught him sitting on Loretta’s bed, rubbing her back. Then Bill would enter the room, and he’d race out.

         Sadie eventually agreed to go out with Carl, who was more than ten years her senior. He’d simply worn her down. She asked if there was anything between him and his sister-in-law, and he dodged the question. It was Loretta who confirmed her suspicions. “We’ve been having an affair,” she bragged, “and if anything ever happens to Bill, we’re going to be married.”

         Sadie decided it was best to be rid of Carl for good. If what Loretta said was true, he was probably diseased. But when she tried to end their courtship, he proposed marriage and threatened suicide if she refused. He also threatened to kill her if she ever spoke to his sister-in-law again. Loretta, for her part, cried at the news of the proposal. She’d never forgive Sadie for coming between her and Carl.

         Years later, Sadie would regret that she didn’t get out of town right then, instead soliciting the opinion of Dr. LaBarge. “He’s of good people, if a little strange,” said the physician.

         “He’s a drunkard,” she replied. “He has only an eleventh-grade education. He’s very domineering, and he’d be ugly to me if we married.”

         “You’re too hard on him,” said Dr. LaBarge.

         Wanting some semblance of control, it seems, Sadie told Carl to stop drinking. He obeyed, and things improved between them. She agreed to obtain a marriage license, arranging for him to see LaBarge for a physical exam and blood test. If he tested positive for a venereal disease, she would have an excuse to back out, as it was frowned upon to pursue a union that wasn’t “eugenically sound.” But by some strange fortune, Carl checked out all right, and she went to buy a dress. His brother assured her she was doing the right thing.

         If, after this, a final shudder passed through Sadie, she kept it to herself. They exchanged vows before a parson in a nearby town and then drove to her family’s house, where a room had been prepared. Now that she was fulfilling her life’s purpose, her father was willing to forget his grudge.

         That night Carl paced the room with a nervous energy she’d never seen before. She’d later describe him as resembling a rabid dog. When the time came for intercourse, he wasn’t the least bit gentle or affectionate. Just before he climaxed, he bit her face. Startled, she sat up in bed and clutched her bloody cheek as Carl settled into his pillow. Seeing him drift out of consciousness, she shook him and demanded to know what sort of spell he was having. In her own words, later offered to a social worker at NIMH, “he moaned and gave another snap of his teeth.”

         The next morning, when her mother called them down for breakfast, she hid under the blankets. She’d never felt so ashamed. She waited until her family left for a picnic to go downstairs.

         “I’m sorry,” said Carl. “I don’t know why I did that.”

         They drove to see a physician, who patched her up and asked questions of the new groom. Sadie suspected epilepsy, but the doctor wasn’t so sure. Then they made their way to the picnic, where she made excuses for her bandages. “A bad allergy,” she told onlookers, the first of many lies for Carl.

         That night her parents probed for the truth. She wanted to divulge what had actually happened, but couldn’t bring herself to talk about something so impolite. Carl did not appreciate the tension. He soon claimed to be sick and demanded they leave for his mother’s place back in Michigan.

         Carl’s mother, Katherine, left little question, at least in Sadie’s mind, as to where he’d gotten his nastiness. The woman constantly criticized Sadie while praising her son “Collie.” After putting Carl to work on home repairs, she would roam around asking, “What will I do without my Collie?” She also believed her own family to be racially superior. When Carl was three, the Morloks had emigrated from Germany and refused to mix with people who weren’t German or even to speak English in the home. Katherine had told her children that people from other nationalities were responsible for America’s troubles and so they should plan to marry someone with their own heritage. She had no problem expressing her disapproval of Sadie, whose ancestors were Scottish and Irish.

         It was therefore a good thing for Sadie that they settled elsewhere. In the populous capital city of Lansing, home to several Oldsmobile plants, they rented an upstairs apartment and looked for work. Carl had wanted to stay in the countryside so he could fish and hunt rabbits, but there were more opportunities for her in the city. Sadie found work as a private nurse and then at St. Lawrence Hospital, where she quickly settled in. Carl, on the other hand, struggled to finish his shifts at his factory job. Every time someone looked at him the wrong way, he stormed out. As it was near the height of the Depression, there were always plenty of others to take his place.

