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Amanda,


You look at life


Through the eyes of a child,


And I don’t know where you got them,


And it’s making me very uncomfortable.


Please, stop.














“The average unwed mother is a young moron who as a child had inadequate home training, due to the ignorance, poverty, and alcoholism of her parents.”


—MENTAL HYGIENE MAGAZINE, 1927


“You can’t call your soul your own once you’ve had a baby without a marriage certificate.”


—LADIES’ HOME JOURNAL, 1947


“When she renounces her child for its own good, the unwed mother has learned a lot.
She has learned an important human value.
She has learned to pay the price of her misdemeanor.”


—THE TELEGRAM, 1956


“Behind the national statistics testifying to the proliferating number of adolescents giving birth, a perplexing question remains unanswered:
Why do teenagers permit themselves to become pregnant?”


—EBONY, 1980


“You shouldn’t have a baby when you’re not married.
You just have to stop it.”


—PRESIDENT BILL CLINTON, 1994


“Needy girls who imagine that having a baby will fill the void in their lives are usually in for a rude shock.”


—TIME, 2005












Sit. Listen. I need you to understand what they did to us when we were girls. That’s the important thing you have to remember. We were unsocialized girls, fast girls, loose girls, emotionally immature girls, girls who grew up too fast. Rose wasn’t even eighteen, Holly had just turned fourteen, I was fifteen. Whatever you wanted to call us, we were children.


I still feel like I’m going to get in trouble if I say their real names. I’ve kept this secret for so long I don’t know how to tell it. But someone needs to know what happened to us down there.


You see, we’d been taught that the devil was the worst thing in the world, but we were too young to understand that there were worse things than the devil. We were too young to understand that their job was to convince us that the most natural thing in the world was evil, and the most evil thing in the world was natural.


We were girls. That’s what they called us in their articles and their speeches and their files: bad girls, neurotic girls, needy girls, wayward girls, selfish girls, girls with Electra complexes, girls trying to fill a void, girls who needed attention, girls with pasts, girls from broken homes, girls who needed discipline, girls desperate to fit in, girls in trouble, girls who couldn’t say no.


But for girls like us, down there at the Home, the devil turned out to be our only friend.
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Chapter 1


She didn’t think things could get any worse, then she saw the sign.


Welcome to Florida, it read. The Sunshine State.


She knew she shouldn’t ask. She knew she stood in a puddle of gasoline and every word was a lit match falling from her lips. She knew her dad hated her. But that sign made her throat squeeze shut so tight she couldn’t breathe, and her bloated stomach pressed on her lungs so hard she couldn’t get enough air, and she’d suffocate if she didn’t say something.


“Dad,” she said. “Why’re we in Florida?”


His hands tightened around the steering wheel until it creaked, but he kept his eyes on the road.


“Huntsville’s the opposite way,” she said, trying to stay calm.


They’d been driving for hours and in all that time he hadn’t looked at her once. He’d shown up at Aunt Peggy’s that morning so angry his hands shook as he snatched her clothes and stuffed them in her suitcase and slammed it shut. One of her bra straps stuck out the side, but she didn’t think it was smart to say anything.


It isn’t too smart for a girl to be smart, her mom had always said.


So she just made herself very, very small. For hours and hours she made herself so incredibly small. But they didn’t know anyone in Florida. They didn’t have any relatives in Florida. This was kidnapping unless he told her where they were going. He had to tell her where they were going. So she resorted to the one thing she knew could reach him.


“I saw the trailer for that Planet of the Apes sequel,” she said because he loved science fiction. “It’s about nuclear war. I bet they got the rockets all wrong.”


“Goddammit, Neva!” he exploded. “Do you understand what you’ve done? You have ruined your mother’s health, God knows what you’ve done to your brother and sister, and now you’ve ruined your aunt Peggy’s good name. I don’t even know who you are anymore. It’d have been better if you’d never been born!”


“Where are you taking me?” she bawled, terrified.


“I’m taking you wherever I want!” he bawled back.


“What’s happening, Dad?” she asked, and she couldn’t help it, she was so scared. “Why are we in Florida?”


He shifted from side to side in his seat, adjusted his hands on the wheel, then addressed the windshield like it really needed to understand this was for its own good.


“We found a place for you to stay,” he explained to the windshield. “With other girls in your condition. After you’re better, I’ll come get you and we can put all this behind us.”


The full horror of it hit her.


“You’re sending me to a Home?” she asked.


Headlines from confession magazines streaked through her brain: Disgraced Debutante Left to Rot in House of Shame! Good Girls Say No—Bad Girls Go Here! They Gave Away Their Own Flesh and Blood! During rehearsals for Arsenic and Old Lace Margaret Roach had told them about the Homes. They were run by nuns who beat the girls, made them work in industrial laundries, and sold their babies, and Margaret Roach was a Catholic so she would know. The Homes were for poor girls, trashy girls, fast girls. They were for sluts.


“Daddy, you can’t do this,” she begged, because he had to understand, he had to turn the car around, there had to be another way. “Please, please, please, take me home, or to Granny Craven’s, or talk to Aunt Peggy again. I promise I’ll stay in the bedroom and I won’t make a sound and I’ll vacuum and wash dishes and I’ll do whatever she says, but you can’t take me to a Home. They aren’t for people like us. They’re for Catholics!”


He turned to face her, briefly, and in that moment she saw how much he hated her.


“You’ve ruined everything,” he said, cold and flat. A simple statement of fact.


He was right. She had ruined everything. Her mom had always told her she was going to ruin her grades by spending too much time on dramatics, she was going to ruin her eyes by reading in the dark, ruin her reputation by riding in a car with boys, ruin her figure by eating two desserts, and every time she did it anyway and nothing bad ever happened, but now she’d finally done it. Now she’d finally done something so bad nothing would ever be the same again. Now she’d finally ruined her life.


She was being sent to a Home.


She wasn’t one of those wilting violets who cried at every loud noise but she couldn’t help it, her body did whatever it wanted these days, and now she leaned her head against the hot window and wept— big, ugly, racking sobs.


Her dad clicked on the radio.


“. . . Brother, you are not prepared for Hell. You thought life was one big sinning party and there’d be no price to pay and now you’re burning in the pit and finding out how wrong you were. Look up and ask for help, but what kind of help can there be in Hell . . .”


Florida was Hell. Back in Alabama they had hills and trees and lakes, but Florida was an endless flat tabletop with no escape from the sun. It beat down on the highway, cooked the roof of the station wagon, sent sweat slicking down her bulging stomach, trickling into her rubber girdles, pooling underneath her butt.


Her dad fiddled with the radio and a comforting ballpark voice cut through the static:


“. . . sets up, and here’s the pitch. It’s a fastball on the outside corner, and it’s a ball. Ty walked him. That is the first walk he’s given up and . . .”


She stopped crying somewhere around Tallahassee. Pretty soon after that, her dad pulled over at a Burger King and left her in the car. Sitting for so long had made her feet swell and her kidneys bruise, but she couldn’t make herself get out and walk around. Whenever they stopped at a rest area people saw her protruding stomach and at first they smiled, but then they saw the bare ring finger on her left hand and looked away or shook their heads or stared back at her over their shoulders, like she was an animal in the zoo.


Wasn’t that what they’d all said about Donna Havermeyer last year? All she’d done was gain a lot of weight and skip graduation and suddenly all the girls were talking about how she’d gotten pregnant by an officer up at the Arsenal, and then Racee Tucker said what did you expect, her whole family’s nothing but Arkansas trash, and she’d laughed, too, and now here she was. She bet that was what all those people at the rest stops thought: Look at that Alabama trash.


Her dad got back in and handed her a single skinny cheeseburger from the bag. He pulled out a Whopper for himself. She used to eat a single cheeseburger when they went to Sno Wite’s because she was an actress and cared about her figure, but she didn’t have a figure anymore. Now she wore her mom’s old deck shoes because they were the only ones that fit her swollen feet, and her mom’s old plaid maternity dress, and she had two chins and they were both covered in pimples, and her bust had popped a button on her dress yesterday. She tried to make the cheeseburger last a ladylike amount of time, but it was gone in three bites.


