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Dedicated to Meg and Paul 
and to the memory of our grandmother Mary






Author’s Note

WHEN I began researching my family’s genealogy about ten years ago, I wanted to learn how my maternal grandmother became an orphan. I never did find that out; there’s no record of her birth or childhood homes. But I did find her in a 1930s federal census record. She was seventeen years old and working as a stenographer in a large Pennsylvania institution called the Laurelton State Village for Feeble-Minded Women of Childbearing Age. My grandmother is dead, and as far as I know she never spoke to anybody about her time working there. I was curious about the off-putting name of the place, so I decided to do a little research. I’m still obsessed with what I discovered.

Laurelton State Village was not a training school for young women with intellectual disabilities, as I had presumed. During the years my grandmother worked there, it was a eugenics asylum, one of many in this country. Its primary mission was to segregate girls and women who were “mentally or morally defective” so that they would not produce future “defectives.”

During the first decades of the twentieth century, if a young woman was arrested in a speakeasy or had a child out of wedlock; if she was a lesbian or worked as a prostitute, she was often diagnosed as being mentally defective. These were criminal behaviors at that time, and criminality had become intertwined with widely held theories about the heritability of mental illnesses and intellectual disabilities. Thousands of women, who would certainly test within the normal and above-normal range of intelligence today, were labeled “feebleminded.” They were sterilized and/or imprisoned because of eugenics laws. Some were as young as twelve years old when they were committed to homes for the feebleminded. They wouldn’t be released until they’d reached menopause.

At Laurelton State Village, the “feebleminded girls” cleared many acres of forestland, labored in crop fields, mucked up after the livestock herds, and did almost all the cooking, cleaning, and other duties related to maintaining the large institution. Many were hired out to work in nearby homes and businesses. Their salaries were paid to the asylum, not the women.

At the helm of this successful public institution was a fascinating superintendent named Dr. Mary Wolfe. Dr. Wolfe had earned a medical degree when few women went to college. She was one of our nation’s first female psychiatrists, an outspoken leader of the women’s suffrage movement of the 1910s, and a brilliant public speaker. She was an early feminist, a crusader for women’s civil rights, and an advocate for the health and welfare of women. At first glance, it was easy for me to see why my grandmother would want to work for such an intelligent, modern-thinking woman.

Then I delved a little deeper. What I learned was the inspiration for The Foundling. Having said that, The Foundling is a work of fiction. All characters and events are products of my imagination.

I want to add that this novel contains language and attitudes about race, sexuality, and intellectual disabilities that were prevalent in early-twentieth-century America but are certainly offensive by today’s standards. The words feebleminded, moron, imbecile, and idiot were clinical terms at that time. They were used by doctors and psychologists to classify a substantial percentage of the population deemed mentally and/or morally unfit. An example of how these words were used can be found in the following quote. It was written by another celebrated feminist, a champion of women’s reproductive rights, and also, like many other progressives of her era, an avid eugenicist.


Every feeble-minded girl or woman of the hereditary type, especially of the moron class, should be segregated during the reproductive period. Otherwise, she is almost certain to bear imbecile children, who in turn are just as certain to breed other defectives.

    —Margaret Sanger, The Pivot of Civilization, 1922



    Thank you for reading The Foundling.

Ann Leary

October 2021






Part One






One

I’VE been told that my mother had a wonderful sense of humor. Also that she was pretty. But most people recall her wit first, and her easy laughter, and because of this I’ve always had a better sense of how she felt than how she looked. She must have been happy most of the time if she found so many funny things to say and to laugh about. She died when I was an infant, so I have no memory of her. After I moved to my aunt Kate’s house, I’d hear her talking with friends about my mother and me, usually in hushed tones after I’d just left the room.

“She’s a somber little thing,” somebody would say. Or “She’s so shy; she certainly hasn’t Louisa’s high spirits.”

That was my mother—Louisa. Apparently, there was a sparkle in her eye. My uncle Teddy said this about her once, and when I asked him where the sparkle was—what part of the eye, he laughed and gave me a wink. When I asked him again, he told me to shut my trap.

I didn’t inherit my mother’s high spirits or her sparkly eye, but she did leave me a very nice lady’s suitcase. It had been a wedding gift from a wealthy distant cousin. I never saw it until the day Father came for me at St. Catherine’s Orphan Asylum. He gave Mother Beatrice no notice, just showed up one afternoon in the summer of 1922, when I was twelve. He arrived in a borrowed black Packard, and when he strode out to the courtyard, where my friends and I were playing, he called out, “Which one of you is Mary?”

At least five of us raised our hands—it was a Catholic orphanage, after all. But I felt, as he smiled vaguely at each of us in turn, like he’d reached inside me and crushed my heart with his hand. I hadn’t seen him in almost a year, but I recognized him instantly. I’d grown a bit; I think that’s why he didn’t know me at first.

“What about Edel… or Trudy?” he said. “We called our girl Trudy when she was a baby. Trudy Engle.”

I was too thrilled to remain hurt. As soon as I stepped forward, he said, “Well, there you are,” and pulled me close. I felt the strange smoothness of his freshly shaved jaw during that brief moment when he pressed his face against my forehead. He used to have rough whiskers when Uncle Teddy took me to visit him up at the lumber mill.

He told me to pack my clothes—he was moving me in with Aunt Kate. The laughter and taunts from some of the older girls when he reminded them of my original name were like blanks fired from a pistol. They were like the loud pop-pop-pop from a clown’s dummy pistol in the circus that came to Scranton every summer. The circus had a free night for “Foundlings and Other Unfortunates.” We all screamed and clung to one another when we were little and heard that clown’s gun the first time, but the next year and the years after, we didn’t even flinch. We fought over peanuts and candy in the stands while the clown did those same old tired gags. The elephant never left its tent on foundling night—sometimes the acrobats took the night off too. We were left with that dumb clown and a dog act, and who cared about them? We got free bags of goodies. Similarly, who cared about those girls calling me that stupid nickname? I had a father; they didn’t. He was taking me away. They were staying there at the home.

“Well c’mon, let’s get your things,” Father said. He was carrying the lovely white suitcase that had once belonged to my very own mother.

“She hasn’t many things,” Mother Beatrice scolded when we were in the long, low-ceilinged dormitory hall. “Certainly not enough to fill a large suitcase like that, Mr. Engle. I don’t know what a girl would do with such an expensive-looking piece of luggage. If you’d given us more notice, we’d have gladly packed her essentials in a parcel as we do for our half-orphans who are lucky enough to have family to go to.”

A few of my friends—Dorothy, Marge, Mary Hempel, Little Mary—they’d all followed us inside, and now they gaped at Father like he was a film star—it wasn’t every day a real father showed up at St. Cat’s. I realized that I was gazing up at him the way they were, more like an awestruck fan than a daughter. I moved closer to him, and I even thought for a moment that I should hold his hand—the way daughters did with their fathers in the movies. But he accidently jabbed me in the shoulder when he tossed the suitcase on the bed, then he pulled a handkerchief from his vest to wipe his forehead. It was so hot up there in the ward on summer days you could barely breathe sometimes.

