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We are, I am, you are

by cowardice or courage

the one who find our way

back to this scene

carrying a knife, a camera

a book of myths

in which

our names do not appear

—“Diving into the Wreck”

by Adrienne Rich








PART I Conception Summer and Fall, 1960







1 Doreen


Mosel sent Doreen letters through the mail. That was what made him different; that was how it all began. She made sure to get home in time to intercept them from the mailbox in the entryway of her family’s two-flat before her mother’s nursing shift ended, not that Carla would have noticed or thought much about the plain white envelopes with the initials MP neatly written in the upper left-hand corner. MP could have been one of Doreen’s friends from high school, now scattered to the winds of beauty college, typing pools, and the self-satisfied early days of marriage. If Carla had found a letter and paid very close attention, the address on South Cottage Grove might have given her pause. But she was distracted. A widow now, she had the building to manage on her own, tenants to hound about the rent, and don’t think she didn’t. What did Carla care if Doreen had a little pen pal?

Doreen first met Mosel when she was hanging around with a fast girl named Wanda, who was a year older and had a Brigitte Bardot beehive and perfect cat’s eyes drawn in with kohl. Wanda’s parents had money and believed every lie she told them; she did whatever the hell she wanted, which made her a mercurial but thrilling friend. One night, Wanda convinced Doreen to sneak out—“sneak” because although Doreen was eighteen now, Carla continued to impose Vincenzo’s curfew, even though he was dead. Doreen could have made a stink, but she had other battles to wage with her downtrodden mother. So she claimed she was going to bed early and then climbed out the second-story window, scuttling across the overhang above the back door in her slip with her dress tied around her neck to keep it clean. In the alley, she slid it on, clipped on earrings, and applied her Revlon Cherries in the Snow by feel. Wanda was waiting on the corner, and they hailed a taxi to the Regal Theater on South Parkway. Only six miles away, but it might as well have been on the moon.

There were maybe five white girls in the sea of the audience, and Doreen had a brief cardiac episode when she thought about what would happen if her brother, Danny, found out she’d come here: his face would turn red, his greased hair would spark, his whole head would explode like a Roman candle. But Wanda had suggested the Regal for a reason. She knew that Doreen’s own personal version of heaven was four girls onstage in matching red shift dresses and black, elbow-length gloves and eyelashes as long as feathers, singing a song about dancing with a boy. When the curtain parted for the opening act, a small-time local group called the Sweet Dreams began to coo, and Danny and all his prejudiced crap ceased to exist. Doreen was transfixed.

All the hottest acts came to the Regal—the Coasters, Ray Charles, Bo Diddley—but it had only been in the past few months that these girl groups, like the Bobbettes and the Chantels, had started coming through Chicago. Their posters, taped to the windows at Sound Town Records, got Doreen’s attention, and the store’s owner, Lew—a nice guy with maybe a bit of a crush on her—told Doreen to give them a listen. Those records opened a door. All her life, she’d had a hunch she would be famous someday, and now she knew how she would do it: she would get discovered by an A&R man, and he would put her in one of these groups. Doreen was only a middling singer, but she was convinced she could write hit songs, and Lew encouraged her, looking over her lyrics, letting her play the piano in the store. Doreen didn’t have her heart set on being the lead. It wasn’t about that. As likely the tallest one, she’d probably have to stand in back anyway. She just wanted to be there among them while they all sang a melody she had written, owning the stage without a man in sight. And getting her songs on the radio.

Wanda and Doreen found themselves seated next to two young men about their age, and the one next to Wanda struck up a conversation with her about how there wasn’t a bad seat in this house because of the way it had been designed back in the twenties, by some architect with a German name he said was a genius. Doreen was annoyed by their talking over the music, but when she glanced over to nod along politely, she noticed the guy’s friend. He had narrow shoulders and wore an olive-colored jacket that was too big for him, an orange pocket square, glasses with black frames. He noticed Doreen back, smiled, and revealed the small gap between his two front teeth that made her a little dizzy.

The talkative companion was his brother, it turned out, and the brother was making enough headway with Wanda to have convinced her to step out of the theater to get some air. As the two of them shimmied into the aisle, the guy in the glasses stretched his hand across the two empty chairs.

“Mosel Palmer,” he said, his fingers sliding against hers.

“Doreen,” she whispered. A new number was starting onstage, so they did not talk. The Sweet Dreams’ choreography was a little obvious, Doreen thought, but you couldn’t argue with that four-part harmony. It made her toes curl. When the intermission came, Wanda and the brother were still nowhere to be found, and Mosel just sat quietly, now and then adjusting his glasses with his left hand. He was shy, she saw at once—almost painfully so. Doreen felt for him. Just to fill the space, she started talking about her favorite topic, the Shirelles.

“Shirley Owens got them together at a high school talent show in New Jersey—can you believe that? I read about it in a magazine.”

Mosel shook his head—he couldn’t believe it. He had his left leg crossed over his right, his long fingers folded elegantly in his lap.

Doreen remembered how carelessly she had applied her lipstick in the alley and hoped it looked okay now that the houselights were up. Her hair was shellacked in place with Aqua Net, and there was no need to smooth it. Still, she smoothed it. “Well, it’s true,” she said. “Do you know they started out with a different name?”

“I didn’t know that, no.”

“You’ll never guess what it was.”

Mosel was patient, his attention squarely in this moment and nowhere else. “You’re probably right about that.”