They drove through Florida for hours, and there was still more Florida to go. They passed a yellow painted billboard for Gatorland (SEE All Kinds of Animals), then one for the Fountain of Youth (Beautiful Ladies Will Give You a Drink of This Famous Water!), then more alligators (SEE—Tons of Gators!). Above them, buzzards circled in the merciless blue sky.


A curtain of static ate the baseball game, then a jolly grandfather said:


“. . . demonstrations on a number of the nation’s college campuses, most of the protests related to the U.S. involvement in Cambodia . . .”


The radio chewed static, then:


“. . . is one for eleven at the plate this year, his batting average is point one nine zero one. Here’s the shoe strike delivery, it’s on the outside corner, it’s a fastball, and that’s . . .”


She’d tried everything to fix this. She’d searched for Humphreys 11 but couldn’t find it anywhere. She’d bought a bottle of castor oil and drunk the whole thing, but it only gave her the runs. She’d jumped off her dad’s worktable in the basement over and over until her legs gave out, lifted the dictionary above her head until her arms cramped; she’d even drunk turpentine, but she barely managed a capful before throwing up. She’d closed her eyes when she crossed the street and prayed she’d get hit by a car until she realized they’d probably do an autopsy and everyone would find out.


No matter what she did her stomach kept growing like it wanted everyone to see how stupid she was. They all kept finding ways to make her feel stupid. That second night at Aunt Peggy’s after dinner, they’d told her she could ask anything, and she’d asked how they covered up the scar where they took out the baby, and her uncle Albert had busted a gut laughing and said it came out the same way it went in.


“But,” Neva said, because it had to be more scientific than that, “it can’t fit!”


Then her aunt Peggy had said Enough of that kind of talk and excused her from the table.


No one would tell her anything. They’d shown films in school about emotional maturity, and fire safety, and getting along with others, but no one had ever shown them a film about having a baby.


Another burst of static stabbed her in the bladder, and she realized she had to go to the bathroom again. No, no, no, no, no. She couldn’t ask her dad to pull over now, not when he’d finally stopped yelling at her. She clenched everything inside herself as hard as she could.


“. . . Guardsmen moved in after the students smashed windows and set fires on the campus and the surrounding . . .”


Up north, soldiers were shooting students, and kids were smashing up their schools. The Weathermen were blowing up buildings in New York City, and her dad thought he was going to lose his job because Apollo 13 had blown up in space. Out in California, freaks were murdering people in their houses and shooting them in their cars. Everything was spinning out of control. Even her body was revolting.


“. . . Look out, Tonto! It’s the Lawn Ranger! The Lawn Ranger, here to save you from yellow lawns, wilting bushes, and dead flowerbeds . . .”


The sound of the Lawn Ranger’s automatic sprinkler system sprayed from the speakers. Her bladder throbbed.


“Dad?” she tried.


He ignored her. A wave of static.


“. . . lift up your eyes and beg for water, just a drop, just a trickle on your parched lips, and know that in Heaven there is a fountain . . .”


She’d taken him to the fountain on Valentine’s Day.


She’d gone with Guy to the drugstore to get a Clark bar. He always needed sugar when he studied, and on the walk back she insisted they go through the park and made him sit near the fountain.


“What’s with all this sappy stuff?” He smiled.


Then he kissed her. Her bosom had been getting bigger and she knew he liked that, so she leaned into him and they necked for a minute, and then he said:


“Dad gave me the car tonight.”


It should have been perfect. This was the first time she was actually going steady with a boy on Valentine’s Day, even though he didn’t hold her hand at school or give her his varsity letter or sit with her at lunch, but she knew that was because he was seventeen and she was fifteen and he didn’t want to get razzed.


Last year it had been perfect, and when the world got scary at the end of the summer Guy told her he’d always keep her safe. Always. She watched him play football, and they went to see 2001 at the drive-in where they mostly necked, and at the Splashdown Whoop Up in Courthouse Square he took her hand, and it felt like a bubble named Always protected them, and so she told him, right there by the fountain.


She knew he’d be scared at first but she also knew that when he got over his surprise he’d squeeze her hand and say What are we going to do, Nev? or maybe Do you think we’re too young to get married? or maybe put his arm around her and tell her they’d get through it together. Instead, he pulled away from her and stared into the fountain.


Her dad stared straight ahead at the road. The station wagon jolted over roadkill and lightning forked through her bladder. The sound of a waterfall filled the car:


“. . . tropical Hawaiian vacations, hear the waterfalls, see the sun going down over the waves, dive into one of our three swimming pools . . .”


Finally, Guy turned to her and his eyes were full of tears and he said, “How could you do this to me?”


Then he got up and left.


After that, she was scared all the time—scared that Guy would tell his parents, scared her parents would find out, scared Hilda would figure it out, scared Deb had figured it out and that was why she wasn’t talking to her.


Her heart stopped beating normally and just fluttered inside her chest. She couldn’t eat but her body betrayed her and she found herself standing in front of the fridge in the middle of the night scooping up leftover meat loaf with her hands and cake icing with her fingers. She started throwing up every morning before school, hugging the toilet in absolute misery, a towel draped over her head so no one could hear.


Her stomach kept growing, even when she wore two girdles. She kept letting out the waist of her plaid skirt until she couldn’t let it out any more, and then she used safety pins, and when those stopped working she found a big kilt pin. For Christmas she’d gotten a red plaid poncho and she wore it all the time. When people pointed out it was seventy degrees she told them she was reducing. Her face got hairy like Michael Landon in I Was a Teenage Werewolf and she quit the school play because how could she go onstage like this? She started playing hooky, sneaking out and buying a ticket to the matinee where she’d sit through the same show over and over again, ducking into the restroom whenever the manager came down the aisles with his flashlight.


Of course they found out. She’d had to go to school for her biology presentation (“The Fossils of Alabama”) and when she fainted in the ladies’, Hilda took her to the infirmary, where the nurse examined her, then sent Hilda away, locked the door, and said, “Either you tell your parents or I will.”


That night her dad had dinner at home for once. After, she waited until Chip and Midge were watching TV, then sat her parents down at the kitchen table and told them calmly what had happened and how she didn’t think it meant anything had to change. They could tell school she had mono. She could do her classwork from home. She wouldn’t go outside. When she had the baby it could go straight to the orphanage.


They sent Chip and Midge to Granny Craven’s that night, like they didn’t want her contaminating them. Of course they called Guy’s parents. Of course they all had a meeting to decide what should be done. Of course she wasn’t allowed to attend.


She felt her grip slipping on her bladder. It was becoming life or death.


“Dad?” she asked, and her voice sounded too loud in the car. “Could we maybe pull over for a minute? At a gas station or something?”


He stared straight ahead, and she was too scared to repeat herself.


“. . . whatever goes to Hell, stays in Hell. It’s permanent. It’s over with. Judgment has been rendered. And let me tell you something, brother, there is no forgiveness in Hell, there are no second chances . . .”


They’d sent her to Aunt Peggy’s in Montgomery. At first it was okay. She had to hide in the back room and not make a sound when people came over, and she couldn’t call home, and the only thing to read was Uncle Arthur’s magazines, but she could handle it. Then it felt like the days were getting longer, and she hadn’t brought any books because it felt frivolous to pack books, and she sat in that bedroom on her lumpy sofa bed, staring at the wall, starting to come unwound.


Aunt Peggy wouldn’t let her leave the house, not even to go to the library, so she’d snuck out to the drugstore for some paperbacks. She didn’t have any money, but there was loads of room under her poncho. How was she supposed to know Aunt Peggy would search her room while she was taking a bath? Her mom always said she had the devil in her, and she knew she needed to do a better job controlling her impulses, but Aunt Peggy could have just loaned her the money to pay for those books. She didn’t have to call Dad.


