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To every girl who has ever been told to take it down a notch.

—J. A. M.
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London couldn’t stop thinking about the girl in the iron lung. The metal barrel had been keeping the girl alive now for two weeks. It was the same amount of time that London realized she had been keeping something alive inside her. One had nothing to do with the other, London knew, but she couldn’t help connecting them. Three miles away a girl was encased in a machine that was pushing air into and pulling air out of her lungs, tethering her to life. Just thinking about it made London suck in a deep breath of chilly October air as she walked down Chelsea, knowing that this air was sinking deep inside her… tethering her to a life, a very small life.

Better to think about the machine.

She pictured a bellows-like tool shoving air into each of the girl’s lungs, which London imagined looked like the pigs’ bladders hanging out to dry at Flannery’s butcher shop on Decatur.

The iron lung fascinated her. Not the polio part. London knew sickness well enough. Sickness had taken both her parents, along with thousands of others, ten years before, when the flu had swept through Boston. The only memory she had of her parents was the morning they’d all docked at the commonwealth pier following the long trip over from Abruzzo. It had been the summer of 1918, and she’d been only four years old, but she remembered her mother’s nervous, excited eyes as the ship pulled alongside the largest building London had ever seen. She remembered her father swinging her onto his shoulders, the smell of his hair, the feel of his smile through the long reach of her arms around his chin. He was dead within a month. Her mother didn’t last much longer. Sickness whisked people away from you in an instant—it was what it was. Girls living day in and day out inside iron machines, that was something else.

London felt close to the girl somehow. She herself had spent many nights trapped inside filthy orphanage dormitories or in even filthier foster homes, sleeping in rooms full of people she didn’t know while some sort of bellows-like force kept her alive.

Two weeks ago—the day the girl went into the iron lung—London had vomited into the leaf-choked gutter on her way to school. After spitting out as much as possible of the nasty taste of the old lady’s watery oatmeal and wiping the thick spit from her face with the back of her hand, she had turned toward the butcher shop on Decatur Street, and then stood on the sidewalk until Alby came out.

It had only taken him a moment to understand. London had always admired this about Alby, how quick-witted he was—his mind whipping colorfully about like the long row of flags lining the front of the Fairmont Copley Plaza on St. James. Her own mind moved more at the speed of the old milk wagons along Meridian. Although the expression on Alby’s face that morning was anything but colorful. Instead it had matched the bleached-out apron he wore, too early in the morning to be splashed with the dark red of blood. When he didn’t move from the shop door, London understood.

Alby was done with her.

She’d approached him. Controlled. Except for her eyes, which she could feel burning in their sockets. Alby didn’t move—as quick as his brain worked, it wasn’t quicker than London’s boot, and she kicked him hard, right in his goddamn plums.

The kick had been nice. After, she’d swiveled on her heel and headed to school, leaving him on his knees. She could feel him holding his tongue while he watched her walk away. London understood immediately that he did this for himself—not for her—so that later he might be proud of how he’d held back, turning his restraint into some sort of atonement or payment for what they’d done. It was a cheap price.

Hers would be higher.

Now London turned off Chelsea onto Bennington, and then crossed the bridge over the tracks. She didn’t mind heading to the old lady’s house. She’d lived all over Eastie in a hundred shitty places, where she had minded it a lot. Living with old lady Dumas suited her fine.

Thelma Dumas rented a single room on the second floor of a triple-decker. The sink ran only cold water and the room had no toilet, so London and the Missus—as London called the old lady—had to descend a flight of stairs and exit the back door to where an outhouse sat inside a yard surrounded by the ricketiest fence London had ever seen, and she’d lived all her life in East Boston, the land of rickety fences. Otherwise, the room wasn’t bad. Its sink was flanked by shelves lined with tins of food and an assortment of cracked dishes. There was also a coal stove that heated the room reasonably well, a table with three chairs, and two beds, one of which London had been sleeping in for three years. Her own bed. Besides a dress, coat, boots, and two pairs of underwear, it was all she could call her own.

Two of the chairs in the room sat on either side of the table, while the third was pulled up close to the room’s single window, which overlooked Bennington Street. This chair was where the old lady spent her days, and except for on the very coldest or rainiest, the window was always open. “To blow the stink out of the place,” the Missus would grumble.