         The problems in the bedroom persisted. Sadie found that, like a werewolf who appeared on a full moon, Carl’s “seizures” occurred between the seventeenth and twentieth days of the month. Once she deduced this, she made a habit of holding up a pillow to protect her face. Mostly she was uninterested in sex, but occasionally she would feel playful and try to initiate. Her overtures invariably repelled her husband, who once gasped in horror, “Are you in heat?”

         Carl was absolutely opposed to having children, and Sadie agreed it was not a good idea. She and her husband barely spoke some nights, as she was always afraid of angering him. They didn’t go out much, either, due to his jealousy over strangers talking to her. He’d accuse her of somehow knowing them behind his back. Wanting to experience a little joy in life, she signed up for a sewing class. Whenever she returned home from it, she’d find Carl standing in the window watching for her.

         It wasn’t his possessiveness that stirred Sadie to end things, but rather the occasional explosions between them. Once Carl’s purchase of a new automobile set her off. He presented it to her for her birthday, but they both knew it was really for him. She demanded to know how he was going to pay for it. Carl admitted he was counting on her to take care of it. Sadie did have some savings from her employment with Dr. LaBarge, which he had actually hoped to live off before she’d coaxed him to find a job.

         Sadie raced to the bedroom and proceeded to pack a suitcase for Carl. He accused her of being in a temper, and she backed down. Divorce was not really an attractive option. While Michigan law permitted it if one party was prone to drunkenness, congregants at the Emanuel First Lutheran Church she now attended might not be so understanding. The church was part of a very orthodox synod of evangelical Lutheranism, many of whose leaders viewed unsubordinated women as one of the world’s greatest evils.

         Another gift from her husband proved more favorable to the marriage. On their third anniversary in August 1929, he forgot to bring flowers or even acknowledge the occasion. “Well, you can give me a baby,” she blurted. Sadie would later offer several reasons for her change of heart. In one version, she’d been told she was becoming menopausal and regretted not having children. In another, a doctor had advised that her uterus was out of position and only pregnancy could set it right. In yet another, she desired a baby because her husband withheld love. Whatever her motivations, she got her wish. That night, she and Carl had intercourse without using a contraceptive. The very next day, she knew it had worked: She had a magical feeling about her.

         When her period didn’t come a few days later, she went to see a Dr. Howard Haynes, who told her to come back in three weeks if she still hadn’t bled. She waited the allotted time, during which Carl drank himself stupid, and then Dr. Haynes confirmed she was with child.

         Not long after chills came and her skin turned purplish, she became convinced there were multiples. Dr. Haynes was not persuaded. “Aren’t you a white woman?” he asked, parroting clinical and popular literature. Both portrayed people of color as hyper-breeders, often for the purposes of promoting forced sterilization laws.

         At nine weeks, Sadie became unable to lie prostrate without choking. She couldn’t urinate, and her kidneys were infected. All of her extremities were swollen, and she had a lot of vaginal discharge. Dr. Haynes admitted it might be twins and recommended she take it easy. He gave her a cone to help with the drippage. Carl was not pleased to find her wearing it at night. “This is just your way of keeping us from having intercourse,” he accused.

         During her repose, Carl assured Dr. Haynes that he took good care of her, rushing home from work every day to be with her. He said he’d only ever gone to the YWCA for classes to improve his English. These had been necessary for him to become a naturalized citizen (which he did that fall). Sadie reported neglect, even that he went away to fish on the weekends. She believed he was punishing her for becoming pregnant.

         Dr. Haynes offered to give Sadie an abortion if she kept mum about it. Unbeknownst to her, he’d already been disbarred from one medical society for performing the procedure on others. Abortion was not officially outlawed in the state, but it was extremely dangerous in the days before antibiotics, accounting for nearly one-fifth of maternal deaths the year she gave birth. Sadie surprised him by refusing his offer. “Well, think it over,” he said.

         Her condition only worsened until finally, in late spring 1930, when she was about eight months along, she began to experience labor pains. She telephoned Dr. Haynes to tell him she was suffering terribly. “You’re too sympathetic with yourself,” he replied. She was to wait until the pains became more regular.

         Around midnight on May 18, she had Carl drive her downtown to Edward W. Sparrow Hospital. When Dr. Haynes arrived, she berated him for neglecting her throughout her pregnancy. Had she not been under the influence of analgesics, she might not have been so bold.