She couldn’t help it. Her body betrayed her.


“Daddy,” she said, and it came out in a little kid’s whine that she hated. “I really have to go to the bathroom or I’m going to have an accident.”


Nothing happened, then he sped up. Up ahead was a gas station with a souvenir stand outside, and he pulled into their parking lot and shut off the engine. Immediately, the inside of the car started to bake. Outside, families on vacation in plaid shorts and Hawaiian shirts walked back and forth from the gas station to the souvenir shack to their cars.


She reached for the door handle and he grabbed her arm.


“Here.”


He took a quick look to make sure no one was watching, then put his entire ring finger in his mouth, slicked it with spit, and worked his wedding ring over his knuckles. He handed it to her, warm and wet, and she slid it over her ring finger, then opened the door and hauled herself out of the car.


She walked to the gas station on swollen legs, the Florida sun baking the top of her head, the hot asphalt frying the bottoms of her feet. A woman in sunglasses smiled at her pregnant stomach. She held her left hand up near her belly so they could all see the ring on her finger, but she was fifteen years old and six months pregnant and she wasn’t at all confused about what they actually thought. Her dad had laid it out pretty straight.


It would be better if she was dead.









Chapter 2


Finally, they veered off the highway onto a narrow road cutting through pines. As the houses got fewer and farther between, her heart shriveled. They passed a trailer with too many children in the front yard wearing nothing but diapers, and then the pines got closer together, and the road got darker, and her dad slowed at a mailbox labeled 462, put on his turn signal, and eased into a gloomy tunnel of trees.


They crunched along slowly, tires popping pine cones, until they emerged and came face-to-face with the thing she’d read about, the thing she’d had nightmares about, the thing Margaret Roach had warned her about, the thing she’d heard her mother’s friends whisper about: the Home for Unwed Mothers.


It needed paint.


Three stories of long dismal planks, with four big Gone with the Wind columns spaced across its dismal front porch, holding up its dismal roof. Once upon a time it might have been on a local tour of historic homes, but now it looked like Bette Davis’s face in What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? She couldn’t imagine having to live in this peeling wreck for the next three months.


Her dad got out of the car, slamming the door. Her fingers dug into the vinyl. If she refused to get out, eventually her dad would have to give up and take her home. He couldn’t leave her in this place all alone, surrounded by hillbillies who couldn’t outrun their cousins, and hippies who probably couldn’t even remember the name of their baby’s father. They’d all have VD and blow grass and laugh at her for being square.


The rear gate of the station wagon crashed open and her dad grabbed her suitcase.


“Get out of the car,” he said. “Now.”


She didn’t want to get yelled at again, so she pushed open the heavy door and hauled herself out into a storm of screaming cicadas. Humid air flooded her lungs and sucked the strength from her body. Her sinuses melted into a waterfall and she wiped her nose with the back of her hand. Her kidneys hurt, her hips ached, and her legs felt too weak to propel her all the way to the front porch.


The rear gate slammed and a second later her dad trudged by, her red plaid suitcase in one hand, bra strap sticking out the side and bouncing with every step like it was real jazzed to be here. He stomped up the brick steps onto the porch and she followed, stumbling over tree roots and anthills, because she didn’t know what else to do.


The double front doors stood wide open behind a pair of closed screen doors. Behind their dirty mesh she saw a long, dark hall disappearing deep into the house. Her dad searched for a doorbell, then gave up and banged on the wooden frame. The sound got lost inside the enormous old house. He tried again.


“The butler got drafted,” a voice over their heads said.


They both looked up and saw a waterfall of hair so blond it was almost white hanging over the wrought-iron railing of a little Juliet balcony directly above them.


“Pardon?” her dad called.


“The butler,” the girl called down. “He’s busy getting his ass shot off in Vietnam, so you’ll have to let yourselves in.”


Her dad didn’t approve of women cursing, and his jaw clenched for a moment, then he licked his lips and forged ahead.


“We’re here to see Miss Wellwood,” he said.


“Never heard of her,” the blonde said.


“Look—” her dad started, but the blonde pulled her head back over the railing and they heard the slap of a screen door from upstairs and she was gone.


A surge of hope ran through Neva. They’d come to the wrong place! They had the wrong address! Now they’d have to go home.


Her dad picked up her suitcase, pulled open the screen door, and ushered her inside. She went because she knew they’d be back out in a minute.


The house felt distant and quiet, like a library. The muffled sound of a woman talking came through the closed double doors on their left. Through the open door on their right lay a dark room, its heavy drapes pulled against the sun, old-fashioned furniture crouching in its shadows. Halfway down the hall a gargantuan brass chandelier hung in midair like a spider, and beneath it a big industrial floor fan turned its head from side to side, pushing warm air around.


The hall terminated at a faraway frosted glass door bearing a hand-lettered card reading Office. Attracted to any sign of authority, her dad headed down the faded red runner, making the floorboards creak. She followed because she wanted to see how he’d react when they told him there wasn’t any such Home here, and no sir, they’d never heard of one like that around these parts.


The hall was lined with pictures in complicated gold frames: hunting scenes full of ducks and dogs, portraits of important men no one remembered, a faded print of a river. They were all so clean. Every twisty curlicue in every gold frame, every inch of carpet, everything had been scrubbed until it was spotless.


They reached the office door and her dad knocked. He’d barely finished when someone behind them said, “Got a smoke?”


They turned and Neva recognized the girl from the balcony and she couldn’t help herself—she stared. This was the first pregnant girl her own age she’d seen outside a mirror. She was a couple of years older, but not out of high school, wearing a white peasant blouse and a harvest-gold, floor-length skirt, and her thick blond hair hung straight to her waist.


Being pregnant had made Neva a swollen, lumpy potato with a runny nose and pimples, but this girl held her stomach high and tight in front of her. Her arms looked long and strong, her shoulders were wide, and she had heavy eyebrows, a delicate chin, and clear skin. She looked powerful. Her left hand was held out for a cigarette. She didn’t wear a ring.


“No?” She swiveled her hand. “What about you, sister? Any smokes?”


Before they could answer, the office door swung open to reveal a mature woman dressed entirely in lavender. Her thick blue hair was piled in a high bouffant, and she looked exactly like President Nixon if he’d ever dressed as a woman. Delicious cold air spilled out of the door around her.


“May I help you?” Mrs. Richard Nixon asked.


“I don’t think they speak English,” the blond goddess said.


“Go to class, Rose,” Mrs. Nixon said.


“I’m reading your fascinating notices, Ethel,” Rose replied, pretending to study a typewritten sheet pinned to a bulletin board.


“I called Friday?” her dad apologized. “To say we were coming? From Alabama? With my daughter?”


That made Mrs. Nixon’s face go sour.


“We were expecting you earlier.”


“I’m afraid we didn’t make very good time,” her dad said. “There were a lot of stops along the way.”


Mrs. Nixon turned her hard stare on Neva. She saw everything: the endless bathroom stops, her pimples, her body growing out of control, her baby getting bigger every day. She saw Guy on top of her in the back seat of his father’s car, his hands unzipping her corduroy skirt, his sweat dripping on her face, fumbling at the hook of her brassiere. She saw how stupid she was, how she’d ignored all the signs that Guy only wanted her for one thing, how desperate she’d been for someone to like her.


Mrs. Richard Nixon turned back to her father and pulled her lips away from her teeth in a smile, revealing lavender lipstick caked around an incisor.


“Yes,” she said. “They can be quite inconvenient. Come in.”


She retreated into her office and her dad followed and just like that, all the hope drained from Neva’s body. They had come to the right place, after all. This was the Home for Unwed Mothers and they had a bed waiting for her.


Inside the office a gray metal desk loaded with gray metal office equipment stood on a shocking scarlet carpet. A window-unit air conditioner rumbled away, making the air crisp.


“Miss Wellwood?” Mrs. Richard Nixon called through an open door. “The new girl has arrived.”