But London knew it was really open for another reason—so the old woman, perched just inside it, might be able to share her lovely opinions with passersby. Opinions such as, “The world is going to hell in a handbasket,” and “Nobody’s listening,” and “Shit like this doesn’t happen in Chicopee,” the small town miles from Boston where the old woman had grown up and thus constantly upheld as the rightest location on earth. Although her favorite opinion, and therefore the one most oft repeated, was, “People are crap.”

The neighborhood was overly familiar with Thelma Dumas’s opinions, which were mostly ignored. However, London’s first few days of being exposed to them were enlightening. A swell of understanding rose within her, and she immediately felt this was the place for her, even if the Missus also believed that London was crap. London tended to agree. She quickly fell into the rhythm of life inside the single room on Bennington Street, staying longer here than she ever had anywhere else. Believing maybe she’d stay forever.

But now London knew her time on Bennington was likely limited. And maybe because of this, she began to notice things, like the way her boots stuck lightly to the greasy stairs as she climbed to the second floor, the crack in the umbrella stand outside Thelma Dumas’s door, or the way the old woman’s face sagged with sadness sometimes as she sat at the window.

London knew she’d have to tell the old woman eventually. She had little hope the Missus would allow her to stay. But then London had never been the hopeful type. She was fourteen, and it was nearly time for her to leave school for the factories anyway. She’d keep it from the old woman, find a job, and then save her scratch until the job fired her and the old woman most likely kicked her out. Past this, London didn’t allow herself to think or plan. Not being the hopeful type, she was also not one to believe things could work out differently from the way she saw them working out all around her every day. Therefore, she knew that this growing being inside her might very well soon be living with her own Thelma Dumas. Still, this stark thought had driven her deep inside herself. Perhaps it was why she didn’t notice that the door was ajar when she reached the second floor.

“Run!” the old lady growled, before she was knocked from her chair by an angry silver-haired cop looming over her.

London was so startled by the strange scene that she didn’t do anything in that first moment but watch the old woman’s head hit the window frame. That was a mistake—London’s hands were violently secured together, and she was shoved against the metal frame of the old woman’s bed, where she tumbled to the floor and then lay desperately trying to catch her breath.

She could hear the old lady shouting at the men. How many, London couldn’t tell. All she could see were boots surrounding the woman’s ratty slippers. London struggled to make sense of what was happening. What had she done? What had the Missus done? Besides the old lady’s hooch, London could think of nothing. Why would a crowd of bulls be interested in a couple of bottles of illegal whiskey?

The cops dragged the Missus from the floor and tossed her back into her chair. London’s head cleared. She could now see there were three cops, making five of them inside the small room, and they seemed to be talking about her. The entire scene was beyond anything London could understand. No one had ever taken any notice of her in her life, except for Alby, and that hadn’t turned out so well.

“I told you what would happen if you didn’t cooperate, you hag,” the silver-haired cop shouted into the old lady’s face.

She responded by spitting into his.

London closed her eyes so she wouldn’t see it, but she sure as hell heard it, as the woman’s head struck the window frame again.

London stumbled to her feet toward the Missus, but one of the badges grabbed a fistful of her hair and dragged her toward the door. London kicked and bit, fighting mightily to keep herself inside the room, but the cop was a genuine baby grand, and with his fist locked in her hair, her body followed her head, her boots scraping across the floor.

The cop stopped abruptly in the doorway, and London, hanging from his hand, finally caught her first solid glimpse of the old lady. Her face was bloodied, her gray hair was a tangled mess, and her dress’s collar was ripped off one of her shoulders, but her eyes shone more brightly than the electric streetlamps in Scollay Square.

“This dago bitch is a moron,” barked the cop holding London by the head, and he shook her in response to his words.

“Piss out your ass!” London cried.

London could hear the old lady’s cackling laughter over the crack of her own skull against the doorframe, making the pain more than worth it.

“Not only are you a moron,” the cop said, turning London’s head to face him, “but you’re also a knocked-up little slut.”