Mother Beatrice was busy examining my mother’s suitcase, and that really bugged me. It was my mother’s, why did she have to touch every inch of it? Finally, she turned the two brass clasps in front, flipped up the top and whispered, “Oh my.”

The other girls and I crowded around to see the inside, which was lined entirely with pink satin. Mother Beatrice tentatively lifted a thin panel, revealing a lower compartment. This was also lined in pink. It was padded, like a pillow, and decorated with little hand-stitched ovals.

“Oh, this is very nice,” Mother Beatrice said, her bony fingers flitting, spiderlike, across the pink lining and in and out of the pockets. “A place for everything and everything in its place, very nice, though hardly useful for a little girl—now what’s this?”

She yanked at a thin strap that was dangling from one of the pockets. Out sprang a lady’s garter. It was attached to a sheer silk stocking that swept across Mother Bea’s throat, and had it been a snake the nun couldn’t have screamed louder nor tossed it farther from her. I thought I’d suffocate it was so hard not to laugh. Father was unable to restrain himself. He chuckled and winked at us girls as we giggled into our hands.

“Goodness me,” Mother Beatrice whispered, staring at the items on the floor. She was blushing to the very edges of her habit. Father leaned over to pick up the stocking and the garter. He wasn’t laughing anymore. He carefully folded the stocking and tucked it and the garter into a pocket in his jacket.

“This was my wife’s suitcase,” he said quietly. “I didn’t know there was anything left in it. She only used it once. On our honeymoon.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” said the nun, clearly flustered, her face still beet red. She crossed herself. Then she closed her eyes, resting one of her hands on the suitcase. The girls and I bowed our heads and lowered our eyelids slightly, but we watched her the way we watched all nuns who prayed—as keen and alert as hunting dogs. We were looking for our mothers’ angels (I never saw mine, but I always looked because there were older girls who said they saw their mothers floating above the nuns whenever they prayed). When Sister crossed herself again, I packed up my flannel drawers, woolen leggings, and other items with the help of Dorothy and the others.



My departure from Scranton and my aunt Kate’s house, five years later, was almost as abrupt and unexpected as my departure from St. Catherine’s had been. One hot spring morning, I was standing in a stinking, crowded trolley, silently cursing the broken-down truck that was blocking its tracks. The next day, I was being chauffeured through town in a gleaming limousine, resisting the impulse to wave imperiously at all the common folk stepping over littered gutters and gawking at us as we rolled past.

The day of the stalled trolley, I was late, so I decided to leap from its platform, and at that exact moment it finally lurched forward. I stumbled to the filthy curb, tearing one of my new stockings. I was supposed to meet my teacher, Mrs. Pierson, at a lecture downtown. She wanted to introduce me to her friend—a visiting doctor, who might have a job opportunity for me. I sprinted the five remaining blocks to the YWCA, only to find that the heavy doors to the main hall were closed; the program had already begun.

“My dear, what happened?” Mrs. Pierson whispered, as I sidled into the seat that she’d saved next to her. I began whispering explanations, but she interrupted me with a gentle squeeze of her gloved hand and a smile of pardon. She jutted her chin toward the speaker at the front of the auditorium to indicate that I should direct my attention there.

“Is that Dr. Vogel?” I whispered.

I’d never met a female doctor before, but the stout, dour matron at the podium was exactly what I’d expected one to look like. As I’d tiptoed down the center aisle just moments before, she’d paused dramatically to shoot me a disapproving glare before continuing her speech.

“Oh, dear me, no,” Mrs. Pierson responded. “That’s Mrs. Danforth—Judge Danforth’s wife.” She squeezed my hand again, which allowed me to relax a little.

Mrs. Danforth announced, “Finally, I’d like to thank all the ladies from the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union for organizing today’s lecture and luncheon. Now then—a few words about our distinguished guest—Dr. Agnes Vogel. As many of you know, Dr. Vogel was an outspoken advocate for women’s suffrage and served as one of the leaders of the Pennsylvania Red Cross during the war. One of the first women in this country to earn a medical degree in psychiatry, Dr. Vogel is the founder and superintendent of Nettleton State Village for Feebleminded Women of Childbearing Age. We are honored to have her here today to tell us all about Nettleton Village, whose mission is to protect our commonwealth’s most vulnerable young women. So, please, do let’s give a warm welcome to Dr. Vogel.”

I joined in the applause and craned my neck to see over the hats in front of me. I knew Mrs. Pierson was at least forty and that she and Dr. Vogel had attended college together, but the woman approaching the stage looked younger. Unlike the ladies in the audience, who wore linen day dresses or tailored suits—tall, slender Dr. Vogel wore a silk dress with a smartly muted floral print and a chic dropped waist. When she reached the podium, she touched the cheek of her hostess with her own, then turned to face us. No, this elegant woman with the sleek blond bob and fine, aristocratic features wasn’t what I’d imagined a female doctor to look like at all.

“Good morning,” Dr. Vogel said, smiling out at us. “I recognize many faces here from the Red Cross and our other war efforts, and it’s wonderful to be among such fine friends again.”

I settled back into my seat and examined the ladderlike run in my stocking. I wasn’t really interested in the lecture. It was 1927. Why carry on about women’s suffrage now that women had the right to vote? Why maintain temperance clubs, years after liquor had been prohibited and everybody drank anyway? I came to meet Dr. Vogel because I needed a job. Mrs. Pierson taught shorthand, typing, and stenography at the business school I’d attended for the past year, and she told me I was her youngest and most promising student. When she learned that her friend Dr. Agnes Vogel needed a new secretary, she recommended me; the timing was perfect, as Dr. Vogel was engaged to speak in Scranton that week. Mrs. Pierson had insisted that I come and hear the speech, so, after straightening out the stocking, I gazed back up at the stage with what I hoped was an interested expression.

Dr. Vogel was explaining that army examiners during the war had been surprised that so many American men were unfit to serve because they suffered from mental defects. “My research as a psychiatrist, and the research of my colleagues, have revealed that the incidence of feeble-mindedness is equal, if not greater, among girls and women, and it is this population—that of the female unfortunate—who poses the greatest threat to our society.”

Dr. Vogel paused, peered over her spectacles, and scanned the rows.

“I just want to make sure there are no gentlemen present.” Seemingly satisfied, she said, “I prefer ladies-only groups like this because I can discuss delicate social issues that might cause embarrassment in an audience of mixed company.”

I wasn’t the only one in my row who leaned forward to better hear this too-embarrassing-for-mixed-company business.