A tall gray lady emerged from the inner office, manila folder clutched in her left hand, her right hand already extended.


“Thank you, Mrs. Deckle,” she said, shaking Neva’s father’s hand, efficiently and professionally, like a machine designed for handshaking. “I’m Miss Wellwood. So pleased to meet you. You must be tired after your drive. May I offer you coffee?”


She looked like a piece of office equipment, from her short gray hair to her hard gray eyes. Her polyester skirt suit was beige, she wore a single pearl in each ear, and around her throat she wore a brownand-yellow kerchief.


“No, thank you,” her dad said.


Miss Wellwood dispensed a smile to Neva and even her teeth were gray.


“Welcome to my Home,” she said. “One of the girls will show you around while I speak with your father.”


Her father was the only familiar thing she had left. Even if he hated her, the thought of being separated from him made her chest tighten.


“I’d like to stay,” she said. “Please.”


Miss Wellwood called through the office door.


“Rose,” she said to the blond goddess who was still pretending to read the bulletin board. “Please show our new arrival around.”


“I’m on strike,” Rose said.


“It is not a request.” Miss Wellwood smiled, and then in a swirl of choreography she pulled Neva’s dad deeper into the office and propelled Neva out into the hall.


“Dad,” she called, louder than she meant. She sounded like a baby but she didn’t care. He froze in the inner doorway and turned his head the bare minimum. “You’ll say goodbye? Before you go?”


He nodded as Miss Wellwood stepped between them.


“Don’t be a goose,” she said. “You’ll both have plenty of time to say goodbye.”


The office door closed in her face, leaving Neva in the hall. She felt the blond goddess sizing her up, and she had to say something so she didn’t seem like an idiot. What did people talk about in a place like this? Names. Her mother always told her that people liked to talk about themselves.


“Is Rose short for Rosemary?” she asked.


“How the hell would I know?” Rose said. “No one uses their real name in here. Got any smokes?”


“I don’t smoke,” she apologized.


“You better get some cigarette money from your old man before he splits,” Rose said. “Everyone in here smokes.”


Something crashed into the hall behind them, and Neva flinched and pressed herself against the wall, sending the bulletin board swinging, as a tiny girl with an enormous haystack of blond hair came barreling through, leading with her huge stomach. She blew past both of them, headed for the front door, then swerved into a door halfway down the hall, slamming it behind her. The lock snapped shut just as a tall nurse in a white skirt came speed-walking after her from the same direction.


“What’s eating Daisy?” Rose asked the nurse as she passed.


The nurse ignored Rose and knocked on the closed door.


“Daisy, you need to open this door right now.”


“She bought a big bag of potato chips in town yesterday,” a voice behind them said.


A pregnant brunette leaned against the wall. She wore round tortoiseshell glasses that made her look like a bookworm. Her stomach tented her brown maternity dress way out in front of her.


“She’s supposed to be off salt,” the bookworm explained. “But she ate the whole bag and now she’s toxic.”


Neva knew it was rude but she couldn’t stop staring at this girl’s stomach. It looked like it was going to explode.


“I’m due tomorrow,” the bookworm said. “Finally. Pregnancy’s for the birds.”


Down the hall, the nurse rapped on the door again. She had something in her hand.


“Daisy,” she called. “You need to have a water shot before you get sicker than you already are.”


“I’m not sick!” Daisy shouted through the door.


The thing in the nurse’s hand was a hypodermic needle.


“That’s not your decision,” the nurse said, then noticed her audience. “Don’t you girls have something better to do?”


“Nope,” Rose said.


“Not me,” the bookworm replied.


“Daisy,” the nurse sighed, turning back to the door. “Don’t make me count to three.”


“Hey,” the bookworm said to Rose. “Is this a new girl?”


“How the hell should I know?” Rose said. “I’m on strike.” Neva stuck out her hand.


“Pleased to meet you,” she said. “My name’s—”


Immediately, the bookworm’s eyes went wide behind her glasses and she mashed her fingers over Neva’s lips.


“Don’t!” she said.


Her fingers tasted salty.


“Are you deaf?” Rose said. “I told you no one uses their real name in here.”


Neva felt like an idiot.


“Daisy,” the nurse called through the door. “I’m counting to three.” Then she turned to the girls. “Make yourselves useful and tell Myrtle to stop hiding upstairs and get to the clinic.”


“If she hasn’t starved herself to death,” the bookworm said.


The nurse turned back to the door.


“Daisy? One.”


The bookworm took her hand away and pushed her glasses back up her nose.


“Don’t ever use your real name in here,” she said. “That way no one’ll know you came. I’m Hazel.”


“I’m . . .” Neva said, and she didn’t know what to say. “I’m nobody, I guess.”


“She’ll name you soon enough,” Hazel said. “Come on, let’s find the Turtle.”


Hazel started down the hall, and Neva followed because at least Hazel didn’t seem to hate her as much as Rose did.


“What’s your sign?” Hazel asked.


“Daisy,” the nurse said to the door as they passed. “Now I’m on two . . .”


“I’m a Virgo.”


“Oh, great,” Rose said from behind them, keeping her distance in order to make it clear that she was still on strike and merely happened to be headed in the same direction. “Another Virgo.”


“Who’s making all that racket?”


Halfway up the stairs, a prim-looking girl with pin-straight black hair in a dark blue shortie dress stood with one hand on the banister. Her dress had a pristine white collar and perfect white cuffs and she looked totally air-conditioned.


“Daisy went toxic,” Hazel said as she started hauling herself up the stairs. “Now she’s hiding in the bathroom because she doesn’t want her shot.”


“Well, she doesn’t have to make such a fuss about it,” the girl said, descending. “Some of us were trying to nap.”


She looked like a fairy-tale princess, except for the prim little basketball tucked beneath her dress.


“Two and a half . . .” the nurse said behind them.


“The new girl’s a Virgo like you,” Rose said as they passed the princess, flashing a grin. “Too bad for everyone else, right?”


“Three!” the nurse said.


The princess sighed as she brushed by.


“Just because you’re having a child, it doesn’t mean you have to act like one,” she told Rose.


“Briony,” the nurse called to the princess. “Watch this door. I’m getting the screwdriver.”


The stairs were carpeted in pink and the three girls slogged their way up, not talking because they were too busy breathing. At the top, Rose and Hazel started in about how Virgos couldn’t overcome their egos, but that’s no problem for Leos, or Libras, and probably not Geminis, either. Neva stood behind them, discreetly wiping her nose on the back of her hand and wondering if she could ask for a tissue.


“Come on,” Hazel said. “The Turtle’s in the Cong.”


She didn’t know what those words meant, but she obediently followed them down the hall. The upstairs walls were painted to match the Pepto-Bismol carpet—a peachy-pink color that was supposed to look feminine and sweet but made her feel like she was walking through the inside of someone’s ear. Another industrial fan guarded a corner, pushing warm air down the long pink tunnel lined with endless rows of shiny pink doors.


Her thighs chafed and she was soaking wet inside her girdle. She wanted to lie down. She wanted to take a bath. She wanted to blow her nose. She wanted to go home.


“Here we are,” Hazel said, standing in the doorway of a vast room that took up almost the entire front of the house.


In olden times it had probably been the ballroom, but now fluorescent fixtures bolted to the ceiling made it vibrate with queasy industrial light. Closed mustard-yellow curtains covered the windows, and the gray linoleum floor gleamed. Rickety bookshelves lining the walls contained Reader’s Digest condensed classics, worn-out board games, and stacks of old magazines with curling covers.


An avocado-green sofa dominated the middle of the room, its back to the door, facing an old console TV the size of a Cadillac. A pair of bare feet attached to a couple of tree-trunk ankles dangled over one arm.


“This is the Congregation Room where we congregate,” Rose said. “Your basic boob tube, record player if you like Perry Como, jigsaw puzzles. You like jigsaw puzzles? Because you could jig and saw your life away in here.”


A doughy white face, perfectly round beneath its black bangs, struggled up over the back of the sofa.