His words struck her harder than her head had hit the doorframe—hearing it like this, out in the open. Pregnant. Yes. She was pregnant. How this man could possibly know, or care, London didn’t have time to ponder. She went limp with confusion as the man jerked her out the door…. The last thing she saw was the old woman’s fists striking out at the gray-haired cop.

London threw herself back toward the room, grasping for the doorframe but only succeeding in slipping off her feet. Her cheek struck the umbrella stand, which spun down the sticky steps, cracking into loud shattering pieces.

“My umbrella stand!” Thelma Dumas screeched. “You broke my stand! That was from Chicopee!”

As London was dragged down the stairs past the shards of clay, the old woman’s voice rang in her ears over and over.

“Chicopee! Did you hear me! Chicopee, goddamn it!”

After London was tossed onto the floor of the waiting police wagon, she could still hear the old lady shouting the word “Chicopee”—that is, until the metal door was slammed and locked, and the vibration of the truck’s motor thumped into action beneath her chest.

The gritty floor felt cool against her throbbing cheek. It was dark in the metal box, and the girl in the iron lung sprang back into London’s mind. For a moment, London imagined she was there, curled up inside the lung, but then the truck ground into gear and jumped forward.

London leaped to her feet and beat the hell out of the locked door of the police wagon as the vehicle took off toward the tracks.

Later, she wished she’d taken one last look up at that window.
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Maxine woke from her dream. She had been there again.

Home.

Maxine often dreamed of home, though home hadn’t quite been the stuff of dreams. The shadows of the meatpacking plants of Somerville had been a solemn spot to be born—a spot where reverence and duty reigned, and strict discipline took the place of humor and caresses. But there had been love, too. Even if that love had been rigid and abrupt. How could it not have been, with their mother needing to care for all her brothers?

Lying awake on the cot next to her sister, Rose, Maxine longed for home. It was such a familiar sensation after four years at the institution that it had become as comfortable to her as her dreams. Born just one year apart, she and Rose had been taking care of each other since they were fidgets. Their mother had taught them early that life was responsibility, a world of set routines and conduct. Rose excelled at both; Maxine, neither. Maxine preferred to change what life was, even if only inside her head.

Maxine closed her eyes and listened to rustling sheets, snores and snorts, and the heavy breathing of the dormitory around her, slowly returning to the last scene of her dream. She had been watching her mother as she leaned over the sink, the spot where Maxine best remembered her. Yet instead of her head being bent over the dishes, her mother stared out the small back window into the tangle of weeds behind their rented rooms, where they hung the laundry. Her face stern, and her lips running parallel to the line of worry across her brow, just as they had back then, but Maxine saw something else in those lines. A yearning for her two daughters. Though, her mother knew she couldn’t get to them. Not yet. Not now when the boys—so many boys—were still young. But soon. When the cold-water flat wasn’t so crowded. When their father wasn’t so tired from the packinghouse. Soon. She’d forgive Maxine. And that other expression her mother had worn, the one Maxine never dreamed of, would finally fade from Maxine’s memory.

Rose wiggled on the cot, pulling Maxine once again from her dreaming.

“Did the whistle blow?” Rose asked.

“Shhh,” Maxine soothed.

“Did it blow, Maxxie?” Her voice echoing across the sleeping dormitory.

Maxine tensed, at once looking around for Ragno while at the same time searching their narrow cot for Rose’s stick.

Alice woke on the cot next to them. Mimicking Maxine, she first checked to see if the night attendant had been roused by Rose. Then she plunged her hand into the small slice of space between their two cots to feel about on the floor for the stick, both girls knowing it was the only thing that would settle Rose.

Alice found it.

She quickly handed it off to Maxine, who had been staring at the dark and empty entrance to the dormitory, as if closely watching it could keep it dark and empty.

Maxine handed the worn maple branch to Rose, who immediately grasped it to her breast, and then reached out and tapped Maxine four times on her chest where her heart was.

“I love you too, Rosy,” Maxine whispered. “So very much. Now close your eyes.”

Maxine ran her hand softly over her sister’s eyes, just as she did almost every night when it came time for bed, hoping that Rose wasn’t too much awake to slip back to sleep. Nature seemed to step in and help as the wind jostled the windows of the dormitory and prompted Rose to clutch her stick close and nestle in against her sister, where she drifted quickly off to sleep.