         “Keep your thoughts to yourself,” he scoffed.

         Carl wandered around the visitors’ room until the physician came to congratulate him on the birth of twin girls. Dr. Haynes returned only a moment later to reveal that fate had actually dealt him three of a kind. He returned once more with a final update: “You’ve got four of them, and none of them came up the elevator or fire escape.”

         Carl stood there in shock. The way he’d tell it, he was overcome with worry that his wife would die, leaving him with four poor, motherless souls. The physician would remember things differently. According to Dr. Haynes, Carl was visibly furious. The first words out of his mouth were, “What will they think my wife is—a bitch dog?” He then ran down the corridor crying, and the doctor had to chase after him. “You’ll be a famous man,” Dr. Haynes assured him.

         The doctor’s version of events would better align with that of a neighbor, who’d claim Carl came storming into her house that night crying something terrible and asking, “Why in the hell did she go and have so many kids?”

         When he finally collected himself there at the hospital, Carl went into his wife’s room and sat down on the bed. “It’s up to you to make a good thing of it,” he muttered.

         Sadie had no time to fret over his feelings. She was going into an ether-induced slumber, having powered through three hours of medicated labor to hear each of her children’s cries. The next day, she was preoccupied with getting the babies to latch. The smallest one, weighing only three pounds, was unable to suck, while another just licked at her breast. She felt it was a mother’s duty to nurse, but eventually relented to the idea of them tube feeding. It was just as well she did, as she soon felt her limbs swelling and suspected a hemorrhage. She tried to tell Dr. Haynes, but he said not to worry. When she did develop a bleed, he scolded her for having such a notion and then making it come true.

         The week the girls were born, the Lansing State Journal had reported on real estate, a boat race in the Grand River, and an incident of drunk driving, giving much of the front page to syndicated news. No wonder local reporters were now clamoring to see the girls. There’d been news of quadruplet births in other states, but never had the people of Lansing seen such a rare event in their own backyard.

         One reporter stole inside the nursery to snap a photograph when no one was looking. Another tried to bribe a nurse to reveal their weights and lengths. Nearby dairies were fighting to supply their milk, and city officials were thinking of providing the family with a house to live for a year, after which they could pay rent or purchase the home. A few prominent businessmen in town had opened savings accounts for the girls, poets were busy crafting verses to commemorate them, and seamstresses were sewing diapers and bonnets. Rumor had it, a furniture company on the East Coast was constructing a special baby carriage to accommodate the lot.

         Dr. Haynes had been right about their newfound celebrity. But what exactly it was to live in the public eye, Sadie and Carl had yet to find out.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         From the day they were born, the Morlok quadruplets belonged to other people. No sooner were their births announced in print than crowds began to gather outside the hospital, demanding to see the new attraction. Thousands wrote to the Lansing State Journal to suggest names. Sadie wanted to call them Jean, Jane, June, and Joan, but the nurses urged the new parents to give the public their say. The newspaper editors agreed this was best, establishing the Journal as a clearinghouse for name suggestions, gifts, and well-wishes. In the end, Dr. Haynes’s ten-year-old daughter won the naming contest with her idea that each girl should share an initial with the hospital: Edna, Wilma, Sarah, and Helen for Edward W. Sparrow Hospital. This was much to the chagrin of ordinary entrants and those who’d tried to bribe Sadie with life insurance policies for the newborns.

         When city officials did indeed provide a home for the family to live free of charge for one year, along with the weekly services of a health department aide, locals came round-the-clock to the house at 1023 East Saginaw Street to see the identical quadruplets, whose odds of existence were proclaimed to be one in ten million or perhaps one in twenty million. No one could say for sure. Visitors grew angry if Sadie refused them entry. As she later told NIMH researchers, they felt they should be able to peer over the children’s cribs anytime they wanted. The girls’ pediatrician, Dr. Horace French, suggested she charge twenty-five cents admission unless visitors had contributed to the family in some way. This made many people even more indignant. Had they not contributed to the girls’ livelihood with their tax dollars? Some paid the fee only to feel cheated if the girls were sleeping or if Sadie refused to change their diapers or bathe them upon request. It was as if they considered the family to be some sort of carnival show.