“Hiya!” the face said, spotting the new girl. “What’s your sign?”


This girl’s pregnancy filled every inch of her body. Her burntumber maternity dress bulged at the seams. She pushed herself up onto her knees, facing them over the back of the couch, swaying slightly.


“Myrtle,” she said. She meant to tap herself on the bosom but her finger hit her shoulder instead. “I’m a Gemini. That means I’m very intellectual. Bob Hope is a Gemini.”


“Dr. Vincent wants you in the Barn,” Hazel told her. “Can you make it without fainting?”


Myrtle gave her a shaky A-OK sign and pushed herself to her feet. She tottered toward them, swerving all the way.


“I got sent here by mistake,” she said to Neva as she passed. “I’m not even pregnant.”


Then she was gone, weaving from one side of the pink hall to the other. Rose had drifted over to the screen door leading out onto the little Juliet balcony, leaving her alone with Hazel, who studied her for a minute.


“You’ll be okay,” Hazel finally said.


For the first time all day Neva felt like someone was actually talking to her instead of yelling at her.


“It doesn’t feel like anything’ll ever be okay again,” she said.


“What were you?” Hazel asked. “Yearbook? School paper?”


Neva shook her head.


“Dramatics,” she said.


“Well, you’ll find plenty of drama here,” Hazel said. “Don’t make any yourself. Follow the rules and you’ll be home before you know it. This place is like everywhere else: you get used to it.”


Neva wanted to hug her. She wanted Hazel to tuck her into bed. She wanted to follow her around for the rest of her life.


“Hey,” Rose called from the screen door. “Does your old man drive a station wagon?”


She was staring down at something in the front yard.


“Yeah?” Neva said.


“Looks like he’s splitting,” Rose said.


It took her a moment to translate Rose’s words, then she was running across the room, but in her current state it was more like a frantic waddle. She shouldered Rose aside and pressed herself to the screen door. Down in the front yard, her dad’s station wagon was rolling away from the Home, nosing into the tunnel of trees, headed for the highway.


He’d promised. He’d promised not to go without saying goodbye. He’d promised not to leave her behind. He’d promised not to abandon her.


She tried to open the screen door but couldn’t find the handle, and she didn’t know if you pushed it or pulled, and then she gave up and banged her hands against it, screaming, “Daddy!”


For six months, she’d been holding on by her fingernails, but at least she’d been around people who knew she could tell a joke, and made straight As in English, and loved Patty Duke. Now she was surrounded by strangers who only knew one thing about her: she’d been stupid enough to get pregnant.


Her fingernails slipped and she felt herself fall and she didn’t have any dignity left, and she didn’t care. She screamed “Daddy” and “please” over and over again, snot pouring over her upper lip, begging her father to please, please, please don’t leave her here with all these strangers.


Then his taillights disappeared and the strength drained out of her legs and she couldn’t sit down with her stomach so big and her two girdles so tight, so she leaned against the wall and howled, sliding slowly down until she was kneeling on the floor crying, like Alabama trash.









Chapter 3


Now that we’ve composed ourselves,” Miss Wellwood said, “I believe we can have a productive conversation.”


She smiled from behind her desk. The man behind her did not smile. He hung, framed in gold and painted in oils, looking up from his desk, frozen in the middle of writing a sentence, forever annoyed at being interrupted, pen eternally hovering over a piece of paper. The resemblance between Dr. Wellwood and his daughter was striking, especially now that she had stopped smiling, too.


“Young lady,” she said. “Look at me when I’m speaking to you. Are you capable of having a productive conversation?”


Neva made herself meet Miss Wellwood’s steel-gray eyes.


“Yes, ma’am,” she heard herself say.


Miss Wellwood displayed gray teeth.


“You see?” she said. “When we make an effort to put our own problems aside and respond in a civil manner to those trying to help us, things go so much more smoothly.”


Miss Wellwood’s small office contained enough furniture to fill the rest of the house. Neva felt grimy and full of snot surrounded by all this dark, glossy wood. It had been hours since her cheeseburger, and the smell of lemon-scented furniture polish made her mouth water. An enormous grandfather clock loomed behind her, and every tick sounded like a breaking bone. Another air conditioner rumbled in the window beside Miss Wellwood, and Neva shivered inside her dress.


“You’ve joined us at an inconvenient time,” Miss Wellwood said. “We prefer our girls to arrive on Friday or Saturday so they may adjust to our schedule over the weekend. Due to the urgency of your situation, however, we allowed your father to deliver you today, so you will simply have to catch up. Before you arrived, the girls received their weekly lessons from Mrs. Conradi, a teacher sent by the Board of Education to assist them in maintaining their schoolwork. Today is also the day when Dr. Vincent examines our girls in the clinic. Have you seen a doctor for your condition?”


She made herself nod.


“Speak up,” Miss Wellwood said.


“Yes, ma’am,” she said.


Dr. Rector had been her doctor all her life; he’d given her vaccinations, he’d stitched her chin when she was learning to ride a bike, but after she told him about her condition his face went hard and he spoke to her like a stranger.


“You’ll have a complete examination when Dr. Vincent holds clinic tomorrow,” Miss Wellwood said. “He is in attendance every Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday. Tomorrow you will also have your first interview with Miss Keller, our social worker, who comes Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Have you spoken with a social worker before?”


Neva wasn’t quite sure what a social worker did. Weren’t they for juvenile delinquents?


“Young lady, I asked you a question,” Miss Wellwood said, and she looked like the portrait of her father again. “Have you spoken with a social worker before?”


The cold air made Neva feel thick and stupid. She shoved her hands into the pockets of her dress, and her fingers brushed something hard. The bands around her chest loosened slightly.


“No, ma’am,” she said. “I haven’t spoken with a social worker before.”


In her left hand, she turned her dad’s wedding ring around and around her fingers.


“You will find Miss Keller quite competent,” Miss Wellwood said, “despite her youth. Wednesday, Mrs. Conradi will return, but as she will be leaving us for the summer on Friday, any educational plans you have will be put on hold. Your father says you are keeping up with your geometry and biology lessons, and we have a classroom for quiet study. Starting in June, a bookmobile will visit twice a month containing a selection of grade-appropriate books.”


She picked up a pen and made a notation in Neva’s file, and Neva saw that she didn’t wear a wedding ring. Miss Wellwood laid a typewritten sheet in front of her.


“These are the rules of Wellwood House,” she said. “As it is my family home, and you are a guest, I expect you to behave accordingly. First, and foremost, all girls must be cooperative. Those who don’t cooperate are asked to leave.”


Neva squeezed her dad’s wedding ring.


“Yes, ma’am,” she said.


“Second, to protect the privacy of our girls, do not tell anyone your family name or your hometown. You are also not to use your Christian name.”


This sent a little thrill through her. She could be someone else. Patty Duke was really named Anna Marie. Maybe she’d name herself Patty? Or why not something exotic like Rosalind or Cherise? This was the first good news she’d heard in ages. She could be someone different, someone without a past, someone glamorous.


“I think of you as my garden of girls,” Miss Wellwood continued. “And I have been called to protect you during this time of your flowering. While you are here, you will be called . . .” She pulled an index card from a drawer and consulted it. “Fern.”


Neva opened her mouth to protest, but Miss Wellwood was already moving on.


“We strongly discourage our girls from discussing their pasts,” she said. “No hobbies, no family talk, no tittle-tattle about where you went to school. You are here for a single purpose, which is to shed your sin and face your future. However, I realize you are at an age when you have a tendency to reminisce, so if you find you must say something . . .” Miss Wellwood flipped the card over. “You are from Baltimore. We don’t have any girls from Baltimore at the moment.”


I’m Fern from Baltimore, Neva thought. This is getting worse and worse.


Miss Wellwood continued down the typewritten page. The grandfather clock ticked off her sentences like a hammer beating iron.