“We’re all adults here, so I’m able to say something we all know to be true and that is this: No normal woman will choose to have intimate relations with a man who has the mind of a small child. But it is a sad fact—and ladies, we know it’s a fact—that there are many otherwise honorable men who will have illicit relations with a certain type of young woman, regardless of her mental limitations or suitability as a potential mother. I trust you’re familiar with the type of girl I’m referring to. You’ve seen her slinking in and out of bawdy houses and illegal drinking establishments, right here, in your fine city of Scranton. At first glance, she may seem normal enough—in fact, she’s often quite pretty. Until you see her again, a few years later, ruined and destitute, begging for handouts, surrounded by her own diseased and illegitimate children. This poor, mentally deficient girl, often unwittingly lured into a criminal lifestyle by the most evil of men, is the type we make every effort to segregate and care for, before she has children, not just for her safekeeping, but, most important, for the safekeeping of our communities.”

Dr. Vogel went on to describe all the modern facilities at the Village, as she called it, and the progressive programs she had instituted. The girls at the Village—they sang, they cooked, they planted, they learned. I tried to hide my yawns. Finally, the doctor’s voice changed to that promising bright tone people often use just before the end of a speech, and I perked up again.

“Yes, we’ve made great progress at the Village, but we need your help,” she said. “We have more than six hundred residents and almost as many on our waiting list. In order to accommodate them all, we require at least three additional buildings. Therefore, I’ve requested government aid to assist with construction costs. If you have concerns about such an allocation of your family’s hard-earned tax dollars, I urge you to consider a case recently publicized by the Public Charities Association of Pennsylvania; a case that concerns two feebleminded women—sisters actually—from a large family of Lithuanian immigrants. These two women have passed their inherited mental defects on to their twenty-seven feebleminded, illegitimate, and delinquent children. Yes, we now have twenty-seven additional mental defectives who are being looked after by the commonwealth, and who, in turn, are beginning to produce a third generation of future paupers and criminals. Imagine if we had, instead, provided a safe haven for the two vulnerable sisters during their childbearing years. We’d have prevented the births of scores of unfortunates whose future diseases, degradation, and crime will be our burdens to suffer as well. I hope that you believe, as I do, that preventative work should be at the cornerstone of all charity endeavors. I implore you to take full advantage of our hard-won fight for the vote, my dear ladies, and urge your legislators to support funds for the expansion of Nettleton State Village.”

After the enthusiastic applause, I followed Mrs. Pierson to the front of the hall, where the doctor was surrounded by a clutch of admiring women. I was now thoroughly awed by Dr. Vogel. I had no idea there was a place where girls with slow minds could be sent for their safekeeping. It was true that girls of this type were preyed upon by men. I’d seen it myself, now that there were speakeasies scattered all over Scranton. The girls I saw coming and going from these places didn’t appear to be normal—some were drunk in the daytime. I hadn’t considered the possibility that they were producing children in the numbers the doctor had just revealed, but of course they would be, if their minds weren’t right—if they couldn’t understand the most basic moral principles.

There were plenty of new businesses opening in and around Scranton, but few of the positions I’d seen advertised were available to women. My plan was to work as a secretary until I’d saved enough to go to college. Mrs. Pierson had urged me to pursue this. “With a college degree, your opportunities are vast,” she’d explained. “Why, you might become a schoolteacher or a legal secretary.”

It would be a cold day in hell before I’d become a schoolteacher. I was never fond of children, but a legal secretary! If I had a job like that, I could live and work in an exciting city like Chicago or New York. Unfortunately, Nettleton State Village appeared to be in the middle of nowhere, halfway across the state—I’d stopped at the library the day before to look in an atlas and was dismayed to see how rural and remote the area seemed. But now that I’d heard the doctor’s speech, I was desperate to work for her. I’d never met a woman who was doing important work. A woman who ran something, not a silly old women’s temperance club, but—what had she said? Why, she was a cornerstone! Dr. Vogel’s work was one of the very cornerstones of the state’s civic endeavors.

When Dr. Vogel’s many well-wishers finally stepped away, Mrs. Pierson introduced us.

“So, you’re Miss Engle, the star pupil, eh?” the doctor said, as she shook my hand.

“Yes, how do you do, Dr. Vogel?” I said.

“Aggie, your speech was just marvelous,” Mrs. Pierson said. “Now, I know I’ve already told you this, but Miss Engle is the fastest typist I’ve ever trained and a whiz at shorthand.”

My face grew hot as I said, “Oh… you’re too kind, Mrs. Pierson, really.”

After a moment of strained silence, I noticed Mrs. Pierson was giving me a look and I managed to stammer, “Dr. Vogel… well, gosh, I’d be grateful to be considered for the position. That is… if you’re still seeking a secretary or… anybody… to work there, for you.”

“Yes, we’re in desperate need of a secretary,” Dr. Vogel said, “and I’m in a bind. Let’s walk as we talk, shall we? Must we go to this dreadful luncheon, Thelma?”

“Oh, Aggie,” Mrs. Pierson said with a bemused smile. “We’ll leave before dessert.”

“Fine,” said the doctor. “Now, Miss Engle, I’d normally want you to come for an interview and a typing test, but the girl who left is getting married and gave no notice. She won’t get a recommendation from me, not that she’ll need one.”

I had to trot a little to keep up with the doctor’s sweeping strides toward the entrance of the auditorium.

“She’s marrying. Some local farm boy, I’m told,” Dr. Vogel said. She stopped and looked me over. “I don’t like hiring girls who are too pretty. As soon as they’ve been trained, they leave to get married. Well—you’re certainly not too pretty.”

“Oh, why, thank you,” I gushed before I’d fully heard her words, and then, probably because my cheeks were now flaming, Dr. Vogel touched my wrist and said, “Of course, you’re far from plain, my dear.”

“No, not at all… I mean, rather, how very nice of you,” I managed. And I wondered, then, what happened to the composed, pretty—perhaps even too pretty—girl who, little more than an hour ago, had patted her newly coiffed hair, applied just the right amount of lip rouge, and composed clever little speeches of introduction for this very moment. I had imagined a number of conversational opportunities in which I might show my intellect and industriousness before we strolled out of the auditorium together, Dr. Vogel and I, arms linked, already discussing my future promotions.

I’d expected the doctor to be dour, manly, and old. I imagined I’d be a breath of fresh air. Instead, Dr. Vogel was glamorous and lovely and smelled faintly of lavender. I smelled like a gymnasium. The fresh linen dress that I’d so carefully ironed that morning had wilted and died in the trolley, and now it hung clammily against my thin frame. My normally curly brown hair had become a sort of spongy, frizzy mass from the humidity, and it coiled around the edges of my hat like damp poodle fur. One of my stockings was virtually shredded, and I didn’t seem able to handle my end of this very basic conversation.

But Dr. Vogel was looking at her watch, not at my dress or stockings. She flashed me another smile and said, “I trust Thelma implicitly. You’re hired, Miss Engle. Today is Thursday, will you be able to start Monday morning?”

“Certainly,” I said, trying to contain my excitement. A job! I had a real job!