         Not everyone was enamored with the newborns. Some expressed disgust at the “animal-like” size of the litter, also calling Carl Morlok “atavistic.” A news writer remarked that “the very rich, who could afford [multiples], seem never to have them,” further linking hyper-fecundity to the lower classes. Carl’s own mother agreed the situation was abhorrent, though Katherine Morlok solely faulted her daughter-in-law, whom she suspected of being unfaithful. Going back centuries, legend had it that no woman could naturally conceive more than one child from the same partner—either the divine had intervened or she’d slept around like Leda and Alcmene of Greek mythology. (Both women had fraternal twins after laying separately with their mortal husbands and the god Zeus.) “It’s all very terrible,” Katherine kept repeating when she saw her granddaughters for the first time. “It’d be best for them to die.”

         For much of human history, it had been common to destroy twins upon their birth. Mothers would either kill both or choose one to keep, then toss the other down a mountainside or drown it in a river. Boys were favored over girls, and healthy-looking babies over small or weak ones. Only with such infanticide could the family be protected from stigma or further bad luck. Seeming to have inherited such superstitions, the elder Mrs. Morlok was aghast when Sadie began to put the girls on display in the front window of the house.

         Others disapproved of the family’s getting so much for free when bread and unemployment lines were long. When Carl managed to pick up some shifts at a local forge plant, his co-workers berated him about being a scrounger. Real and imagined loafers loomed large in the public imagination, as President Herbert Hoover and his wealthy backers invoked images of lazy workers as a reason not to offer federal relief funds. Michigander Henry Ford went so far as to blame idlers for the stock market crash. “[People] wanted something for nothing,” Ford told the New York Times in 1930. “They wanted to gamble on the Stock Exchange. They didn’t want to work. The crash was a good thing; it has made them start working and thinking again.”

         It’s possible some also resented Carl and his wife simply for keeping the girls alive when they were bound to have costly health problems. In the early decades of the century, when medical treatment of premature and congenitally diseased infants improved so much as to meaningfully increase survival rates, many people abhorred that “defectives” were now being given a chance to live. A Chicago physician named Harry Haiselden was of such a mind, controversially denying care to a baby with partial paralysis and then making a movie to promote his position. In the popular film The Black Stork, his fictional character alleged, “There are times when saving a life is a greater crime than taking one.”

         No matter their motivations, Carl’s critics likely resented him even more when notoriety swept him into public office. In the fall of 1931, after a failed attempt to make moonshine in the basement with his brother, Carl ran for constable, which mostly consisted of serving court papers but would allow him to wear a police badge, carry a revolver, and hang out with real policemen. His wife had suggested the idea after speaking with the mayor about opportunities for him. He’d initially swatted it away, worried he would lose, but about a week before the election, he arranged for the printing of campaign cards bearing his and his daughters’ faces. “We will appreciate your support,” the cards read. He won in a landslide, sweeping thirty-seven of thirty-nine precincts.

         The national media blasted the news. “Quadruplets Win Election for Daddy,” declared a United Press headline. The syndicated story noted that the jobless Carl Morlok “gave five reasons why he should be constable, namely his lack of employment and his four quadruplet daughters.” The Lansing mayor was elsewhere quoted as saying, “He could have run for US senate and been elected. He had no qualifications whatsoever.”

         It was good for the family that Carl got out of the house. From the beginning, he offered little help in caring for the infants. His only real chore was taking dirty diapers down to the basement, something he did while cursing about the “disgraceful” quantity of them. He couldn’t stand the sound of the babies crying, sometimes knocking their heads together to get them to stop. Between five and six p.m. daily, when Sadie caused their most intense sobbing by putting them on the floor to strengthen their torso muscles, he’d run for the neighbors’ house. There he’d sit on the back porch with his face in his hands, marveling that his wife could call them “little songbirds.”

         With Carl mostly useless, Sadie had no choice but to ask her mother-in-law to move in. She expected Katherine would help with warming the milk, feeding, burping, sanitizing the bottles, and other tasks whose multitude required her to abide by a very strict schedule. But the old lady proved to be more burdensome than useful, demanding that Sadie brush her hair and rebuking her for not making German dishes. She also accused Sadie of flirting with the furnace man who periodically visited the house. When Sadie became very sick from exhaustion, Carl’s mother fretted that she’d gone and gotten herself pregnant again. At least Katherine developed an affection for the girls she’d initially wished death upon. She especially liked Wilma, who had an easygoing temperament.