“You are expected to be neat and well-groomed at all times,” she said. “Be prompt to meals. Lights out at ten p.m. To protect your privacy, all outgoing and incoming mail will be delivered to this office, where it will be sanitized for your safety. There will, of course, be no contact with outsiders while you are here. On Saturdays, girls who have earned the privilege are allowed to go into St. Augustine. You may see Mrs. Deckle for details. If you have any sundries or personal items you need to purchase, you may do so at that time. If you have spending money you must give it to Mrs. Deckle for safekeeping. We keep the curtains closed at all times, and there is no congregating outdoors. Our neighbors do not want to see you flaunting your disgrace. Smoking is limited to the screened porch in the backyard, and no more than five girls may use that facility at any one time. Finally, you entered Wellwood House by the front door today. The next time you use the front door it will be to go to the hospital to have the baby, and the time after that will be to return home. Back and side doors only, please.”


Neva continued to roll the ring between her fingers. It felt precious, like an artifact of a lost civilization, the only link to her old life.


“Do you have any questions?” Miss Wellwood asked.


“No, ma’am,” Neva said.


Miss Wellwood began putting her index card away.


“Do you understand exactly why you are here?” she asked.


Neva needed Miss Wellwood to know she was not a bad person. She needed her to know that she was prepared to act like an adult.


“Because I’m . . . with child, ma’am,” she said.


“You are here because you acted like a barnyard animal,” Miss Wellwood said. “You took the glory of your womanhood and threw it in the mud. Look at me.”


Neva stared at Miss Wellwood’s yellow-and-brown kerchief. She couldn’t meet her eyes.


“I have handled hundreds of girls like you,” Miss Wellwood said. “You are not the first. You will, unfortunately, not be the last. You will do as you are told, because I know what is best for you, both from my experience and from the experience of my father. You will follow my instructions and the instructions of Dr. Vincent and Nurse Kent with absolute obedience. Your experience will not be painless. Genesis, chapter three, verse sixteen, ‘In sorrow thou shalt bring forth children.’ The pain of childbirth is Eve’s curse. A reminder that you are here because you broke two of the Ten Commandments— committing adultery and dishonoring your mother and father—and this suffering is your penance.”


Neva’s eyes grew hot.


“But when this is over,” Miss Wellwood said, and her voice softened, “you will present the gift of your child to a deserving family and you will return home and forget this ever happened. You will sever your connection with Wellwood House the instant you walk out our front door. That is the gift we offer you. If you obey me in all matters, when your time here is over and your crisis has passed, it will be as if this never happened.”


Neva wanted that so badly. What had Hazel said?


Follow the rules and you’ll be home before you know it.


“Mrs. Deckle will show you to your room,” Miss Wellwood said. “And I will see you for dinner in two hours. Now, what is your name and where are you from?”


She’d reached the end of the line. There was nowhere else for her to go. Guy hated her, school had suspended her, Mom and Dad wished she’d never been born, Aunt Peggy and Uncle Albert had thrown her out, Deb wasn’t talking to her, she’d lied to Hilda, Mrs. Linton hadn’t even waited a day before giving Edith Clegg her part in the senior play, and now she’d wound up here. But if she was good, if she did exactly what they said, if she followed the rules and accepted her punishment, it would be like this never happened. She could have her old life back. She wanted that so bad. She didn’t want this baby. She didn’t want to be an unwed mother. She wanted to be a normal girl again. She wanted people to stop hating her.


She met Miss Wellwood’s eyes.


“I’m Fern,” she said, and took a deep breath. “From Baltimore.”


Mrs. Deckle didn’t show her to her room. She didn’t even look up from her typewriter when Fern came out of Miss Wellwood’s office. Instead, she said, “Top of the stairs. Room three. No putting up posters.”


Fern grabbed her suitcase and lugged it out of the office as Mrs. Deckle’s typing rained down on her back. She limped down the hall, dragging her suitcase, the humid air thawing her frozen, airconditioned skin, making her nose run.


“Watch it,” a pregnant girl said, weaving around her.


Something must have ended or something must be about to begin, because girls suddenly filled the hall. Their maternity dresses were as bright as Easter eggs, their voices rose and fell like tropical birds, their hair was set and curled and sprayed, and they veered around Fern, calling and laughing over her head as she crept between them.


She couldn’t believe they were for real. Their bellies stuck out, they displayed their disgrace, they flaunted their sin. Fern had been walking around in two rubber girdles, hunched over inside her poncho, for so many months she didn’t think she’d ever stand up straight again, and here they were, strutting up and down the hall, no girdles in sight, rubbing the evidence of what they’d done in everyone’s faces, and Fern realized that this was what had made her dad leave without saying goodbye. He’d seen these girls and realized she was one of them now. She wasn’t the baby he’d bathed and dressed, the little girl he’d taught to ride a bike, the daughter who’d sat beside him in the garage reading sci-fi paperbacks in the summer. She was an unwed mother now and he hadn’t been able to bear the thought of it.


With both hands, Fern hauled her suitcase up the Pepto-Bismol waterfall until she stood at the top, wiping her nose on the back of her hand. Her legs felt like rubber, her head felt full of glue. She saw a door shiny with pink paint and a hand-lettered card tacked to the middle reading 3. She didn’t even think about knocking because if she stopped moving she wouldn’t be able to start again, so she pushed the door open, dragged herself inside, and dropped her suitcase on the bare wooden floor.


A fan sat on a plain, straight-backed chair beside the door. To her right stood a poorly made bed with an extravagant blue tapestry on top. Beaded necklaces spilled from a straw basket on a shelf above it next to a warped paperback copy of Steppenwolf. A wardrobe stood at the foot of the bed, one door half-open, full of someone else’s clothes. On the floor beside it stood a slowly churning lava lamp with soothing red globs twisting over and around each other in the glowing yellow water.


A second bed stood in front of the door. On its pillow rested an old stuffed dog that had probably been yellow once but was now worn with age, its ears tattered, its nose frayed. Wedged under the window on the opposite wall, with its sun-faded blind pulled all the way down, stood a third bed, covered with a tight gray tucked-in blanket. A striped pillow made of ticking lay at its foot with a white pillowcase folded on top.


The Florida sun had been cooking the room all day and the air felt like soup. Fern knelt on the rattling iron bed, pulled down on the blind, and let it snap up with a loud crack that showered her with paint chips. She couldn’t budge the window, no matter how hard she strained. Defeated, she rested her forehead against the warm glass. On the other side, trapped between the screen and the window, were gray spiderwebs, fuzzy with dust. A dead wasp hung upside down in one of them, and she stared at it, too tired to move, until it feebly twitched one of its legs. That got her moving. She didn’t want to see the spider come.


She turned on the fan. It rattled to life and squeaked as it turned its blind head from side to side. It needed oil. Fern’s body felt wrung out, her girdles felt too tight, and her underarms smelled sour, but right now all she could manage was to lie down on her creaking bed and roll over to face the wall. She clutched her dad’s wedding ring and listened to girls walk around the big wooden house, calling to each other.


Her parents had told Chip and Midge she’d gone to stay with Aunt Peggy in Montgomery for summer drama camp. She hadn’t heard her dad say anything to Aunt Peggy about where they were going. Knowing her mom, she wouldn’t want to hear anything about a Home. No one would write, no one would call, no one outside this house even knew where she was, except her dad, and he hated her. She’d never felt more alone.


She would do whatever they told her to do, say whatever they wanted her to say, eat whatever they told her to eat, just so long as they let her go back to the way things were before.


Behind her, the door swung open and feet clumped across the floor, then stopped. Whoever it was looked at her, and she wondered if she’d been wrong to turn on the fan.


“I guess Buddha was right,” Rose said. “Life really is suffering.”


Fern didn’t answer. She didn’t move. She didn’t want to make herself a target for this mean pregnant girl. She would keep to herself and every day would be one day closer to getting rid of this baby and going home.


Tired springs squeaked as Rose sat on her bed, and then nothing for a long time.


“You’d better get used to it,” Rose finally said to Fern’s back.