“The Honeytunes. Isn’t that a scream? I just love it. Do you know their song ‘Tonight’s the Night’?”

“Sure,” Mosel said, nodding.

“A lot of people don’t know Shirley Owens wrote that one. Well, she co-wrote it. Most of these girl groups sing songs other people write for them, but she’s writing for the group herself.”

“That’s great,” Mosel said uncertainly.

“You’re not one of those guys who think women can’t write songs, are you?”

“I honestly haven’t—”

“Because when I’m up there someday, you won’t see me singing anything I haven’t written myself. What would be the point of singing a song that doesn’t come from your own life?”

“I’m not,” Mosel said.

“Not what?”

“Not one of those guys.” He looked amused, maybe a little intimidated. “Who think girls can’t write songs.”

“Oh,” Doreen said. “Well, good.” She flushed. Carla always told her she got too excited about things, bulldozed the conversation. Doreen realized she hadn’t asked Mosel anything about himself and was trying to think of something when the lights went down for the headliner’s show.

At the end of the night, Mosel asked not for her phone number (they both knew why that was not a good idea) but her address. When he could see Doreen imagining Danny opening the door to find Mosel standing on the stoop, he clarified his intention: “I’ve got something to send you.”

The first letter came a week later.


Dear Doreen,

It was a pleasure talking with you at the concert last week. I appreciated that you were willing to share your knowledge about the music industry. Hope you are having an enjoyable summer.

Your friend,

Mosel Palmer



Doreen read it through twice, flipped it over to see whether anything else was written on the back of the ivory sheet of stationery, but it was blank. She laughed. It could have been a card from an old woman to a member of her quilting circle. Doreen tried to decide whether to write back. A thank-you note for his thank-you note? But before she could make up her mind, another letter came.


Dear Doreen,

I have been thinking that maybe I could tell you a little more about myself
    this way, since you could probably tell that I am reserved and find it hard to do so in person. I am nineteen. In the fall I will start the mathematics program at Ohio State University. I hope you won’t think it is conceited of me to share that I received a full scholarship after winning a contest to solve a number theory problem regarding integers. (If you are interested, the problem was to find all integers n such that there is more than one three-digit integer N that is divisible by n, and N/n is equal to the sum of the squares of the digits of N. The answer is 6, 7, 11 and 14.) I guess I am good at solving problems. Anyway, I am grateful for that chance as my father is an elevator operator in the Loop, and though he works long hours he could not have seen to the tuition himself. I have a new problem now, though. I can’t stop thinking about this girl named Doreen.



God, what a thrill it was to see her own name written in his handwriting. She remembered how he had adjusted his glasses with his left hand—did he write with his left hand too? Why did wondering about that take the breath from her lungs? Now she knew she was supposed to write him back. Maybe it was the privacy of this mode of communication, the way it seemed to unfold in a world of its own, but Doreen felt bold.

I can’t stop thinking about you either, she wrote. And what it would be like to kiss you.

She couldn’t believe herself, but she mailed it, and a response came flying back. Soon, Mosel and Doreen were off and running, and the narration progressed from the finer qualities of each other’s eyes to earlobes, collarbones, and points south. Mosel was always respectful, Doreen a little more daring, and the temperature of the letters increased across the month of July and into August right alongside the popping thermometer. The final letter from Doreen to Mosel was rousing enough to send a plume of smoke from his mailbox, she predicted with glee. She asked him to meet her on Wooded Island in Jackson Park on Saturday evening, in the dune grass off one of the trails. You didn’t have to be a future math major at Ohio State to figure out what that meant.

The way Doreen saw it, if she was going to go on the road with her singing group, if she was going to live the life of a star, recording these songs about love and affection, she needed some experience. The world being what it was, she knew Mosel could not take her out on a real date. But Doreen didn’t really care—she’d been on dates with boys from the neighborhood, and they seemed like tiresome children in her memory now that she compared them with Mosel. Mosel was a man. He was serious and smart, and the way he described her own lips to her made her want to scream.

Saturdays, Doreen worked the day shift at Art’s Grill, six blocks from home on Taylor and Aberdeen. Business had been slow, but everyone said Art just had to hold on until they finished the new university campus. Then students would come flooding in for burgers and scrambled eggs, and it would be just like the good old days, when there were still lots of Italians and the Eisenhower expressway had not yet taken an axe to the neighborhood.

Doreen did not really have the temperament to be a waitress on any day—she was impatient and incapable of fawning—but today, knowing what the evening might hold, she was worse than usual. She fumed and stared daggers at the lingerers, who took one bite of tuna sandwich for every two columns they read in the Sun-Times. She watched the clock as if it were a sacred oracle.

Art—Doreen and the other waitresses called him Mr. Messina—took note of her fidgeting with the stainless steel creamer pitchers lined up behind the counter, turning all their handles just so.

“You all right, bella?” Mr. Messina asked as he cleared two plates from the lunch counter left behind by a mother and her picky son. The kid’s grilled cheese was almost untouched.

“Oh, fine,” Doreen said and pulled her pencil from her hair as a new customer jangled through the door. She smiled at her boss. Mr. Messina was only thirty or so. He had taken over the diner from his father, who was also named Arturo. They hadn’t even needed to change the sign. Arturo the younger had married an elegant woman from St. Louis, and Carla had heard through the grapevine that she was barren. Doreen felt sad for them. Such a shame, not to be able to have a family, she thought, and then immediately she recognized this as something Carla would say.