Rose’s outburst and the fear of Ragno might have had the power to sweep away any pleasant dreams for the rest of the night for anyone else, but Maxine was a practiced dreamer. It helped that Alice had allowed Maxine to squeeze her fingertips in thanks for finding her sister’s stick. Touching was against the rules. Touching Alice was even more against them.

Maxine leaned into Rose and slid right into an old favorite—a day at the beach. Maxine had grown up so close to the sea that she’d been able to smell it on a windy morning, and although she’d never been, this didn’t stop her from imagining the waves and the sun and a lingering afternoon that included a picnic. Maxine often dreamed of picnics. Eating on a pretty blanket while the sun warmed your shoulders and birds chirped all around… her mother laughing at her brothers playing in the water, and her father napping on the sand. Rose was there, of course, as was Alice.

Alice was always there.
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Alice woke ten minutes before the whistle blew. She always did. Everything at the Massachusetts School for the Feeble-Minded, where she had spent the last seven years of her life, was on a schedule, including Alice.

A whistle began the day at five thirty in the morning, and the girls were herded into their first session of “excusing,” the word used for the sometimes thirty minutes of sitting together on the long row of toilets that all students were made to do periodically during the day. Next came dressing in the clothing room. Then a walk on the circular paths just a short distance from the dormitory, where the weak light of dawn seemed to greet them begrudgingly.

Breakfast succeeded the circles—boiled beef, oatmeal, and milk.

Classroom time, which consisted of any number of activities, none of which had anything to do with a pencil or paper.

Lunch. Always soup and bread and more milk.

Manual Training, which for Alice meant time spent in front of the gears, wheels, and handles of the mangle machines, pressing the water out of bedsheet after bedsheet until dinner, a combination of breakfast and lunch served at three.

Then back they went, for another regulated walk, this time to the beat of a drum. They marched the circular paths until four… the hour that brought Alice to her favorite place, the window in the day room.

Today had been like all the others, and Alice had done what she did every day—she’d lived it. Her reward was to find herself on the hard benches of the day room, where they had an hour to sit while waiting for their group’s turn in the toilet room to excuse their bladders and bowels, followed by their turn in the clothing room to change their clothes for bed.

Alice’s brother had dropped her off at the school on a long-ago summer afternoon. It had been a hot day, but she’d forgotten about the heat while traveling in the automobile. Her first auto ride. He’d borrowed it, and then taken her for candy on Tremont Street. Another first. She’d never tasted anything that came out of a wrapper. After, they’d taken the long eleven-mile drive out into the country, leaving behind the dense streets of the South End, where two of her brothers worked as Pullman porters and the third as a lineman for the railroad, and where she had lived with the eldest of her brothers, and his now-pregnant wife, since the death of her father.

Her brother hadn’t explained what they were doing or where they were going, and Alice hadn’t asked. Her life had been a series of things she’d had to do—leave school, clean for the neighbors, take care of the children of her brothers—and knowing ahead of time what those things were didn’t change anything.

Though Alice didn’t ask where they were going, she had a pretty good idea why. A few days earlier, she’d been walking down Columbus Avenue with her brother’s wife when a white woman had caught sight of her clubfoot and clicked her tongue, a pretty common reaction to Alice living her life. But then the woman had noticed the large belly of Alice’s brother’s wife and said, “Pray to the Lord this next one don’t come out tainted.” And Alice had seen the fear in the young, pregnant woman’s eyes.

Less than a week later, Alice and her brother were rolling through the entrance gate and up the curving driveway of the institution, slowly, as if the borrowed automobile itself felt unsure of this decision.

Every so often over the years, something would flash in Alice’s mind and she’d see the school again as she had that first day—the massive brick buildings presiding over great expanses of lawn. Alice had never seen so much mowed grass in all her life. It had made her shy. Her brother had taken her hand as they’d climbed the steps, and for the first time that day she understood the seriousness of her situation. He’d never held her hand before; though she’d been limping on a twisted foot all her life, Alice had never needed help walking. It was only later that she realized he’d held it for another reason, because it would be the last time she’d ever see him. Within an hour, Alice would be swept into the moving river of routine that was the institution.