“There’s a train to Harrisburg. I’ll have to send my driver there to collect you on Sunday, which is tricky—that’s when he drives me to town to attend church, and that’s the wrong direction. You don’t think you could leave tomorrow morning, do you? I’m staying with Thelma tonight and plan to leave promptly at eight in the morning. You could ride to Nettleton in my automobile with me. It would save you the train fare and me the bother of arranging your transportation on Sunday.”

Leave tomorrow? I hadn’t expected to be hired there at the auditorium, and I certainly hadn’t planned to pack up everything I owned and move halfway across the state the very next day. But this was the opportunity I’d been praying for. I could finally leave Aunt Kate’s house and support myself. I might even be able to start saving for college.

“Well, Miss Engle?” Dr. Vogel pressed.

“Yes, that’ll be fine, ma’am,” I said. “Thank you, Dr. Vogel, I promise I won’t disappoint you.”

“Good. Thelma, dear, let’s go to this luncheon. See you in the morning, Miss Engle; Mrs. Pierson will give my driver your address.”

“Doctor… oh, one more thing,” I said.

Dr. Vogel and Mrs. Pierson turned and smiled at me.

“About my salary?”

Dr. Vogel lost her smile.

After what felt like a long, appalled silence, Mrs. Pierson giggled nervously and said, “My dear, I’m sure you’ll be adequately compensated.”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m sorry if I seem impertinent, Dr. Vogel, it’s just that Mrs. Pierson taught us to agree on terms before starting a job. And I will be moving rather far away.”

“Of course,” said Dr. Vogel. “You’re quite right. I’m not sure of the exact wage—we have a clerk who keeps track of these details. But I believe we paid the previous girl fifteen dollars a week, and she came to us with experience. You look quite young. How old are you?”

“I’m eighteen, Dr. Vogel.” Well, I would be eighteen in a few weeks.

“She’s very bright, Aggie,” Mrs. Pierson said.

Dr. Vogel removed her spectacles and, after pulling a handkerchief from her sleeve, slowly polished the lenses, never taking her eyes off me. I was about to blurt out an apology—for what, I didn’t know—when the doctor said, “Fine. I’ll pay you the same salary that your predecessor received. Now, Thelma, the sooner we get to this luncheon, the sooner we can leave.”



“I’ve wonderful news, Auntie!” I trilled, all la-de-da, all singsong, when I arrived home. I’d rehearsed this on the way back and had decided I might be able to ward off my aunt Kate’s ire with the right enthusiasm. I’d tell her I was her burden no more. I’d been offered a job. A paying job—I’d make that clear, since I did have a sort of job at my aunt’s. I cleaned and ran errands for her and her adult son, Daniel, to help defray the costs of my room and board, which she reminded me of regularly. Yes, why wouldn’t she be thrilled to have my room back? It was just a matter of presentation.

“Auntie?” I called.

An hour later, I was finally alone in my room. I leaned against the door and heard my cousin Daniel’s horrible old felted slippers shuffling past my room and down the carpeted stairs. He hadn’t left his room during the verbal flogging I’d endured but had no doubt derived great pleasure in listening to every word. Now Aunt Kate’s plump, pink man-child was going to join Mama for coffee and a loud inventory of my numerous trespasses.

Who cared? Tomorrow, I was leaving.

I opened my dresser and as I placed my clothes in little piles on the bed, I wondered where I would lodge at the asylum and if I’d have a roommate. I’d made my own slips and drawers from cheap cotton remnants. I had nothing fancy, and I worried that I might share a room with an older, worldlier girl—perhaps a nurse or a secretary who’d been to college. Somebody smart, with silk stockings and lace underthings.

Then I remembered my mother’s suitcase. It seemed less enormous when I pulled it from where it had been stored under my bed all those years. Of course, it would appear smaller. I was taller now. But when I dusted it off, I learned something else about my mother. She had an understanding of what made one thing finer than another. She must have had very good taste, because it was a beautifully made suitcase. The soft leather on the outside was ivory colored; it wasn’t white, as I’d remembered. That would have been garish. No, it was ivory—almost cream. She’d obviously treasured it, my mother, because why else would Father have saved it instead of tossing it out with all her other belongings? It was probably the nicest thing she ever had, and now it was mine, and no matter where I went, whoever saw me carrying it would assume that I was like my mother. And why shouldn’t I act like my mother too, now that I was moving to a new place where people didn’t think I was somber or shy? I would arrive with my mother’s easy laugh, a sparkle in my eye, and when people saw my fine suitcase, they’d have to wonder what kind of lovely things I had inside.






Two

I HOPED my aunt would stay in her room the next morning, but when I lugged my suitcase downstairs, she was waiting for me.

“I should never have let you go to that night school,” she said.

I turned to the mirror and tucked my hair inside my rain hat.

“And why couldn’t you find secretarial work here in Scranton? Why do you want to work in a nuthouse in the middle of nowhere? Do you have any idea what evils go on in places like that? I’ll give you a week there—you’ll come crawling back begging, but I’ll not have you.”

“No, Auntie, dear, it’s not an insane asylum.” I stopped fussing with my hair and turned to her. I couldn’t let her think that I was going to a place like that. “It’s more of a school, or a hospital, really. It’s very modern. It’s for girls who are—well, slow. Feebleminded, is what the doctor said, when I met her yesterday.”

“Feebleminded, are they? Well you should fit in quite well, Mary Engle.”

Outside, I didn’t mind that it was pouring rain. I couldn’t stand another minute in my aunt’s presence. I stood next to the road, suspecting that she was scowling down at me from the upstairs window, and I pulled my rain hat lower to shield my face from her view. When I saw the long, gleaming automobile turn onto the block and roll slowly toward me, I hoped she was spying, because I’d never seen anything like it. It was a Cadillac limousine, painted a color I’d seen described in a magazine as café au lait. It had black trim, silver fittings, and was driven by a uniformed chauffeur. The car came to a stop at the curb in front of me, and when I lifted my suitcase the tall driver jumped out and took it from me.

“Thank you,” I said. He grumbled something in reply. I walked around to the passenger side but was unsure where I should sit. Dr. Vogel was seated in the spacious back seat, reading a newspaper. There was a glass partition separating the driver’s compartment from the passenger’s. I thought I should ride up front with the driver but wasn’t sure. Did Dr. Vogel want my companionship for the ride? Would she consider it unseemly for her new stenographer to jump into the front seat next to a man she’d just met? But surely, I was an employee—I should ride with the other employee….

“Whatta ya waitin’ for? Hop in,” the chauffeur said in a surprisingly youthful voice, and I saw that he was probably no older than me. His muscular build and suntanned face and hands revealed that he spent more time working outdoors than he did driving the doctor in her glamorous automobile. I thought I might ask him where I should sit, but before I could, he griped, “Oh, I get it,” and yanked the front passenger door open for me. “I’m expected to open yer door for you like yer the queen of Siam, I guess.”