The afternoon crawled on.



Finally Doreen found herself sitting on the park bench nearest the meeting place they’d agreed on. It had been a gray day, with rain falling off and on, and so the park never got very crowded. Now, with the sun already behind the skyline, only a few people passed on the walking path. Some carried fishing gear for the lagoon; one man had a new Canonet hanging around his neck and headed toward what was left of the Japanese Garden after vandals had destroyed it and the city refused to pay for its repair. Beyond the lagoon was the golf course green and, farther south, the beach. Doreen had not even thought about suggesting they go there, and not just because the activities she had in mind would require the privacy of tall grass and trees. Just last week a girl named Velma Murphy had led a group of Negro kids in an effort to integrate Rainbow Beach about ten blocks south, while white boys threw rocks at them and one split Velma’s head open. Little Rock by the Shore was no place for Doreen and Mosel to go together.

Just as she was starting to worry that he might not show (and who could blame him?), Mosel came strolling up the path carrying a blanket and a picnic basket. She wondered whether this was something he had seen in a movie, because she couldn’t imagine any boy she knew thinking to pack a picnic. He wore a straw hat and sunglasses, and Doreen waved when she saw him.

“Hi,” she said. When she tried to say more, her mouth got tangled up and she bit her tongue. It only made things worse when she remembered that this was the very same mouth he had described so beautifully to her in his letters; suddenly it wasn’t working. Her courage was failing her.

For his part, Mosel seemed calm, but shy people had more practice hiding their nerves, Doreen thought. “Hi,” he said.

They sat together on the bench, the basket at their feet, and Mosel pulled out two bottles of orange soda and the sandwiches he had made for them. They were slapdash, with too-thick slices of ham he had sawed off the bone, but Doreen was charmed that he had gone to so much trouble. As they ate in silence, Doreen wondered if Mosel was also replaying the bold words from their letters, the things they had declared and asked for. An old man walked by with his schnauzer, and it occurred to Doreen that he might give them—Mosel, that is—a hard time, but the man only said good evening to them and kept on going.

The dark branches of the trees stood out against the slate-colored sky. Mosel had his hand on one side of the basket’s handle, and Doreen put her hand on the other side and swung it back and forth. He grinned and looked over at her.

“I thought you said you were going to kiss me,” she said. “You even told me how.” And then, because she could see he was going to wait for her—he had to be sure he didn’t suggest anything she wasn’t okay with doing—she stood up and looped the basket’s handle over her elbow and motioned for him to follow her into the thigh-high grass and tall trees between the path and the lagoon.

They weren’t completely hidden. If either of them had been thinking straight, they would have realized that one person seeing them in there together could set off a chain of events that would end with Mosel in jail, or worse. But it was impossible to feel afraid with so much thrill coursing through their veins. Their own words called them into the grass like a siren’s song. Doreen had written to Mosel that thinking about his shoulders made her weak in the knees. (They really were very nice shoulders, if a little skinny now that she was seeing them again in real life.) Mosel had written to Doreen that he wanted to start his fingertips at her chin and send them trailing down. Had they been bluffing, protected by the safety of the paper and pen? Now here they were, daring themselves to follow through.

Lying in the grass, they kissed and kissed and let their hungry tongues slide together, half the blanket under them and the other half pulled overtop of them like a sleeping bag. Doreen wanted to leap all the way inside Mosel’s mouth, and she felt she might die if she couldn’t get her bare skin up against his. Every muscle in Mosel’s body seemed to be flexed, but he exercised complete control and waited for Doreen to initiate each move. She grabbed the back of his hand and moved his fingertips to the hem of her sundress, urging him to slide it up, up, up; when he touched the edge of her underpants, she felt his hot groan into her hair as she fumbled with his buckle. Panting, he stopped her hand.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

Doreen nodded, but still he held her hand. A dragonfly landed on his shoulder, and she watched its gossamer wings pulse, glint in the fading light. It flew off.

“I’d really feel better if you said the words,” Mosel said, the exquisite patience in his voice at odds with his hungry eyes. “I just want to make sure it’s what you really want.”

“Yes, please, Mosel,” Doreen said. “Please don’t make me wait any longer.”

He pressed his mouth against hers again and then reached into his pocket for a little packet.

“It’s a Trojan. I got it from my cousin.”

Doreen had heard about these from Wanda, but she had no idea where a person could go to buy one. Again she felt impressed by Mosel’s foresight and conscientiousness. He tried to rip open the packet, but it slipped from his hand into the folds of the blanket. When he reached down to get it, he kissed her bare stomach and they smiled at each other in the dim light as she slid her underpants off one leg and left them hooked around the ankle of the other. His second attempt to tear the foil was more successful, and he lifted up onto his knees, though not too high, still careful to keep his head down below the line of the grass, and got himself ready. Doreen could barely breathe as she watched him.

She pulled him down and slid her fingertips up the back of his shirt. The sky above them was violet and suddenly filled with dozens of dragonflies, vibrating and darting in their strange patterns. She watched them as she felt for the first time the shock of what it was to be entered, as she fell into the pure enjoyment of his body and hers, so sleek and lovely in the evening light. Now a pair of the dragonflies landed on Mosel’s shoulder, locked in their own strange embrace, and Doreen felt certain that a kind of magic was all around Mosel and her, a spell of protection on the dune grass.