She now sat in the very room and in the very spot where she’d been placed that first day—following a short stop in the small office with her brother and a nurse—next to the front doors of the dormitory, where he’d told her that this was for the best.

Alice now stared out across the darkening lawn and listened to Maxine and Rose chatter, the sweet sound of their voices smoothing out the long day that had coiled up inside her. She was always amazed at how much the two had to say to each other, especially since the pair spent most of the day together. Maxine was her sister’s caretaker, and the school matched their classroom and manual-labor schedules, at least until Maxine turned fifteen, which would take place next year… for both Alice and Maxine.

At fifteen, school ended at the institution and adult life began. Alice and Maxine would be moved from the girls’ dormitory to the women’s dormitory. They’d still be called girls, though. All women inmates at the Massachusetts School for the Feeble-Minded—or the Walter E. Fernald State School, as it had now come to be called after the death of the old superintendent—were referred to as girls, whether you were fourteen or forty. No matter the name of the institution, it was a lifetime placement, and no one—no matter the diagnosis—ever left.

Although, it wasn’t only age that had the potential to separate the sisters, but the machine of the institution itself. The groupings within the girls’ dormitory were now firmly set within the system of the institution. And once set, the machine of the place rattled on, never changing. But if you were scheduled to move into the women’s dormitory, who knew what the machine would do? Perhaps it would separate the sisters by diagnoses? Rose had been born a Mongoloid and diagnosed an imbecile. Maxine and Alice had been diagnosed morons. For all Alice knew, morons, imbeciles, idiots, Mongoloids, cripples, epileptics, and so on could be placed into different women’s dormitories or cottages across the huge expanse of the institution’s grounds. The chances of the machine keeping the sisters together were slim, and slimmer still for keeping Alice and Maxine together. Maxine never spoke about the coming move, or their inevitable separation, but it was all Alice ever thought about.

“Police wagon,” Maxine said suddenly.

Alice had been staring out the window but had seen nothing other than the coming darkness. Now she saw the truck with its two dimly shining headlamps making its way toward the girls’ dormitory, the same route her brother had driven long ago. It wasn’t an uncommon sight, this truck. It had actually grown much more common in the past few years.

“Bet you a nickel this girl is a moron,” Maxine said.

“You don’t have a nickel.” Rose laughed. Rose laughed a lot. As long as she was with Maxine, anyway. “Do you have a nickel, Alice?”

“No, baby,” Alice said. “But I wouldn’t take that bet because your sister’s probably right. The girl’s a moron.”

Female idiots showed up at Fernald most often in hospital wagons, not police wagons, and were taken straight to the large North Building that housed the Sick Ward. They were the inmates who needed the most care. The doctors at Fernald diagnosed as idiots those who would never grow mentally past the age of two years old. Female imbeciles—Rose’s diagnosis—could mentally reach the age of seven, and might end up in either the dormitory or the Sick Ward, depending on whether they were mobiles. Morons were almost always dropped off at the dormitory, and they often showed up in police wagons. Morons could attain the mental age of twelve years old.

When Alice had first arrived, she’d been seven and couldn’t believe she would ever be twelve. Double digits. Almost a teenager. Impossible. One of the nurses had told her in the kindest of voices that as a moron, Alice would be able to attain a level of usefulness to society. That long-ago day, Alice had kissed the nurse’s hand. Here was a white woman, a nurse, telling her she’d be someone. But by the time Alice had reached double digits, she’d used the shame of that kiss to seal herself away from everyone. Even Maxine.

“If I had a nickel,” Rose announced, “I’d bet this girl is going to be my new friend.”

Maybe Alice hadn’t sealed herself away from everyone. No one could seal themselves away from Rose.

As the police wagon made its way to the front steps of the dormitory, it began to rain. The driver stepped out, hatless, his silver hair whipping about in the wind. Another policeman appeared at the back and unlocked it. A moment went by where the men stood in the rain and nothing happened. The silver-haired man howled into the truck, gesturing angrily with his thumb for the person in the back to come out. Its occupant obviously didn’t move, and the man was forced to crawl in.

Alice watched with a little more interest.

The cop backed out of the truck, his hand wrapped firmly around the forearm of a girl with wild black hair, her body swinging about like a fish on the end of a short line.