I slid into the front seat and turned to smile a hello at my new boss. Dr. Vogel was engrossed in her newspaper. The boy jumped back into the driver’s seat, and we were off. I was tickled to see that nosy Mrs. Hanover from next door had chosen that moment to venture out into the rain to collect her morning newspaper. She spent hours each day gossiping with my aunt and all our neighbors; now she’d seen a uniformed chauffeur help me into a limousine. Three little neighborhood boys came running to see who was in the long motorcar, and as we drove off, the boys recognized me and waved. I gave them a little wave and thought, happily, goodbye, grimy little boys; goodbye, dirty old town.

The driver took a wrong turn, and I realized he was heading back toward downtown Scranton.

“The state road’s the other way,” I whispered.

This inspired him to execute a series of sharp stomps on the brake pedal, causing the car to stagger so violently that my hat flew off and the contents of my purse spilled around my feet.

Dr. Vogel cried out something that sounded like, “TURK.”

“Sorry, ma’am,” the driver called back to her.

“Just take a left at the next street, another left at the very next corner and we’ll be back on the main road,” I whispered. I glanced back and saw Dr. Vogel shaking her head and rearranging her papers.

On the way out of town we passed Dr. Van Dyke’s house, where my friend Dorothy lived and worked as a housekeeper. I felt a sudden pang of loneliness at the sight of the house, knowing Dory was inside and not knowing when I’d see her again. She had no idea I was leaving town. I hadn’t been able to call her and Marge the night before, though I had wanted to. Dorothy wasn’t allowed to take calls in the evenings at the Van Dykes’. Marge lived in a rooming house near the garment factory and had no telephone. I’d write to them once I was settled.

Soon we’d left Scranton behind and were motoring through the Pennsylvania countryside. We drove mile after mile past what looked like the same muddy pastures, the same forlorn cattle all huddled together against the rain, which was now a steady torrent. Dr. Vogel smoked one cigarette after the other in the back seat. At one point, I opened my purse and removed my own packet of cigarettes, but when I went to tap one of them out, I heard the driver clear his throat. He was frowning and shaking his head ever so slightly. I tucked the cigarettes back into my bag. The kid wasn’t so bad after all. We drove on. I became aware of a troubling sound coming from the car’s engine and asked the boy if he heard it. He just smirked and shook his head.

“I’m familiar with automobiles,” I informed him. “I learned to drive when I was very young. There’s a strange sound, I hear it.”

He grinned broadly and jerked his head to indicate that I should look behind me. Dr. Vogel was asleep. She’d tucked her slender legs under her skirt and rested her cheek against a little silk embroidered pillow. This sweet, childlike pose made her loud snoring quite comical.

The driver said, “Yup, sure sounds like a motor.”

I couldn’t help but smile. I’d always thought only large men snored like that.

“I’m Charlie Durkin,” the boy offered with a quick glance my way. He really wasn’t that bad-looking; he had blue eyes, a strong chin and I could see wisps of sandy-colored hair poking out from beneath the brim of his cap.

“How do you do? I’m Mary Engle.”

“I know. Doc Vogel told me yer name.”

“Oh.”

“Ever been out near Union County before?” Charlie said after a few minutes.

“No, I’m afraid I haven’t had the opportunity. Until now.”

“You’ll like it, I guess. It’s a heck of a lot prettier than Scranton. More peaceful. Looks like a painting, the scenery around there, lotta people say. We’re not near a big town like you’re used to though.”

“No? What do you do for fun—I mean when you’re not working?” I asked with a yawn.

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” he said, turning to wink at me, and I realized he actually thought I was flirting with him.

“I beg your pardon!” I scowled at the road ahead, but from the corner of my eye saw that he was still leering at me.

“Watch the road,” I grumbled, and then I repeated the words in a shout as he swerved right off the road and into a shallow, muddy ditch. We were all thrown forward when the car slammed to a crashing halt and Dr. Vogel called from the back seat, “What is it? What’s happened?”

“Sorry, ma’am, we skidded a little ’cause of the wet road,” Charlie replied.

He put the car in reverse, but the wheels just spun in the mud. He thrust it into first gear and tried going forward. The rear wheels sent a fountain of mud up over the back of the car, but it didn’t budge.

Dr. Vogel opened a sliding window in the partition and said, in a calm, breezy tone, “Durk—do get out and see what the problem is. This is a government-owned vehicle. If there’s a scratch on it, I’ll skin you alive. I’ll see that you reimburse the state of Pennsylvania for every penny it costs to repair it.”

Charlie leaped from the car and stomped around in the mud, looking at the wheels.

I edged over to the driver’s seat, lowered the window, and called out, “I’ll drive, Charlie, you push.”

Charlie nodded and ran around to the back of the car.

I called out again, “It’s the front wheels that lack traction, go around front and I’ll try backing out.”

“You’ll never budge her none goin’ backaways,” he called. “I just tried. Put her in first gear.”

Very well.

I shifted to first gear, stepped lightly on the accelerator, and gazed into the rearview as a thick spray of mud knocked Charlie to the roadside. I leaned out the window again, and said, “If you’ll go around to the front, I think we’ll have better luck.”

He trudged around to the front of the car, and when I put the car into reverse, he gave it a half-hearted little shove.

“Run it over,” Dr. Vogel said, her pleasant tone still wonderfully at odds with her words. “The poor creature, hopelessly unfit to carry out the simplest task. Just run it over—put it out of its misery, Miss Engle, it’s the merciful thing to do.”

What a relief—my new boss had a sense of humor!

“Charlie,” I said, leaning out the window and trying not to smile, “sit on the hood, I think the extra weight will give us the traction we need.”

Charlie climbed up on the hood, I stepped lightly on the gas pedal, and the car edged backward. When it was on the road again, I slid over to the passenger side. Charlie opened the door and flung his sodden coat and hat on the floor in front of me. I whipped my legs away to keep my stockings from getting soaked.

“Good Lord, Durk, be more careful,” said Dr. Vogel. “You drive like an epileptic under the best conditions; Miss Engle, come sit back here with me where it’s dry.”



Cobalt blue. That was the color of the interior. Fine things had colors with evocative names—I knew this from reading Vogue, McCall’s, and other magazines. Common things were tan, blue, or white, but fine things were eggshell, cobalt, café au lait, ivory, or cream. The bench seat in the passenger compartment was upholstered in cobalt-blue velvet. The ceilings, doors, and floors were all lined in leather of a deeper shade. Midnight. It was probably midnight blue. The seat was wide, but I pressed myself against my armrest in order to not impose on Dr. Vogel any more than was necessary.

We rode in silence for some time. I thought the doctor was reading her magazine, but when I glanced at her, she’d removed her reading glasses and was watching me. She was hatless now, and the way her golden hair framed her face reminded me of those auras in old paintings of saints—it must have been the way the sun was coming through the window behind her. She had few wrinkles for a woman with such fair skin, just tiny little lines that appeared at the corners of her gray-blue eyes when she smiled.

“We’ve only about another hour. Thelma packed us some ham sandwiches, do help yourself, dear.” Dr. Vogel said, pointing at a basket near my feet.