         A woman named Mrs. Wheeler proved more helpful. She kindly took on some of the laundry, sewed the girls’ baptismal gowns, and entertained the quadruplets whenever the family came over to visit. But as Sadie still could not manage it all, she hired a series of girls. None lasted long—not because of the workload, but because of Carl. He impregnated one, then paid for the nineteen-year-old to have an abortion. He proposed intercourse with another, who went and ratted him out to Sadie. Another of Carl’s affairs resulted in a full-term pregnancy, costing $900 (nearly $20,000 today). The child did not survive delivery.

         Perhaps it was because he wanted his wife to be angelic that Carl felt compelled to go elsewhere for sex. Countless books have described this dynamic in the antebellum South, where slaveholders put their women on a pedestal and then, statues only being “nice things to look at,” made trails to backyard cabins. Viewing Black women as subhuman, these men feared no reprisal from God, much less their wives. If Carl’s words to Sadie are any indication, he certainly viewed some women as being so debased as to resemble beasts.

         Whatever its impetus, Carl’s philandering actually saved the family some money, the $900 pregnancy notwithstanding. Knowing the constable had a reputation, the girls’ pediatrician invited Carl to accompany him out on the town with a few nurses with whom he was having affairs. Sadie overheard the conversation and confronted Dr. French, who promised to see the girls free of charge until they were twelve if she kept quiet. Incidentally, she had already been promised free medical care from Dr. Haynes in exchange for silence about his improprieties. Once, when sick with exhaustion, she’d gone into his office to have basal metabolism testing. She was all geared up with the equipment, waiting and waiting for him to come in the room. Finally she undid the apparatus and went to the adjacent room to see about some noise there. She found Dr. Haynes on the table with a nurse.

         Carl’s affairs and utter unwillingness to help at home weren’t the worst of Sadie’s worries. Before the quadruplets’ second birthday, she became consumed by fears of their abduction. She saw the way some people looked at them whenever their carriage passed on the sidewalk—the way they nearly burst with desire. Her fears intensified the day a man came to the house claiming to be a friend of her husband. He claimed to be writing a chapter on the girls for a book, but Sadie couldn’t help but notice how the man scanned the house, making mental note of the entrances and exits. When Carl got home, he confirmed he had no such friend. On another occasion, two men came to the house and were admitted by Carl’s mother. One of the men tried to pick up one of the girls. “Folks aren’t allowed to handle them,” said Sadie, remembering that a local schoolyard patrol had just overheard two men talking of kidnapping the quadruplets for a ransom. She motioned for her mother-in-law to get Carl, who was out back. Carl came running into the house with his shotgun, and the two men ran out the front door. One was later caught robbing a bank.

         Later in life, Sadie would point to the high-profile abduction of the Lindbergh baby as a cause of her worry. The 1932 nabbing and killing of the angelic, curly-haired twenty-month-old absolutely gripped her imagination, as it did many American parents’. In fact, the kidnapping of the beloved aviator’s son was just one of an estimated three thousand such crimes to have occurred that year. The “snatch racket,” as the newspapers referred to the crisis, was so severe that outlets like the New York Times began to include news of kidnappings alongside notable births and deaths. Affluent families hired armed chauffeurs and purchased kidnap insurance to cover the cost of any ransoms demanded of them. In some cases, they even shipped their children off to Europe for safety. The federal government waged an official War Against Kidnappers, President Roosevelt naming FBI director J. Edgar Hoover to spearhead the crusade. This created many highly dramatized manhunts without actually reducing the incidence of kidnapping—the crime was too lurid and lucrative for perpetrators to resist committing it. It wasn’t until Hoover thought to have the Treasury Department trace the ransom bills’ serial numbers that the number of kidnappings declined.

         If Sadie was paranoid about the girls being taken, Carl was even more so. He put bolts on all the doors, erected a fence, and began to patrol the property, which they’d recently purchased from the city. He also took to sleeping with a handgun on his nightstand. One night he mistook his wife for an intruder when she was coming back to bed from the bathroom. He reached for his weapon and fired a hole through her nightgown before realizing his mistake. “I’ve got to be careful,” he offered in half apology. “I don’t want to harm you because you’ve got a big responsibility here to take care of these kids.”