When it was over, he kissed her and kissed her, salty sweat on his upper lip, and told her she was so pretty it hurt to look at her, and she thought that this was everything she had hoped for, more than that; she counted in her mind that there were enough days left before Mosel moved to Ohio to do it thirteen more times.






2 Margie


Margie kept her secret for as long as she could.

In the beginning, this involved merely a tidy compartmentalization, the alarming fact sealed away alongside other alarming facts in her brain’s deep storage. Like the time she saw her grandfather’s penis when his robe splayed as he was getting out of bed. The terrier in the middle of Northwest Highway, flattened but still breathing, that she did not even try to help. There was a safe place for shame, and it was under lock and key.

But “the truth will out,” as Father Keene liked to say, menacingly, and in Margie’s case it was making its debut along the waistband of her flannel school uniform skirt. When it would no longer zip, she considered using some of the money she’d made over the summer as a nanny for the Grebe family to buy a new uniform. Mr. Grebe owned Grebe Jewelers, the nicest store in Sycamore Ridge, and the family had paid Margie well for taking Susan and Richard to the country club pool every day. But the skirt would have to be ordered from the school store, and she didn’t think she could do it without her mother, Verna, finding out. Instead, Margie bridged the gap first with a small gold safety pin and next with an old diaper pin she found among the clothespins on a shelf above the washing machine. When she was forced to make one last pathetic attempt with a kilt pin, the bottom two buttons on her blouse straining like faulty bolts in a dam, she realized she was going to have to tell Verna the truth.

The next day was Saturday, a gray October morning. Verna was in the yard of their redbrick bungalow wrapping burlap around her rose bushes. Margie stood quietly behind her, her hands clenched in fists inside the pockets of her wool coat, as Verna’s expert fingers tied the twine on the final bush. When she stepped back to admire her work, she fished a cigarette from the pocket of the cable-knit cardigan she wore over her apron.

“Lord, Margie!” she said as she nearly stepped on her youngest child. “Don’t sneak up on people.”

“I’m sorry, Mother.” Margie realized she was just going to have to say it. There was no way to bring the conversation around naturally to the topic of mortal sin.

“Did you salt the roast like I asked you?”

Margie winced.

Verna shook her head and took a slow drag on the Chesterfield. She had long arms and fingers and a narrow face pinched with exhaustion. She had raised four other children and seemed determined to get this one launched into the world so she could lie down and die. Had she always been this way? Margie sometimes wondered whether Verna had a glamorous past, back in the years before the war. She might have styled her coppery hair in big, soft curls and worn a fitted green dress. She might have danced to big band music in a dance hall. But Margie didn’t dare ask Verna about those days, if they’d ever existed. With Verna, the only hope of temporary alliance involved anticipating what she might complain about next and impressing her by doing it first. In this case, however, Verna’s scorn would only be directed at Margie herself.

“What is the matter with you?” Verna asked.

Margie took a breath. “I’ve got something to tell you. I—”

But Verna saved her from having to say the words. Verna was no dummy. With the cigarette still in her fingers, she wrenched open Margie’s coat and pressed her palm to the low part of her belly. Touch was rare in the Ahern family, so it was a strangely intimate experience. It might have been a comfort—someone was finally acknowledging Margie’s miraculous bulge with a warm, soft hand!—if the reprimand weren’t so swift.

“You little idiot,” Verna said. She struck Margie hard across the face with her open palm. Then she put her head in her hands and shook it, ash cascading down the backs of her fingers. “I knew you looked heavy.” When she opened her eyes, she glanced over the fence into the Cunninghams’ yard, then in the other direction to the Jensons’.

Overhead, a plane passed on its way to Midway. Its belly, too, looked round and full. Margie wished it would fall out of the sky and plow her into the ground.

Verna yanked Margie’s coat closed. “Get inside.”



They stood in the kitchen in silence. Margie felt a strange mix of dread and wonder—of course things were only going to get worse from here, but she was genuinely surprised that her mother had believed her right away. Before today, Verna had reacted with skepticism to every last thing Margie had ever told her. When Margie had an obvious fever, Verna would swipe a hand across her daughter’s forehead and pronounce her fine. When Verna had discovered Margie crying on the floor of her bedroom closet in her homecoming dress—afraid to go to the gym because what if nobody wanted to dance with her?—Verna stared at her, hard, and said, “Stop making up problems just so you can deliver a tearful monologue.” After four other children, nothing that happened to Margie would ever be impressive or delightful or tragic. The only reaction she would ever get from Verna would be irritation.

“We’re going to have to get your father to come home from work,” Verna said. Frank Ahern was an insurance salesman in a dreary office just a few blocks away from home. Verna lit another cigarette and called him from the wall-mounted phone next to the pantry. Because Margie couldn’t bear to listen to that conversation, she wandered out of the kitchen, through the dining room, and into the pale-peach front room. She pressed her stockinged feet into the rug. There were two elegant sofas facing each other, a brick fireplace with gleaming brass tools her parents never actually used. A bookshelf full of old Reader’s Digest issues and an oversized copy of Lives of the Saints. Its gory pictures had scared Margie to death when she was little.

Off to the side was a framed portrait of Jesus, light cascading over his rolled-back eyes. Margie turned her head. She wasn’t going to think of him right now.