The second cop grabbed her other arm, and she was caught tightly between them. There was nowhere to go, and the girl, realizing it, threw her hair out of her face to catch her first glimpse of the institution.

Rose let out a light groan. “She’s hurt.”

The girl had a large wound on her cheek, clotted but fresh, a red bruise swelling up half her face. The men pulled at the girl’s arms, but she snapped them back, glaring. And then she walked herself, still cuffed, up the stairs and into the dormitory.

Alice smiled, but only in her mind—something she had learned always to do on the inside of herself, never the outside. I will bet myself a nickel that this one finds her way out of here within the week. Four hand claps rang out across the room. The signal. Time to line up for toilets, clothes, and bed.

Lights-out happened at five thirty, no matter if the sun was still streaming through the large dormitory windows or not.
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Rose hated bedtime, but she didn’t mind toilet time. Toilet time meant water time.

The ladies locked the group of them into the bathroom alone, and Maxine let her play in the sinks. Toilet time came before nightclothes, and so Maxine never cared if Rose got herself sopping wet… so Rose got herself sopping wet.

She scrubbed her face, her ears, her neck, and ran water all through her hair while the other girls sat on the toilets.

Of course, she “urinated” or “defecated,” as the ladies liked her to call it. She was in the bathroom. It was a good time for this. But then came time at the sink.

Sometimes she’d get her hair really wet, and then toss it over her face and head toward Maxine and Alice, with her arms stretched out in front of her, growling like a monster. Maxine always laughed, but Alice would tell Rose to pipe down. Alice was afraid of the ladies. Alice was afraid of so many things. Rose understood. She was afraid of stuff too. Like being without her sister. Everything looked different when her sister wasn’t in the room.

“Do you think they’ll lock her in Twenty-Two for the night?” Maxine asked. She was talking about the girl from out in the rain. The one with the cut on her face.

“Most likely,” Alice said.

Rose knew that Alice was usually right. Thinking about the girl being alone in the cages made splashing in the water less fun. Rose had never seen the cages, but all the girls talked about them. They were in the place called Ward Twenty-Two, a place Maxine promised Rose would never go. A place Maxine had never been. Alice had. Bunches of times. For “giving a look” to one or another of the ladies, something only Alice seemed to be able to give, this special look that the ladies hated. And when Alice came back, she sure wouldn’t look at anyone, not even Rose.

Rose had begged Alice to tell her about the cages, but all Alice would say was they weren’t so bad. She knew Alice didn’t like it in the cages. She also knew Alice didn’t want to tell her this. But the cages were bad. Rose knew.

Rose knew a lot of things people thought she didn’t. She knew she and her sister were in a place for sick people. She knew she and her sister weren’t sick, and that most of the kids who surrounded her weren’t sick. She knew that some of the ladies who cared for them were kind, and that many of them were not. She knew all about the reports and evaluations and lists and schedules that were kept on everything from how many pounds of laundry were washed each day to who visited on visiting day each month to what kind of attitude she had on a Monday at lunch.

She knew about the fights the bigger girls got into, and also how this place sucked the fight out of them behind closed doors. She knew about the cut-up body parts floating in jars in the back of the Sick Ward, and about the men and women locked forever in the Back Ward of the North Building. Rose knew because she listened, and because she watched. Most especially she watched her class, the twelve girls locked in the bathroom with her right now.

She knew that Lizzie cried at night in her cot because her head—filled with water—ached much more when she lay down. But also that Lizzie liked to eat. And on days when Lizzie’s head seemed to bother her most, Rose would steal an extra piece of fruit at dinner to give to Lizzie when they changed for bed in the clothing room. Rose found it easy to steal. All she had to do was smile nicely at the ladies in the dining hall, and then snatch the fruit quickly under her skirt when they turned away. They never suspected her, and she never felt any guilt over it. Rose wasn’t the only one who stole things. Everyone did.

The best at it was Frances. Frances had been at the school for as long as Rose, and had a bad case of rheumatism, which made her knees weak and her walk wobbly. She fell constantly, and always had cuts and bruises on her arms and legs. Although, sometimes Frances would fall into the bread bowl at dinner, and come away with a few slices that no one saw her take… except for Rose. Once, Rose even saw Frances stumble into the collection plate at church. The flash of coins popping into her pocket made Rose laugh right out loud, which caught the attention of the meanest person at the school, the lady called Mrs. Ragno.