         Some neighbors and relatives objected to the girls’ being forbidden from leaving the yard, attending birthday parties, or having playmates—including their own cousins—over to the house. While they understood Carl and Sadie’s fears, they believed the quadruplets needed to socialize. Carl invariably dismissed such concerns. “There’s four of them,” he’d say. “They can play together.”

         For the most part, the toddler girls did enjoy playing at home, though there were always strict rules for them to obey and their only toys were those gifted to them. Whenever a visitor came over, the girls were obliged to drop their things and run for their matching walnut rocking chairs, quietly moving in unison for as long as the guest stayed. They did this for their father, too, when he arrived home from work. At the first sound of his automobile in the driveway, they’d make for those chairs. Both Carl and Sadie liked the idea of their looking and acting identically, often telling people, “They’re four, but they’re one.”

         Because she’d been singled out for verbal abuse while her male siblings were thought to walk on water, Sadie was determined to raise the girls on equal footing. And by equal, she meant identical. She always dressed them in matching outfits and bows, even though this required her to stay up late mending. Some of the girls’ earliest memories were of her tucking them into bed, saying prayers, and then going down the hall, where the soft hum of her sewing machine could be heard. But try as she did to synchronize every aspect of their lives, Sadie couldn’t help that the girls had disparate abilities and interests. Helen, the smallest and last born, could not handle solid foods or chew as well as the others. She also continued to wet the bed after the older three were toilet-trained. Edna, the firstborn, was the most physically advanced, followed by Sarah. These two bonded together, while Wilma and Helen preferred each other.

         Sadie found that Edna was generous, while Sarah hoarded everything from marbles to coffee beans. Wilma was playful but had destructive tendencies, breaking her toys for no apparent reason. Helen was totally helpless and prone to tantrums. She relied upon her sisters to tidy her belongings, going after their stowed-away stuff if they refused. Sadie resented her youngest for making life difficult for the family. Not only could Helen never keep up with the others, she behaved in very strange ways. Sometimes she would put on four pairs of panties—hers and her sisters’—to get attention. At three years of age, she began to fondle herself. Sadie suspected her truss, a contraption Helen wore to correct a double hernia, of providing stimulation. Sadie scolded her, but it was no use. Helen continued to touch herself, especially after becoming upset about something.

         Some parenting manuals urged that sexual stimulation was normal, if not exactly healthy, and that nineteenth-century experts had been wrong to so aggressively repress children’s impulses. Believing that masturbation, over the course of generations, led to racial decay and that they themselves were responsible for guarding white civilization, Victorian-era physicians had urged parents and teachers to prevent the habit in youth by all means necessary, including castration, circumcision, chastity belts, the application of electricity, and the blistering of the genitals. For German doctor Daniel Gottlieb Moritz (“Moritz”) Schreber, immorality flourished in weak bodies, and so it was further necessary to drive it out with intense exercise, enemas, cold baths, and posture-improving orthopedic devices, to be worn day and night.

         Taking the more dated view that children should be tamed into sexlessness, Sadie began to more closely surveil Helen. It did not seem to occur to her that her youngest daughter’s habit might be a form of self-consolation. In addition to finding herself the last to achieve every milestone, Helen experienced the most brutal treatment at the hands of Carl, who liked his daughters exactly in order of their abilities. While Carl adored Edna, once even bringing home a tricycle for his “most beautiful” daughter, he would throw toys at Helen and call her a moron. He was especially mean to her when he’d been drinking.

         The other sisters expressed their anxieties in different ways. Sarah, who was also easily upset by Carl’s drunken bouts, would run for her rocking chair and move back and forth with clenched fists. Her mother later recalled, “I used to take a hold of her hands and sort of loosen them and try to be jolly with her.”

         Once it was Sadie who alarmed the girls by shoving her husband to the floor. Carl had wanted to take the quadruplets to the beer hall for a reelection rally, and she thought it was a bad idea. When he refused to give up the notion and seemed like he was going to strike her, she pushed him with all her might. Seeing her daughters’ terrorized faces, she vowed to never again hurt him, not even in self-defense. She honored that promise, even when he forced himself on her sexually. Most of the time, though, his drinking let her off the hook. He became too inebriated to become aroused.