“How kind of Mrs. Pierson,” I said. “I’m not hungry just now, but that was ever so thoughtful of her.” I straightened my spine and shoulders. The doctor’s erect seated posture made me aware of my terrible slouching habit.

“She’s very proud of you, Miss Engle.”

I smiled at the doctor. Her returning smile and the soft intensity of her eyes had a mysteriously playful quality that made me think Dr. Vogel was no spinster—she’d probably had many sexual adventures with men, and that strange, sudden thought made me blush and look back at my gloved hands on my lap.

“She says you lost your mother when you were an infant and you lived for a time in an orphan home?” Dr. Vogel had shifted so she was facing me.

I looked up at her again, and said, “Yes, ma’am.”

“Which one was it? I’m familiar with many of the homes; we receive referrals from some.”

“St. Catherine’s Orphan Asylum,” I said. And then I added, as my aunt and others always did when referring to the place, “It’s the order of the German sisters—for boys and girls who have German parents, or at least had them at one time.”

“Oh yes, I know of it,” Dr. Vogel said with a little nod of approval. “Thelma said you must have received an exemplary academic education there. She told me what an avid reader you are and that you seemed to live in the library when not in school.”

“I do like to read, and I think the nuns were good teachers,” I said. “I skipped two years when I transferred to public school.”

“Too bad they admit only those of the Roman faith to your orphan home,” Dr. Vogel said, turning to watch a train that was streaking past us on a nearby railroad track.

“They admit non-Catholics,” I said. “In fact, my family is Presbyterian. Some of the children come from Protestant homes. Of course, we all received our christening and catechism there, and we’re Catholic now—from the perspective of the Church.”

“What about from your perspective, dear?” Dr. Vogel said, her attention on me again.

“I still attend Mass,” I confessed. “It’s familiar to me.”

“It’s what you’ve been taught, but it’s not who you are. Who you were when you were born, who your parents were, where they came from, your stock and lineage are what determines who you really are, and who you’re going to be. Mary Engle is a fine German name.”

“Thank you. Actually, Mary isn’t the name my mother chose. It’s the name the sisters gave me when I was baptized. My Christian name—the one my mother gave me—I guess it wasn’t Christian enough for the sisters.”

“And what name is that?” Dr. Vogel asked.

I just shook my head, cheeks burning.

“Come, dear, what is it?” Dr. Vogel said, giving me a playful little nudge with her elbow.

“It’s embarrassing. My mother named me after a childhood friend—a German girl.”

Dr. Vogel said. “Now I’m curious. Please tell me.”

“It’s… Edeltraud,” I said, adding hastily, “It’s a common name in Germany, but, of course, I know it’s odd.” I braced myself for the inevitable outburst of laughter. I could hear the faint jeers of little children, nasty little bastard orphan children calling, “Little Trout! Little Trout!”

The doctor didn’t laugh. She looked thoughtfully at me for a moment, then said, “I don’t think I’ve heard the name before. I wonder if there’s an English version. Edith maybe.”

“Our German teacher, Sister Maria, told me that edel means ‘noble.’ Traud means… oh, I can’t recall.”

“Perhaps it’s related to the word trud; it means ‘truth’ in German, I believe,” Dr. Vogel said.

“Well, in truth, it’s a horrible name to give an American baby. I know my mother meant for me to be called Trudy—before she died. But nobody ever did call me that, you see, because the nuns changed it.”

I didn’t mention that in my dreams about my mother, she called me Trudy, still.

“And your father? Did he die in the war?”

“No. My father died just two years ago. I was already living with my aunt then. Father ran a big lumbering operation in Upstate New York. They had an influenza outbreak that winter, quite a few of the men died.”

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry, my dear, I assumed you never knew your parents, growing up in the home.”

“I didn’t know my mother.” I smoothed my skirt and continued. “Since my father lived and worked in the lumber camps, of course I couldn’t live with him. I lived at St. Catherine’s until I was twelve. He paid the sisters to keep me there. Rather like a boarding school.”

“You were a half-orphan, then.”

“Precisely.”

“Your father was right not to allow you near those camps and all the drunk men. Full of foreigners, those camps, very dangerous indeed for a child. It sounds as if you had a caring father, Mary.”

“Yes,” I said. “I did.”

Dr. Vogel tilted her head slightly so she could look directly at me again. She seemed to be waiting for me to say more. But I had nothing else to say. Finally, she patted my arm and turned her attention back to her magazine.

“I’m glad you’ll have the weekend to get settled,” she said, thumbing through the pages. “At present you and Miss Finch, my secretary, are housed in with the Goodwins. Mr. Goodwin manages our farm.”

“Miss Finch is your secretary? I thought I was to be…”

“No, you’ll be working as Miss Hartley’s secretary. She’s the assistant superintendent. She’s more involved with the daily management of the residents. I’m on the road much of the year giving talks similar to the one I gave yesterday in Scranton.”

“I see.”

“Have you any questions about Nettleton?” Dr. Vogel said, closing her magazine, and turning her full attention back to me.

“I do worry about—well, I haven’t been around many of the—feebleminded. I knew one, the son of the janitor at St. Catherine’s. They called him a Mongolian. He was too noisy to sit still for Mass, so Mr. Sullivan, the janitor, waited until the service was over to bring him inside. And Father blessed the boy every week, just like a normal child.”

“Yes, as well he should have. We are all God’s creatures,” Dr. Vogel said.

“I just worry that I might be overwhelmed being amongst so many…”

I didn’t know how to finish my thought—I had almost said, freaks. I remembered the Sullivan child’s odd smiles and grimaces. His senseless laughter when the priest dabbed holy water on his forehead. Once, when Father Linden had bent over to pat his head, the boy had grabbed the priest’s white frock in his little hand and yanked on it. When he let go, his hand had left a greasy smudge there, and Father Linden gave the boy’s ear a sharp blow. I was afraid of the child, we all were. It was hard to imagine living at a place with hundreds of grown women who looked and behaved like the janitor’s boy.

“Don’t worry,” Dr. Vogel said. “We have very few true idiots. Very few imbeciles, for that matter. Most of the girls are morons.”

Dr. Vogel must have seen my confusion as she continued. “Today, the feebleminded are categorized into three distinct groups based on tests that calibrate intelligence. IQ tests. The average person has an IQ of one hundred. People who score between seventy and one hundred have a lower mentality but are still, more or less, normal. Those who score between fifty and seventy are classified as morons—they look quite normal, though they have the minds of children between the ages of eight to twelve years. Most of our girls at Nettleton are in this category. They were sent to us because they’ve exhibited morally delinquent behavior. Our asylum was created specifically to house this type, as they pose the greatest threat to their communities.”

“I see,” I said, recalling Dr. Vogel’s lecture.

“You’ll be given an employee handbook,” Dr. Vogel said. “You won’t be attending to the residents but will live in their community, as we all do. I urge you to be very cautious when interacting with the residents, some are quite cunning and manipulative, despite their intellectual deficits. But remember, the girls are not to be blamed for their condition. They were dealt a very unfortunate hand from the moment of their conception, and we are mindful of this and treat them with utmost care and compassion. Helping others enriches one’s soul, Miss Engle, you’ll see.