“That one is always laughing at nothing,” Mrs. Ragno said.

Rose was quick to laugh again, this time at nothing, so the lady would be right. Because another thing Rose knew was that the lady liked to be right. Rose also knew to stay far away from her, and from Bessie and Ellen, who sat on the toilets farthest away from Rose standing at her sink. Bessie and Ellen did terrible things to the girls who the lady was mad at. Rose was afraid of them and closed her eyes whenever they came near. Mostly they attacked Sarah and Neddie. Rose knew it was because Sarah and Neddie behaved the most differently from the others.

Sarah didn’t have water in her head like Lizzie or wiggly legs like Frances, but she did things that no one else did, like pull her skirt up over her head whenever the ladies clapped too loudly to call everyone to dinner or toilet. Neddie was a Mongoloid, but unlike Rose, Neddie spoke in a really loud voice that attracted Bessie’s and Ellen’s attention. Though, anybody could be hurt by Bessie and Ellen, even if you didn’t talk too loudly. Rose knew this because Bessie and Ellen hurt her, too.

They only did it when Maxine and Alice weren’t watching, like during shoe shine time or when Maxxie helped Alice run the mangles. Bessie and Ellen would drag Rose into some corner and quietly knee her, over and over and over… sometimes until Rose thought she would be killed. But it always stopped. Eventually. And then Rose would wait until they were gone, crawl out of the corner, and wipe all the tears and snot off her face so Maxine and Alice wouldn’t know.

Maxine could never know. Rose definitely knew this. To tell Maxine would be bad. It’s what Bessie and Ellen wanted her to do.

The only girls Bessie and Ellen never physically attacked were Alice and Mary. Alice said it was because they were Negroes. Rose knew Alice was right. Rose could tell that the brown color of Alice’s and Mary’s skin made Bessie and Ellen afraid of them. Rose’s skin was the color of most everybody else’s at the school, including Bessie’s and Ellen’s, so they weren’t scared of it. She often wished these girls would just disappear. But there were so many things to wish for at the Fernald School, like wishing Lizzie’s head didn’t hurt her so much, or that the ladies served Bit-O-Honeys for breakfast, or that she could wear a red dress sometimes… one with a long, flowy sash, and a—

“Rose!”

Rose pulled her hands from the drain and jumped back from the overflowing sink, her boots sopping wet.

“Clean it up,” Bessie barked from her broken toilet seat. Bessie was always the one to talk. Never Ellen. Which made Rose more afraid of Ellen.

Rose scuttled over to Maxine while Alice went for the mop.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” Rose whispered into her sister’s ear, squishing her wet body in between the wall and the toilet.

“Oh, Rosy,” Maxine sighed.

“It’s just water, Maxine,” Alice said.

“Shut your trap and mop it up,” Bessie growled.

Rose kept her eyes closed, but she could hear from Bessie’s voice that she was still on her toilet and not heading toward them, meaning she probably wasn’t in the mood to be punching today.

The key clicked in the lock, and all the girls stood up from the toilets. Rose opened her eyes and let go of her breath. It was time for bed. She hated bed.

Following behind Alice and in front of Maxine on the way to the clothing room, Rose remembered the girl with the hurt face.

“Is that girl going to the cages tonight, Alice?” Rose asked.

But before Alice could answer, they entered the clothing room and there she was. The girl. Standing in nightclothes, her long, black hair still dripping from the rain, and a bandage stuck across her cheek.

Bessie walked right up to the girl and bumped her hard with her shoulder. Rose ducked behind Maxxie. She couldn’t watch.

“Those are my nightclothes, wop,” Bessie said in her low, mean voice.

“Back off or I’ll paste you.”

It was the girl with the cut on her face. Talking to Bessie. Without even a tiny shake or quiver in her voice.

Rose clenched her left hand into a fist against her chest and tapped on her forehead with her right hand. Four times. Then four times. Then four times.

Bessie wouldn’t do it now. She’d do it in secret. Where no one could see.

Tonight. Tomorrow. Soon.

That girl was going to get it.
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