Instead she thought of all the girls she had met in books, hoping for a kindred spirit. But Jo March hated boys—she sold her hair without a thought! Mary Lennox and Sarah Crewe were brats; Nancy Drew had Ned, but Margie had strangely always imagined him like a nice priest or one of Susan Grebe’s boy dolls, neutered by his unbudging plastic underwear. Nancy was made of tougher stuff than her, Margie thought. Nancy never would have allowed herself to get in trouble. All the plucky heroines were loved for being unconventional, but they were only unconventional in safe, charming ways. What Margie wouldn’t give for an alternate Anne of Green Gables that began with a missed period.

She heard the receiver click back into place, and her mother’s twitchy energy began to propel her from one task to the next. Cupboard door to sink to stove to refrigerator, thud, clink, swish, whoosh, like a choreographed dance. There was probably a track in the linoleum floor that marked out her steps.

Margie came back into the kitchen to see that Verna was salting the roast. It was a little disappointing to learn that even this, the end of the world, could not disrupt her mother’s plan for dinner.

“I’m going upstairs to change my dress,” Verna said. She dried her hands on her apron and hung it on a hook inside the pantry door. “Your father is going to meet us at church.”

Margie felt a rush of blood to her brain. Somehow it hadn’t occurred to her that this would be her mother’s first move, though now it seemed obvious. A few moments later, Verna flew back down the stairs, her part newly slicked so that the fine hairs coaxed out by the October wind wouldn’t be seen in the house of the Lord. She threaded her handbag over her wrist and snapped the frame shut. “Well, come on.”

The more worked up her mother got, the more still Margie felt—not calm but wary. She was a bird on her nest, merely turning her head from one direction to the other to monitor threats. A question had not yet occurred to her mother, but it would come, eventually—someone had to ask it, didn’t they?—and Margie had to think how to answer.



St. Paul of the Cross was eight blocks away, and Verna and Margie dutifully tied on their plastic rain bonnets for the walk through a stinging drizzle. Verna wasn’t going to let that roast languish unprepared in the refrigerator, and she wasn’t going to let their hairdos get ruined either. Margie remembered Verna teaching her how to wrap her hair on hot rollers when she was about ten years old, the smell of singed hair, the pads of her fingers waxy by the end from handling the blistering ceramic. Then there was the waiting—her head wobbling like an overblown sunflower on its stem—for the rollers to cool. Together they unwound them from her hair, and Verna warned her not to yank, not to grow impatient—she’d heard of a girl who got the rollers so tangled they had to be cut out, and that imbecile walked around looking like a scarecrow for a year. On some level, Margie understood that all these warnings were for her own good: peril was all around, and Verna wanted to protect her from it. Verna was as hard on herself as she was on Margie.

But despite Margie’s extreme caution with her hair, even now, as the rain rustled against the plastic printed with yellow daisies; despite never allowing her nose to grow shiny; despite clean white gloves, buffed shoes, very fine table manners, an A in French class, a perfect track record of smiling appropriately and answering “I’m just fine; how are you?” enthusiastically to every single person who asked since she was in kindergarten, Margie had somehow still done the thing that all those fine qualities were cultivated to prevent.

Verna said nothing. Margie kept waiting for the question to occur to her. But maybe it already had and she couldn’t bear to hear the answer. Maybe she already knew the answer, Margie realized. But how could she know?

Her dad’s Plymouth Belvedere was parked on the street in front of the church, which had an ornate set of double doors in front, with one additional entrance on each side. Margie had always thought of the doors as the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—three ways in, pick your poison. “She liked the Holy Spirit best because it could be whatever you needed it to be. A bird, the wind, tongues of fire. But in order to get to the priest’s office, the Aherns had to enter through the Son, the blood and guts guy. The words Lord have mercy on me, a sinner echoed through Margie’s mind.

It was a sin, even though she hadn’t chosen it. So how to account for the orange glow spreading within her like a swallowed sunrise? How to explain the peace she felt, the trill of awe?

Frank Ahern stood in the dark vestibule, waiting for them with his hands folded across his belly, and Margie felt her usual pity for him. He looked physically uncomfortable all the time, in clothes that were too tight, and he was often sweaty and startled looking. Verna was mean to everyone but meanest of all to her husband. She made no secret of the fact that marrying him, at the ancient age of twenty-nine, out of desperation born of the fear that she would live with her parents forever, had been the biggest mistake of her life. Over the years he had been a decent father to his five children. He worked diligently with very little success to build his business (he was a lamentable salesman), but he made enough to keep them all fed and clothed and to send Verna to the beauty parlor each week.

None of it mattered. She persisted in hating him.

When Frank saw his daughter, he threw up his hands. “I feel as though I don’t even know you, Margaret.” Gone was his affectionate nickname for her, Mars Bar. She couldn’t remember him ever calling her Margaret. He kneaded the back of his neck. His eyes darted to Verna, but he seemed afraid to look at her straight on. With them in the vestibule, as they waited for the priest to open his door, was Mary, her blue ceramic mantle fixed and yet flowing over the edge of her niche in the wall. If Mary was doling out any mercy today, Margie had yet to experience it. She watched her father’s face; she could see that the question hadn’t occurred to him either. Was anyone going to ask it?

Father Keene’s office was a cramped space with molded plastic chairs and heavy drapes that obscured the dim light. He stood behind his desk when they entered.

“Hello, Father,” Verna said.