“Yes, of course, it must,” I said.

The doctor opened her magazine again. I gazed out my window. The day was almost over. The roadside farms had disappeared, replaced by walls of dense forest, and for at least half an hour, we hadn’t passed a single dwelling. Charlie finally slowed the automobile. Then he turned off the main road and onto a narrower lane where he came to a stop. Ahead was an immense wrought-iron gate that blocked the drive. Next to the gate was a stone gatehouse. A short, stocky older man jumped out, waved at us, and limped over to the gate. He unlocked a large padlock that fastened the gate to a post with a thick chain. Then he pushed the gate to the side so that we could drive through. As we passed, Charlie leaned out his window and said, “See you in a few, Pop.”

The man nodded and smiled vacantly, squinting to see who was in the back seat with Dr. Vogel. I resisted the impulse to wave like a child. As we rolled past, I saw that the road ahead was bordered on each side by dense forest. I turned and saw the man swinging the gate back across the road. It met the post with the resounding clang of iron against iron.

I was seized then with a sick feeling. It was the same sick longing I felt when I left St. Catherine’s with my father, years before. A gate had closed behind me that day as well. I’d been excited to leave the orphanage, but my joy had evaporated the minute we’d pulled out of the driveway. I kept turning around and waving, but Dorothy, Marge, and the others had gone back to the courtyard. In an hour the dinner bell would ring and they’d be sitting at the long dining tables without me. I realized then that I was in a motorcar with a stranger—my own father. All my friends, the Sisters, and Mother Beatrice, would have prayers at six, supper at six fifteen, followed by evening studies. Washroom visits, final prayers, and bedtimes were all at set times that were as reliable and familiar as my own pulse. But where would I be at those times? I felt, that afternoon with my father, and again, with Dr. Vogel, like I had been carelessly forgotten by the world. I felt like a balloon that had been allowed to fly away but now longed for the familiar pull of gravity.

“You’ll not spend another night under this roof.” My aunt had meant what she said. It was just that morning; it seemed like long ago.

Dusk was settling in, but I could still faintly see the road ahead. I had imagined the asylum would be surrounded by acres of manicured green lawns where the residents would stroll with their attendants. I had expected a wide-open place, not these dark woods. The narrow, rutted road twisted, snakelike, around huge boulders and stony ledges. The trees on either side were thick-trunked and already heavy with summer leaves, though it was still only May. I thought I saw a figure in the woods. Then another. I saw shadowy, feminine shapes slipping through the dense foliage; distorted, idiotic girlish faces peering from behind the centuries-old tree trunks.

“Drop me at my house first, please, Charlie, then take Miss Engle on up to the Goodwins’,” Dr. Vogel said.

Her words jerked my frightful imagination to a brisk halt. There were no ghostly figures lurking in the forest. We were just traveling along an ordinary wooded road.

“Yes, ma’am,” Charlie called back, turning onto another road.

“The Goodwins are expecting you, Miss Engle. I sent a wire yesterday. Oh, one other thing. You’ll want to attend Catholic Mass on Sunday, I presume.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Well, since you seem to know how to handle an automobile, you may drive me to Clayburg on Sundays. I spend the day in town with my mother. You may go to Mass with Mrs. Nolan, our new day nurse. She’s a widow. She’s complained that the bus to town doesn’t leave early enough for her to make it to the service at the Catholic Church. After church, you’ll have Mrs. Nolan as a companion for the afternoon. I usually don’t return to the Village until after supper.”

“Oh, that sounds nice,” I lied. In fact, the idea of spending one of my two days off in the company of some old widowed nurse sounded dreadful.

“Yes, did you hear that, Mr. Durkin? You’ll have your Sundays off now. That will be reflected in your paycheck.”

I wanted to ask if the added duty of driving the doctor would be reflected in my own wages, but I knew the answer. Dr. Vogel had just told me that she was doing me a favor in allowing me to drive to Clayburg to attend Mass.

I heard the sudden baying of what sounded like packs of hounds. The car was approaching a massive stone manor house that was lit up with gas lanterns. A large, brown shepherd-type dog and two smaller black terriers flew at the car, barking maniacally, and Dr. Vogel leaned out the window and called to them. “Hello, Lancaster, you rascal. Hello, Trixie, off there, OFF! You’ll scratch the car, Peg.”

Charlie stopped the car, jumped out, and opened the back door. The small dogs leaped inside, climbing all over Dr. Vogel and me. I sat very still as I’d been taught by the nuns.

“They’re less likely to tear into you if you keep still,” Sister Rosemary warned us girls whenever dogs approached. Dr. Vogel was moving though. She was rollicking back and forth with glee as the animals jumped on her. I was astonished to see her laughing as they licked at her pretty face with their horrible tongues.

“Get off, get off now,” Dr. Vogel finally insisted. The dogs tumbled out of the car, and Dr. Vogel followed them.

“Good night, Dr. Vogel,” I called. But the doctor appeared not to have heard. She was trotting up the massive stone steps that led to the grand front door. Her dogs bounced along beside her, their tails wagging, and their jaws snapping at the air with joy.

“Is it far to the Goodwin house, Charlie?” I asked, leaning forward and speaking through the little window. Charlie was backing up the enormous automobile, a task that seemed to require all of his concentration. When we were heading back the way we had come, I said, a little louder, “I’d hate to get lost out here in these woods. Is it much farther?”

Charlie calmly reached back and slid the window shut. Our brief friendship was over; it had been terminated the minute I moved to the back seat with Dr. Vogel. I realized now that the dope thought in doing so I’d broken ranks with him and tried to butter up the boss. I wanted to explain. After all, it was he who had thrown his wet things at me.

“Charlie?” I said in a friendly tone.

I kept trying to catch his eye in the rearview mirror so I could give him a little smile. It was dark now, and the woods were so close. Charlie was the only person I knew. I tapped the glass. He stared straight ahead.

Who cares? I thought. Who cares what he thinks?

“Charlie?” I said again, this time louder. I gave the window another knock.

Charlie drove on in silence.






Three

WHEN we finally stopped, we were in front of a ramshackle farmhouse on an otherwise abandoned dirt road.

“But… this can’t be the place I’m going to live,” I said. The doctor had made Nettleton Village sound like a modern hospital campus in her speech. I’d imagined a gleaming glass-and-steel residence hall for employees, not an old clapboard house with a sagging roof.

“Yup. This here’s the Goodwins’,” Charlie said. “Guess it’s not a fancy city house like you’re used to. But Betty keeps it nice; I sure wouldn’t want her to hear you say a thing like that about her home.”

“Charlie, of course, I’d never. And my aunt lives in an old row house. It’s not fancy.”