         Sometime after these marital troubles began, Sadie ran into her old fiancé. She took the girls for X-rays at St. Lawrence Hospital, and Davenport was the technician. She felt a flood of emotions after learning he’d tried to write to her after their breakup. For whatever reason, her parents had returned all of his letters. After this encounter, Sadie found herself wandering down memory lane. The girls once came upon her crying and asked what was wrong. “One day you’ll know,” she told them. She never pursued an affair, and Davenport would die only a few years later.

         Still, she was constantly labeled a bad wife, especially after Carl contracted a venereal disease and she opted to sleep on the floor by the side of the bed. When her mother-in-law saw the bedclothes on the floor, she suspected Sadie of being unfaithful. Sadie had no more patience for Katherine, who had now begun to run away, spit in the heat registers, stick her fingers in the food, and fake seizures. Katherine would become rigid, shake, fall from her chair, and then temporarily lose her memory. But this only ever happened when she was angry.

         If Sadie ever tried to complain to her husband, or even if she voiced suicidal feelings, he said she was making too much of things. “You are just having a mad fit,” he replied when she told him she thought of drowning herself in a nearby river.

         Sadie didn’t have the guts to go through with that plan, but she did eventually muster the courage to kick her mother-in-law out of the house. Katherine went to live with another of her sons, collapsing of heart failure a few years later.

         No matter what discord plagued the Morlok house, the outside world treated the family as the American ideal. Newspapers dutifully marked the quadruplets’ birthdays with heartwarming stories and photographs of prominent figures in town paying their respects. In December 1933, when a local charity invited the girls to be ambassadors for a campaign to raise funds to fight tuberculosis, the Journal noted how the celebrated sisters were perfectly suited for the task. They were sweet, of “sturdy build,” and the picture of health. Had they been born the decade before, they might have won ribbons and been displayed at state fairs. (At the high-water mark of the eugenics era, Fitter Families contests had popularly showcased fair-skinned, blond-haired children for their contributions to the gene pool.) No one in the press seemed to notice that some of the quadruplets lagged in speech or that Helen was uninhibited—hardly the traits eugenicists desired to see. But how would they when the sisters always appeared to be smiling and Constable Morlok referred to them as his good-luck charms? “Since they came,” Carl once told the local newspaper, “everything has seemed to turn out right.”

         The sisters’ reputation only grew more sterling when Sadie enrolled them in private singing and dancing lessons and they began to perform around town. The girls sang religious songs such as “I’ll Build My Castle in Heaven,” along with tunes about Christopher Columbus’s triumphant discovery of the New World. Seeing how much they enthralled crowds, Sadie and Carl began to take them on the road to compete in talent shows, where they earned cash prizes.

         Americans’ fascination with cute little girls ran deep in the 1930s, as if the nation couldn’t even wait for the future mothers of the race to grow up before it put them to use. In the throes of severe economic depression, the white public yearned for a not-so-distant past—for a time before the Jazz Age had caused so many people to stray from their Puritan work ethic and find themselves in dire straits. Wanting to supplant hard-partying flappers like Zelda Fitzgerald and Clara Bow with more wholesome cultural icons, Americans pinned their hopes and dreams on dimpled, gingham-wearing toddlers like Shirley Temple, who charmed sailors by shimmying up the aisle of an airplane as she sang about a “Good Ship Lollipop.” What better persona to distract from news of stock market crashes, dust storms, and orphan trains than a baby vamp who batted her eyelashes and sang cheerily? Even President Franklin Delano Roosevelt recognized the symbolic significance of this particular child star, remarking in 1934, “It is a splendid thing that for just 15 cents, an American can go to a movie and look at the smiling face of a baby and forget his troubles.”

         While the singing and dancing competitions brought both accolades and a small income (not nearly as much as Carl would pretend), they also increased tension between Helen and her siblings. The littlest sister struggled to memorize the choreography, often crying during rehearsals. This frustrated Edna, Wilma, and Sarah, who complained to their mother about Helen’s inabilities. Sadie made sure the girls always put on a good face before going onstage, never permitting anyone to see signs of strife. She felt that little girls should always be pleasant, there being enough wretchedness in the world. They should especially stand up straight and sparkle when singing about their country.