He reached across the desk and put his hand on her shoulder, and she broke down, shaking with sobs. Frank, ever hopeful, put his arm around his wife in an attempt to comfort her, but she shrugged it off, irritated, and began rifling through her handbag for a handkerchief.

“There, there, Mrs. Ahern. It’s an awful thing, that’s for sure. No one should have to go through this.”

Margie watched her crying and receiving the priest’s comfort as if she were watching a play. No one spoke to her as she sat down in a chair by the door. Frank and Verna took the two chairs directly across from the priest’s desk.

“My heart breaks for the two of you,” Father Keene said.

Verna pressed the handkerchief to her lips.

“You are so well regarded in our community. I hate to think of the gossip and cruelty a family like yours might face.”

Verna looked at Frank, a new horror occurring to her. “This could destroy your business. You can barely keep it alive as it is, and now you could lose it. We will be destitute,” she spat over her shoulder in Margie’s direction, the first acknowledgment that Margie was even in the room.

Frank put his head in his hands. “We went wrong somewhere along the way, Father. I just don’t understand. My other girls were so good.” His voice broke.

“Now, now,” Father Keene said. He had thick black hair he almost certainly dyed and thick fingers he wove together under his chin. “The main thing to do here is keep our heads. Let’s talk about the facts of this situation and leave the emotions for our prayers. Whatever you’ve done wrong, God will forgive. They are sins of omission, after all. How could you have known?”

Frank nodded, relieved to be taken in hand.

“As I said,” Father Keene said, “the social consequences of this business could be quite severe for the both of you, and for your other children. But my concern is something even more dire—the theological consequences. An illegitimate baby born of mortal sin cannot be baptized into the Church.”

Verna whimpered.

“That means the child will spend its life separated from God and spend eternity in Limbo, beyond the reach of God’s grace and peace.”

This idea had not occurred to Margie, though it should have, as she had been hearing stories about Limbo all her life. She pictured someplace like the waiting room at her pediatrician’s office, but bright white and endless, with babies crawling all over the floor with no mothers to care for them.

Father Keene shifted in his chair, relieved to have delivered the worst of the news. “But there is another way, something that might save this child and protect your own family. A way to give Margie a fresh start.”

Verna sat forward and blew her nose.

“First, am I right to assume that the young man has not stepped forward?” Father Keene asked.

Verna and Frank turned in their chairs and looked at Margie, who froze now that the question was finally, finally upon her. Her parents looked chastened—until this moment they had been so horrified by her, it must have seemed her condition arose spontaneously. Margie held her breath.

If she told the truth, they would not believe her. She tried to stop the memory of that day from flooding in, but so far it had proved more powerful than any prayer she could think of to stop it. Mr. Grebe’s turquoise Eldorado Brougham pulling into the driveway in the middle of the day for no good reason. The creaking stairs to the basement, painted blue over an old coat of red that shone through in shards. Passing by the laundry room, the smell of Tide and mildew, her eyes fixed on the swirl in the back of Mr. Grebe’s hair. In his workshop behind the boiler was a long workbench, his gemology tools arranged on a shelf hanging above it. There was a safe with an oversized handle, and Mr. Grebe spun it this way and that, and then the door clicked open. He’d said he wanted to show her what a raw diamond looked like. He spilled the little nuggets from the velvet bag into his palm and handled them so delicately, just moments before he pinned Margie’s shoulders to the floor.

Father Keene didn’t bother to hold her gaze for long. “Well,” he said, “there are many good Catholic families who desperately want to have a baby but cannot conceive. A baby adopted by one of those couples could be given a legitimate life and therefore be baptized and raised into full membership in the Church. The stain on Margaret would not follow him or her into childhood, adulthood. The child would never have to know.”

The stain on Margaret. The room felt very hot just then. A few white pinpricks danced in her field of vision.

Verna looked at Frank and gave him a curt nod. “Adoption, yes. Whatever it costs, we will find a way.”

“Actually,” the priest said, “the Church will pay for her care—room and board in the home until her time comes, medical care at that point, and costs associated with placing the baby. When it’s over, Margaret can return home, resume her education, and one day, God willing, marry, begin her life.”

Father Keene opened the calendar on his desk. “Do we have a sense of the timeline?”

Verna sighed. “I don’t know. We haven’t been to the doctor. But I’ve carried enough babies to know she’s four months gone, give or take.”

“Four months!” Frank cried. “Four months she’s been living in my house and lying to me.”

“Longer than that, for all we know,” Verna said.

The priest counted. “That would put the date in April. I will put in a call to Sister Simon today to make the arrangements. It may take some time for a bed to become available. Unfortunately, these days, the homes are very full. Sometimes we can find placements in the homes of generous parishioners in other cities during the waiting period. She can’t stay in Sycamore Ridge, of course. There will be talk.”

“But…” Frank said, initiating the first bit of hesitation shown by any of them, “what about her studies? Can’t she at least finish out the semester?”

Verna looked at him like he was an even bigger idiot than she’d imagined. “She can’t stay in school now that she’s showing. They will expel her.”

No more school. The walls of Father Keene’s office began to tip toward Margie. No more French class. No more furtive hours in the library enthralled with Shelley (Weary wind, who wanderest / Like the world’s rejected guest / Hast thou still some secret nest / On the tree or billow?). No more yearbook committee, gossiping afterward by the lockers with her best friend, Pamela, when the halls were empty except for the custodian sliding his enormous amoeba-shaped broom across the floor.