A young man ducked his head into Charlie’s open window. He grinned, first at Charlie, then at me. “You must be Miss Engle, we been waiting for ya,” he said. He snatched Charlie’s chauffeur’s cap and put it on his own head, backward. “I’m Hal.”

Hal appeared to be in his early twenties. He had a sun-bronzed face and neck, a thick head of reddish-brown hair, and a friendly smile. “We expected you hours ago, Durk—you get old Vogel lost again or what?”

Charlie grabbed his hat back, cursing under his breath. I heard him mutter that he wished somebody would get lost.

Hal said, still chuckling, “What’re you so worked up about? Come on in, Betty made her meat loaf special for you.”

“Nah,” Charlie said. “Pop wants me home.”

Hal came around to help me with my things. When I was out of the car, Charlie sped off so fast that dirt and bits of gravel flew from the tires and peppered my legs like shrapnel.

“What’s eating old Durk? I wonder,” Hal said.

Betty Goodwin was waiting for us on the front porch. She had a small child on her hip. She was young, pretty, and quite pregnant, with round cheeks and freckles that disappeared every few seconds when she blushed.

“My wife, Betty! And this is Harry,” Hal said, tickling first the tot’s little tummy, then Betty’s very round one. The child and Betty giggled, and when Betty swatted at Hal’s hand, I saw that her front teeth were quite crooked. I later wondered if her self-consciousness about her teeth made her appear shyer than she actually was, because she tended to look down and cover her lips with her hand whenever she spoke or laughed.

“Come in, Miss Engle,” she said, her cheeks blushing and blanching, her fingers dancing across her lips. “Come right on in, and we’ll get you settled.”

“Please, do call me Mary,” I said, following her through the door and into a small, tidy front parlor room.

“Miss Engle—Mary, I mean—come have a look,” Hal said. He gestured toward a closed door at the bottom of the staircase. “It’s all new, go on—after you!”

“Why, thank you,” I said, entering what I thought would be my bedroom. Hal followed me, switched on a light, and I found that we were jammed inside a tiny room containing a sink, toilet, and small washtub. This “water closet” had been a coat closet until just six months prior, when, Hal informed me, “Old Vogel finally run the electrical line out.” Hal turned on one of the spigots in the sink, and when the water gushed from the spout, he looked at me as if he’d just performed a minor miracle.

“Well, gosh that’s swell!” I said, after a moment of floundering for the appropriate response. I was aware that some rural areas still lacked electricity and indoor plumbing, but I’d grown up with these luxuries; even at St. Cat’s we’d had cold running water and indoor toilets.

Little Harry squeezed his way into the room by crawling between my legs. He tugged on his father’s pants leg, grunting and pointing at the toilet.

“Oh, excuse me,” I said, trying to back out of the room. “I’ll go so he can…”

“Nah, he still ain’t trained, but watch this!”

Hal lifted Harry so he could reach the chain that hung from the water tank near the ceiling. Harry pulled it with his little hands, then he squealed with delight as the water disappeared down the toilet bowl. Hal hooted and playfully nudged me with his elbow. I summoned a polite little laugh. I’ve never found children as entertaining as some people. Nor toilets, for that matter. Now Betty stuck her head inside, and for a brief, terrible moment, I thought she’d rushed over to join the fun, but she just wanted to tell Hal it was Harry’s bedtime.

“It sure is nice to be able to use a thing like that inside, finally,” Hal said, letting the child pull the chain one more time. I was trying to back out of the room, but we were all packed in there so tight.

“The other buildings here at the Village—they’re newer. They’ve been wired and plumbed for years,” Hal said. “ ’Course, I still use the old crapper out back if I…”

“Oh Hal, for heaven’s sake,” Betty said, her plump fingers flying to her lips. “Let me show you your room. It’s upstairs. Your roommate—Gladys—I’m ’fraid she left it untidy; she goes to her family on weekends, Miss Engle.”

“Please, I’m begging you! Call me Mary.”

Betty’s meat loaf was delicious, and so were her buttery mashed potatoes, braised carrots, freshly baked rolls, and warm cherry pie. She and Hal didn’t sit at the table with me as I dined. They’d had their supper earlier. Hal sat in a chair next to the kitchen stove. He smoked a pipe and smiled at me whenever I looked his way. Betty hovered over me, asking if I’d like salt or pepper. Another roll? Fresh coffee? More pie? I felt self-conscious at first, eating at their table with them watching me like that, but the Goodwins were so kind and cheery, I soon found myself engaged in easy conversation with them. They’d lived there in the house for five years, I learned. Hal was in charge of all the farming operations at Nettleton Village. They’d grown up in nearby Shamokin and had known each other all their lives. Betty apologized, again, for the state of my bedroom. She’d had to clear my roommate’s clothing and other items from my bed so I could put my suitcase on it.

“I wish it weren’t in such a sorry state, the first time you see it and all. We told Gladys yesterday that you was coming. Why couldn’t she pick up her things before running off?”

“That’s Gladys for you,” Hal said, with a bemused smile. “Just does what she pleases, never a care about nobody but her.”

“Don’t worry, it’s fine,” I said. “I’m sure she was anxious to get on with her weekend plans.”

I imagined this devil-may-care Gladys preparing, at that very moment, for a night out on the town—wherever she was. Probably Harrisburg or Philadelphia. I saw her shimmying into a slim evening dress, taking a final pass at her pretty face in front of a mirror and dashing out to a car filled with the old college gang.

I imagined her on Sunday, struggling to find something nice to say to me.

“You’ve such a sensible hairstyle, Mary, it looks ever so easy to take care of.” Or, “You make your dresses yourself? Why, aren’t you clever. I wish Mother had taken the time to teach me to sew.”

I was, therefore, relieved when I was finally alone in our room and discovered an entirely different Gladys than the one I’d imagined. It’s not snooping if everything is thrown around the room. I didn’t have to poke around and open bureau drawers to get a sense of my roommate. I’m not saying I didn’t; my point is, I didn’t have to. Gladys wore cheap perfume, dime-store jewelry, and scuffed old shoes. She made her own clothes, but it looked like she didn’t have the most stylish patterns available to her out here in the country, and she didn’t concern herself with little details like straight seams or matching buttons. I flipped through a trashy romance magazine I’d found on the floor near my bed before tossing it over to hers.

I opened my suitcase and, again, admired the pink lining within. But now I noticed a faint odor that I hadn’t detected the day before. It smelled strongly of leather, which shouldn’t have been surprising: it was a leather suitcase. But there was something else, something musty and unpleasantly familiar. I realized what it was—that leathery smell mixed with a musky, sweaty odor. They were old-man smells. How odd, that foul smell, in there with all the pink loveliness. I lowered my head and tentatively sniffed again. Yes, if you poured whiskey into the suitcase, it would smell just like old Uncle Teddy.

I found a box of violet-scented talcum powder on the floor next to my phantom roommate’s disheveled bed. I sprinkled a little of it into the suitcase. I sniffed the air and then poured out such a great cloud of powder that everything I owned looked like it was coated with sugar. There. Now I could unpack.
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