         The gulf between the Morloks’ carefully curated public image and their lived dysfunction might only have widened were it not for the girls’ matriculation. In 1935, just before they took their “sister act” on the road, the foursome entered kindergarten at a local public school, giving outsiders glimpses of the anxieties beginning to grip them. This might have seemed a good change, but in flying the coop, they were more vulnerable to strangers’ gazes. Between school and show, they were always onstage, always bearing the brunt of others’ varied desires.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         The year before the Morlok sisters went to school, lightning struck the small, lakeside town of Corbeil, part of the Canadian province of Ontario. There a family welcomed a brood even more improbable than Carl and Sadie’s. The Dionne quintuplets were the first known lot of five ever to survive infancy, and for that they, too, became public property.

         It all started when the Dionne parents couldn’t afford to pay for the extremely underweight babies’ expensive care. The Red Cross assumed their custody, assuring the parents this unusual arrangement was only temporary. When the girls could thrive outside incubators, they would be returned. Less than one year later, and with much public support, the Ontario government passed the Dionne Quintuplet Guardianship Act, making them wards of the Crown. For the next nine years, the sisters lived in a specially built facility fitted with living quarters, a classroom, and an outdoor playground. The public could view them through a one-way screen and then browse one of the many nearby souvenir shops. Three million people visited “Quintland,” which far surpassed Niagara Falls as the most popular destination in the country. Clark Gable, Jimmy Stewart, Bette Davis, and Amelia Earhart were just a few of the famous Americans who traveled to behold the girls whose images were licensed to promote products ranging from Lysol to Quaker Oats. (The proceeds from these ventures went toward the costs of running the facility, along with the hotel dinners of visiting psychologists.)

         When news of the Dionne births first reached her, Sadie claimed to be relieved to share the spotlight. Then, as the government took possession of the girls, she expressed shock and sympathy for the parents who had to go through hospital administrators to interact with the girls or request any changes to their regimens. Her remarks served as fodder for those wishing to disparage Canada and glorify the freedom-loving United States, where, it was said, such a thing could never happen. Privately, however, Sadie believed the town had laid claim to her own children, if not as egregiously.

         When the quadruplets went to school in 1935, she and Carl took great pains to shield them. On their first day of kindergarten at Oak Park Elementary, only reporters were permitted to document the occasion. Onlookers were told not to approach the family as they walked the few blocks to school. Like marching soldiers, the quadruplets moved as a single, inviolable unit. All in identical clothing, with the exception of differently colored bows to assist their teachers in distinguishing them.

         Upon arriving at school, reporters asked what they wanted to do first. They whispered among themselves, and then Edna replied that they’d like to write their names on the blackboard. Chalk was furnished, and bulbs flashed as they performed this feat. Some classmates looked on with envy. Their resentment would only grow as teachers gave the girls special treatment, standing near them on the playground and allowing them to enter the building immediately upon arriving in the morning, while everyone else waited for the bell. Both measures were to reduce the risk of kidnapping, which seemed especially high after someone telephoned Sadie to say she should not expect Sarah after school—she would be going to a certain classmate’s house. The classmate’s mother denied ever making such a call.

         Aside from begrudging their VIP status, students disdained the girls simply because Helen cried for much of the day and her sisters were unable to console her. They called Helen “crybaby” and the rest of the group the “dumb Morloks.” The boys were far meaner than the girls, a few of whom took pity on the quadruplets. If any of the girl classmates ever dared to speak up, the boys would harass them, too. Edna, Wilma, and Sarah came to feel even more ashamed of their little sister. Sarah would later reminisce, “We were in class enjoying ourselves, and it got so that I would wonder sometimes if I could get through what I was doing before Helen started crying. It was embarrassing.”

         After a while, Helen began to retaliate against the bullies, hitting them and throwing their coats on the floor to make room for her own. It wasn’t until the first grade that she could get through the day without shedding any tears. Even then she’d bawl when the bell rang for final dismissal. “It was just sort of a release,” her first-grade teacher told NIMH researchers. “She’d been holding it together all day.” According to this educator, the youngest Morlok also had an endearing habit of reaching out to pat her whenever she was upset. “Everybody who came in contact with Helen couldn’t help but love her.”
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