Pamela. Thinking of her finally made the tears come. So many moments these past weeks, Margie had wanted to confide in her, but she didn’t have the courage. How many times had they whispered, with a mix of awe and disdain, the names of girls rumored to have gone all the way? How many times had they vowed to save themselves for boys they really loved? Margie couldn’t bear to imagine what Pamela would think of her now. If Father Keene was offering her a way to keep the secret for the rest of her life, Margie would do it.






3 We


No one told us how our bodies worked.

When we started bleeding at twelve, thirteen, fourteen, we thought it meant we were dying but kept it to ourselves because we didn’t want to be any trouble. If a girl wore white pants to school, it put everyone on edge, and now and then we’d see that girl crying in the bathroom and wringing them out in the sink.

We saw boys see us and at the same time stop seeing us. Some of them hounded us until we swatted at them, until we found another way to get to school, another door to use, an empty classroom in which to eat our lunch. Some of them loved us, truly, and we loved them back. We knew it was our job to draw them in and keep them away, both at once, just like in the movies. And so we said no but then yes or yes but then no or maybe later, maybe now, and saw up close the seams of sofa cushions, the humid crush of shirt collars, our own wrists twisting to break free of their grip.

When we understood we had started something that couldn’t be stopped, we still tried to stop it. We asked for help from everyone and no one; we kept it completely to ourselves. Using an address we found at the library, we wrote the president of the United States requesting aid. We drank castor oil by the quart. We sprayed Lysol between our legs. We stood at the top of the stairs and let ourselves tip. Down two flights, breaking a shoulder, chipping our teeth. But still we could not dislodge it.

The boys said they would marry us when they graduated and got the money together. Or they’d like to, but their parents wouldn’t let them. Or they were sorry, but they had plans. They were going to college, to welding school, to the army. They had people counting on them—other people. Didn’t we know how big the world was, how much of life was ahead of them? We knew.

The boys said nothing and inched out of the frame over the following weeks, hoping no one would notice.

The boys said they’d never laid a finger on us and then got every player on the football team to say we’d made the rounds, that it was impossible to pin the baby on just one boy.

After all, who could trust girls like us?






PART II Gestation Winter to Spring, 1961







4 Doreen


Since the Coniglios did not own a car, Doreen got Danny to borrow his friend Benny’s Oldsmobile 88 for the drive to the Holy Family Home for the Wayward near the downstate town of Prairie Creek. Aka Hicksville. Did they even have radio stations there? Did the girls dress like Laura and Mary Ingalls? Doreen had never been out of Chicago, and the idea of empty fields and hawks and wolves—hadn’t there been a wolf in one of those books?—scared the hell out of her.

Initially, Doreen had assumed it would be just her and Danny making the trip. A pipe dream, of course, thinking she could sidestep Carla. When she’d sat her mother down and told her she was pregnant but not to worry because she planned to give the baby up, Carla had stared at Doreen. First, she shouted. What are you talking about; that baby belongs with us; this is not what Sicilians do! Doreen had to stop herself from rolling her eyes at this. Since when had Carla made a big deal about their heritage? She couldn’t stand the old-school nonnas, always shaking their fingers at someone and refusing to speak English. When they had fled the neighborhood for the safer suburbs (“No Negroes,” they said), Carla had cheered. Good riddance. Doreen wasn’t even an Italian name. It was Irish, for a childhood friend of Carla’s who had died of the measles. But apparently now she was a proud and dramatic Sicilian mother. First up, she announced that she was taking to her bed. Danny and Doreen didn’t see her for two days, save her trips to the refrigerator and the decanter of Chianti.

Doreen knew exactly what Carla was doing during those two days, and it wasn’t rending her garments. She was thinking. Family was the most important thing in the world—that was a given. And this baby, despite the shameful event that had led to its creation, was family. The idea of giving away a member of your family when, for generations, the Coniglios and her side, the Consumanos, had fought so hard to stay together—across the ocean, through poverty, through burying the old ones who’d arrived in this country to be spit on in the grocery store, through all the sleepless nights over their children—was outrageous. What kind of person just gives their family away?

And yet. And yet. Carla was a widow. (This was what she wailed every time she could not open a pickle jar, every time a lightbulb burned out—“I’m a widow!”) Vincenzo had been a good man, most of the time, but his death was sudden and his affairs so out of order that it took months to learn he’d left them with nothing. Carla was still reeling from the knowledge that they were broke. Another thing she knew: her son was an idiot, but her daughter was not. Doreen had a spark—Carla told her this all the time. Doreen had a spark, and a baby would douse it forever, and in her thinking Carla came to an alarming conclusion: she loved Doreen more than she loved that anonymous baby.

But what kind of Sicilian mother would she be to voice such an unholy thought? Carla would have to make a big show of her grief. She would have to walk around in black and clutch her rosary and insist on coming along in the car to try to change Doreen’s mind. But Carla was really there, Doreen was pretty sure, to make certain she went through with it.

So now the three of them bobbed south along Route 66 in the green-and-white 88, long past the far suburbs. Danny gripped the bottom of the steering wheel with his upturned right hand, his other elbow propped on the window ledge. He was always carefully posed like this, in case some girl popped out from nowhere and he needed to impress her. Doreen looked out at the fallow fields that lined the highway and noticed a scarecrow whose stuffing hung out of the bottom of his shirt, not unlike a pregnant belly. Is everyone knocked up? she thought. The world felt unreal, like a painting she could poke her finger through. But she was working like hell not to give in to those kind of thoughts.