Fern knew girls like Rose expected answers or they’d make things worse for you.


“Get used to what?” Fern asked the wall.


“Your old man promised not to leave without saying goodbye,” Rose said. “He shouldn’t have lied to you. But you’d better get used to it. In here, everyone lies.”


Then Rose got up, stepped onto Fern’s bed, and, with one grunt, she raised the window and fresh air poured into the room.









Chapter 4


They lined up for dinner in alphabetical order in the front hall.


“Stand here,” Mrs. Deckle told Fern, sticking her between a short brunette with buck teeth and the girl with the haystack hair who’d run away from the nurse that afternoon.


“I’m Daisy,” Haystack Hair grinned. “That’s Flora.”


“I’m Fern,” Fern said.


“Fern,” Flora said. “Man, that is beautiful. She’s really getting to the bottom of the barrel with these names.”


“Do you have a dog?” Daisy asked.


“No,” Fern said.


“My parents are getting me a dog when I go home,” Daisy said. “I’m trying to figure out the best kind.”


“A beagle,” Flora said for what sounded like the millionth time. “Like Snoopy.”


“Beagles look sneaky,” Daisy said. “I don’t want a sneaky dog.”


“You may take your places,” Miss Wellwood called from the dining room door.


The girls trooped past her in silence—Briony, and Daisy, and Flora, and Hazel, and Rose, and all the other ones Fern didn’t know—Miss Wellwood’s garden of girls, marching around the dining room table.


The dining room was something else. The curtains were still drawn against the late-afternoon sun, but the chandelier glowed. A fancy birdcage with no birds stood in the corner, and a big fireplace with a brass peacock standing inside filled another wall. A massive china hutch stood against another wall displaying the Wellwood family silver, gleaming like it had been polished that morning.


A straw place mat marked each girl’s place, and a glass of milk and a plate of corned beef hash sat on every single one of them except for the one in front of Fern. The girls stopped behind their chairs, some of them rocking slightly in the heat, arms wrapped around their bellies, patting and stroking themselves absently, whispering to each other without moving their lips.


At one end of the table stood the swinging door to the kitchen, and next to it hung another portrait of Miss Wellwood’s father, standing beside his desk, one hand resting on an important book. Fern wondered how many portraits of her father Miss Wellwood owned.


“Six,” Hazel said in a low voice.


“Six?” Fern asked in the same low voice.


“Six portraits,” Flora whispered, joining in.


“Writing, touching a book,” Daisy recited in a whisper from Fern’s other side. “On a horse, with a patient.”


“Hand on his hip,” Hazel continued.


“And hard stare,” Flora finished.


Miss Wellwood took her place at the head of the table.


“Let us pray,” she said, and everyone bowed their heads.


Fern examined the ring of girls through half-closed eyes. Some of their bellies poked out like they were coming to say hello; others were slung low like they were about to fall on the floor. Some girls looked swollen and swaddled in dough; others barely looked pregnant at all. Most of them looked her age, but Flora and Daisy looked younger, and so did the girl standing next to Hazel. She was a tiny blond mouse with unbrushed hair, chewing a dirty fingernail. A livid strawberry birthmark covered the entire right side of her face, from her eyebrow to the corner of her mouth. She looked Midge’s age, and Fern wondered how a little kid like that got pregnant.


“Gracious God,” Miss Wellwood intoned from the head of the table. “We have sinned against Thee and are unworthy of Thy mercy; forgive our sins and make us ever mindful of the needs of others.”


The princess—Briony—and a girl with thick, curly black hair and burgundy lipstick stood on either side of Miss Wellwood, eyes squeezed shut, heads bowed.


“Bless us these gifts to Thy use and us to Thy service,” Miss Wellwood continued. “Through Jesus Christ our Lord . . .”


Then everyone said, “Amen.”


Fern started to sit, but no one else moved so she froze, knees half-bent.


“And let us give special thanks,” Miss Wellwood continued, “to Clementine, Laurel, and Jasmine for helping Hagar in the kitchen this evening and for setting the table.”


“Thank you,” everyone mumbled.


And still no one moved. Slowly, regally, Miss Wellwood lowered herself into her chair. The moment her bottom hit the seat, all the girls sat in a clatter of chair legs and conversation. Daisy sang across Fern to Flora.


“Now listen to a story about a man named Jed. He had a lot of hair but it wasn’t on his head.”


Flora burst into giggles and suddenly seemed so young.


“Behave,” Hazel told her, then winced, and shifted in her chair.


Girls passed CorningWare up and down the table, spooning out piles of yellow squash and lima beans. Fern noticed that each girl had a different number of fried eggs on her hash: Daisy had one, Hazel had two, Flora had none.


“Pass the rolls,” Myrtle said.


“Pass the rolls, please,” Miss Wellwood corrected.


“Pass the rolls, please,” Myrtle said. “Before I faint.”


Flora noticed Fern staring at her eggless plate.


“I’m on restriction,” Flora said. “Dr. Vincent says I can’t gain any more weight until the baby comes, so no eggs, no sugar in my coffee, no cookies, no cake, no nothing, just a bunch of lousy vitamin pills.”


“Oh,” Fern said.


“Hey, Holly took two rolls,” a girl complained from the other side of the table.


“She’s allowed to take two if she doesn’t have any butter,” Hazel said.


“Yeah, well she’s going to choke to death if she doesn’t slow down,” the first girl complained.


Fern looked at the little blond elf, who was tearing apart one roll while another waited on the edge of her plate.


“This is a dinner table, Holly,” Miss Wellwood said. “Not a barnyard.”


Holly stuffed half the roll in her mouth and tried to chew. Fern still didn’t have a plate. She looked around for a clue.


“What’s your sign?” a girl with frizzy brown hair across the table asked. She wore a leather thong tied around her forehead.


“Virgo?” Fern said.


“Then we’d better keep our distance,” the older girl sitting next to her said. She looked really old, maybe even twenty, and she had a tiny mouth. “Pisces.”


“There’s no static,” the girl with the frizzy hair and thong said. “If you learn to pick up what the other’s putting down, you become two beautiful sides of the same coin.”


“Who’s hogging the salt?” Myrtle asked.


“There will be no talk of astrology at my table,” Miss Wellwood said. “You’d be better served learning mathematics or home economics.”


“Astrology is based on some pretty heavy mathematics, Miss Wellwood,” the girl with the thong said.


“The Bible forbids it,” Miss Wellwood said. “And what the Lord forbids has no place here.”


“The Bible also says that if you give birth to a baby girl you’re unclean for sixty-six days,” Rose said. “Do you believe that?”


“If you’re going to be unpleasant you may go to your room,” Miss Wellwood said, picking up her water, not even glancing in Rose’s direction.


Rose shoved her chair back and stood.


“The Bible is a handbook teaching the violent oppression of Third World peoples,” she declared, then raised her fist in the Black Power salute and marched out of the room.


Miss Wellwood took a sip of her water. Fern got a feeling this happened on a pretty regular basis.


“Hey,” Myrtle said to the table. “What’s wrong with the hash? It doesn’t taste like anything.”


Fern jumped as the swinging door to the kitchen flew open and stopped a half inch from slamming into the wall. Through it stalked the darkest woman Fern had ever seen. She looked like she’d been carved from wood and polished until she gleamed, with sharp, razorcut bangs slicing a line across her forehead, and a stare mean enough to curdle milk. Everyone got quiet as she carried a tray to Miss Wellwood and set it before her.


“Hey, Hagar,” Myrtle said, and even Fern knew you said “Hey” to this woman at your peril. “What’s wrong with the hash?”


“Nothing,” Hagar snapped. “I fix it the way they tell me.”


“Yeah, but it doesn’t taste good,” Myrtle said. “Normally your cooking’s the best thing in this place.”


“At this table we engage in pleasant conversation,” Miss Wellwood said. “Not a critique of the cuisine. Thank you, Hagar.”


Hagar stormed back to the kitchen, and as she passed Myrtle she clipped her in the back of the head with an elbow.


“Ow!” Myrtle protested, but the door to the kitchen was already swinging back and forth and Hagar was gone. “I didn’t say it was bad,” Myrtle whined. “It just needs salt.”


Miss Wellwood clapped her hands and everyone jumped.


“Dr. Vincent would like your attention,” she said, then Fern startled again because somehow a tiny old man in a seersucker suit had materialized in the door to the hall.


He cleared his throat in a complicated process that had several stages. His veiny eggshell head was completely bald except for tufts of white hair behind each ear. He had an enormous nose and his neck hunched forward, making him look like a buzzard.


“Girls . . .” Dr. Vincent said, and his molasses-thick Southern accent gave it three syllables. “This afternoon Daisy again went toxic. This is the third girl in as many months to gorge herself on salty snacks and swell up like a tick. The consequences of this behavior are extremely dangerous both for you and for the babies, and so from this moment forth I declare: Enough. Until you learn self-discipline I’m taking all y’all off salt. No salt on your popcorn, no salted crackers, no bacon for breakfast, no salted peanuts, no chips. At the table, there shall be no salt and pepper. Henceforward it shall be pepper and pepper. Hagar has been instructed accordingly.”


Groans circled the table.


“My orders will stand—” Dr. Vincent continued, then raised his voice above the general discontent. “My orders will stand until I see an improvement in your attitudes and in your health. And this goes for all of you, even the ones who were allowed to eat salt in moderation.”


“But that’s not fair,” Myrtle said. “Daisy’s the one who went toxic. I can control myself.”


“If you could control yourself,” Dr. Vincent said, “you wouldn’t be here. Good evening.”


Miss Wellwood walked him to the front door, leaving a buzz of indignant conversation behind. Fern noticed that the plate Hagar had brought Miss Wellwood contained pork chops, mashed potatoes, and a small salt cellar.


“Thanks for nothing, Daisy,” Myrtle groused from the other side of the table.


“Leave me alone,” Daisy said. “I had to get a shot.”


“You got one last month,” Flora said to Myrtle. “So stick that in your Funk and Wagnalls.”


“Yeah, well,” Myrtle said. “I shouldn’t even be here in the first place.”


“Welcome to the nut hatch,” Hazel said to Fern.


Before Fern could reply, a plate smacked down in the middle of her place mat. Hagar stood behind her chair, simmering with anger. On the plate were two eggs and a scoop of hash.


“Thank you,” Fern said.


“I can stretch the hash,” Hagar snarled. “But I don’t know what I’m expected to do about the chicken.”


After dinner, Miss Wellwood took coffee in her office and everyone knew exactly where to go except Fern. Girls cleared the table, girls went to their rooms, girls went out back to smoke. Fern pressed herself against walls and hovered in doorways and whenever anyone looked at her she smiled, hoping they’d tell her what she should be doing, but they ignored her.


At seven thirty, Miss Wellwood left the Home and girls swirled up the stairs and slowly assembled in the Congregation Room—the “Cong”—where Fern found a folding chair to perch on in the back. With great ceremony, Briony switched on the TV, where Miss Kitty was flirting with Matt on Gunsmoke, and the whole house seemed to sigh and settle. Girls put their legs in each other’s laps and rubbed calamine lotion into their mosquito bites; others slipped off their shoes and got foot massages. Briony sat at a bridge table and monogrammed hankies. Jasmine talked to Iris about her baby’s sun sign.


“He’ll be a Leo,” she said. “Jackie Kennedy and Princess Margaret are Leos.”


“So was Mussolini,” Rose said.


The two girls ignored her. Flora and another girl opened the curtains and raised the windows and girls lit up. They called their cigarettes bippies.


Burn me a bippy, they said. Can I bum a bippy?


Soon a blue layer of cigarette smoke hung over their heads. Gunsmoke ended and a movie about Alec Guinness trying to write a play came on.


“I prefer more mature men,” the older blonde—Laurel—was saying to Daisy. “Like Paul Newman.”


“Donny Osmond is cuter,” Daisy said.


“Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid would not have been the same movie with Donny Osmond in it,” Laurel said. “Television actors are not serious people.”


Fern had been feeling out of place for hours, but she spoke this language. She decided to take a chance.


“Some television actors are good,” she said, leaning forward. “Did you see My Sweet Charlie? It was on TV and Patty Duke’s in it playing an unwed mother who runs away and hides out with a colored civil rights lawyer accused of murder.”


Flora, Laurel, and Daisy turned to her. Fern knew her mouth could get away from her, but these three actually looked interested.


“I know people think Patty Duke is square,” Fern continued, warming to her subject. “But she’s the youngest person to ever win an Oscar. She won Best Supporting Actress for The Miracle Worker when she was only fifteen. I was actually playing Helen Keller in The Miracle Worker for my school’s senior play. I’m not a senior, I’m a sophomore; I’m the first sophomore to ever play the lead in the senior play. Of course, the second I left, Mrs. Linton, who’s the club sponsor, she recast the part with Edith Clegg. She’s far too developed to play Helen Keller, but Mrs. Linton also sponsors the Future Homemakers of America, so what does she know?”


Everyone was staring at Fern now, and she remembered that she wasn’t supposed to talk about home, or hobbies, or her school, so she decided to wrap it up.


“Anyway,” she said, “that’s why I dig Patty Duke. It feels like if she can do it, then right on, so can I.”


There was a long silence while they digested this. “What is this nut talking about?” Flora finally asked. Fern wanted to die.


Nurse Kent called lights out and everyone trudged to the bathroom or their rooms and Fern went to hers. The tiny girl with the birthmark—Holly—turned out to sleep in the second bed. She smelled grubby and had dirty knees, which made her look even more like a child. She clutched her stuffed dog, whispering in its ear. Fern had been raised to be polite, so she introduced herself.


“Hi,” she said. “I’m Fern. You’re Holly?”


The kid stared at her.


“She doesn’t talk,” Rose said.


“Why not?”


“Ask her.”


“Why don’t you talk?” Fern asked Holly, feeling like she was being set up.


Holly rolled her eyes and turned back to her stuffed dog. Rose snapped off the light and they settled into their creaking beds.


Fern was so lonely she couldn’t sleep. She lay on her side, staring at the churning lava lamp on the floor (which apparently belonged to Rose), listening to the rattle of the fan and the vast whirr of insects outside her window.


This wasn’t her bed. This wasn’t her room. These weren’t her sheets. They’d shown her a closet full of donated maternity clothes she could pick from, so now she wouldn’t even be wearing her own clothes anymore. The baby wriggled inside her stomach. This wasn’t her body. This wasn’t her life.


Back home, Midge and Chip would be getting ready for bed, and Dad would have his blueprints spread across the dining room table, working them with his slide rule, and Mom would be washing dishes, and Fern wanted everything to go back to—


A long, low foghorn sounded from the other side of the room. Fern couldn’t believe it, but there was nothing else it could be. It was Rose . . . passing gas. For a really long time. A really long time. Finally, it sputtered out.


“Sorry,” Rose said in the dark.


Fern hated this. She didn’t like being stuck with a girl who didn’t talk and carried a stuffed animal around, and Rose, who was rude and only talked about American imperialism and police brutality. Every second she was here she felt her real life slipping—


Another foghorn sounded, going on and on, climbing in pitch until Fern thought it couldn’t go any higher, then it stuttered to a stop.


“Pardon me,” Rose said.


“It’s okay,” Fern said, jaw tight.


This wasn’t her real life. Her real life was back in—


A squeaky one this time, high-pitched, like a mouse screaming.


“Oh, my,” Rose said.


Fern tried to recapture her train of thought. She knew her dad hated her but maybe she could call—


A long, flappy trumpet echoed off the walls.


“Now you’re doing it on purpose!” Fern wailed, her voice cracking.


Rose let go with another one, long and low that ended with a flippy flap.


“Oops,” she said.


Fern started to cry.
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