Carla’s head rested against the passenger window, and Doreen watched her mother’s springy black curls quiver in time with her sobs. Danny reached over and patted her arm. Then he turned up the radio so he could hear “It’s Now or Never” over her whimpering.

“Ma,” Doreen said, knowing she had her own role in Carla’s little play. “It’s all right. Well… it will be all right. You’ll see.”

“You’re trying to break my heart,” Carla said. “You’re trying to kill me. Thank God your father is dead.”



“I’m in trouble” was what Doreen had said to the nun who answered the phone the first time she called Holy Family. Doreen had walked past the leaflet on the corkboard at the Roosevelt branch of the library many times, noticing it but dismissing it with relief because it did not apply to her. How things could change in a day. She called the number from the pay phone across from the circulation desk. Sister Simon wasn’t warm, exactly, but she also wasn’t scandalized.

“When is the baby due?” she asked, and Doreen could hear the swish of paper.

She hesitated. “The spring?”

“Have you not been to see the doctor?”

Doreen clutched the cord. Her sense of smell was in overdrive, and the inside of the phone booth smelled like cigarettes and BO. She tried not to breathe through her nose. “Not yet. I mean, I’m going to. I mean, I think I am.”

Sister Simon sighed. “We have a very good doctor who sees our girls. We also provide food, lodging in our dormitory, and spiritual preparation as you await the baby’s birth. I think you should come as soon as possible. We have an opening. The world is not kind to girls in your situation. Holy Family is a safe haven.”

Doreen’s morning sickness was mostly behind her by now, but her stomach buckled at the thought of a dormitory, grim iron beds in a line in one big room, a bunch of sad girls in nightgowns like the ones Carla wore, with the bows cinched up to their necks.

“How much does it cost?” Doreen asked. Part of her hoped Sister Simon would name an impossible number so that she wouldn’t have to face this place. But if she couldn’t get in there, what was she going to do? Doreen was eighteen and broke, halfway an orphan. The only thing she knew how to do to make money was waitress and sing, but she couldn’t do either of those things with a kid on her hip. Not to mention this baby would be born with hair too curly even for a Sicilian.

They had used a Trojan only that first time. Mosel had waved to her from the window of his Greyhound bus bound for Columbus months ago—a final goodbye, they both knew—and he was blissfully ignorant of the pregnancy because Doreen didn’t have the heart to tell him and derail his plans. He could be the next Einstein, and a Black one to boot, for all she understood about what he scrawled in the little notebook he kept in the breast pocket of his shirt. The only time she ever saw him lose his temper was when a particularly robust thrust of her hips had sent the notebook flying from his pocket into the damp grass behind her head and he’d gone scrambling after it with his bare butt still hanging out over the top of his pants. Mosel said he loved her, but she knew he loved his equations even more.

“The Church will cover all your expenses,” Sister Simon said, “provided you go through with surrendering the baby so that it can be placed with a good Catholic family.”

“It might take me a while to get there, but sign me up,” Doreen said, and spelled out her last name very slowly.



“Please don’t do this, Doreen,” Carla said now in the car with her handkerchief pressed to her forehead.

“I know what I’m doing,” Doreen said with confidence.

Carla broke character briefly to snort at this. Then she wailed. “There has to be another solution.”

“Ma,” Danny said a little too sharply. “Enough of this. You should be grateful that Doreen wants to do this. Now you don’t have to explain to the neighbors how your daughter got knocked up by a mystery man.”

Doreen reached across the seat and punched Danny hard in the shoulder.

“Ow,” he said, flinching, the car wrenching to the right and then back into the lane. He made eye contact with Doreen in the rearview mirror. “No, I’m serious. She says she’s never going to tell us who did it. Never.”

“That’s right,” Doreen said, and she meant it.

“Was it Sam?”

“Ew,” Doreen said. “Are you kidding me?”

Danny looked at her. “Not Benny. Not in this car!”

“God, no. Come on.”

“Stop,” Carla wailed. “You are going to kill me. It’s like you want to!”

Danny was such a chucklehead, he wouldn’t give up. “Anthony? So help me, if it is Anthony, I am going to beat his ass—sorry, Ma—into next year.”

“None of the above,” Doreen said. She leaned back against the green upholstery and crossed her arms. “I told you, it was an immaculate conception.”

Carla whirled around in shock. “You get the Holy Mother’s name out of that filthy mouth of yours. Both of you.” She pointed in Danny’s face and then threw up her hands. “God is punishing me with two terrible children. What did I ever do to deserve this?”

Danny wasn’t joking about hunting Anthony down and giving him a beating, Doreen knew. If that was what he would do to a kid he knew, a friend, there was no telling how far it would go if he found out about Mosel. She couldn’t stand to think about the things Danny and his friends got up to after dark, armed with baseball bats and worse, when they went out looking for boys they thought didn’t belong in the neighborhood. Danny wasn’t the mastermind behind this posse, but he followed willingly, and she knew they all thought of themselves as protectors—heroes—for holding the color line.

Thinking about this almost made Doreen say yes, it was Anthony, just to stop the Spanish Inquisition and make sure Danny would never find out about Mosel. But once, in third grade, Doreen had fallen off her bike on the way to school, and it was Anthony who had stopped to help her. He walked her bike the rest of the way so she could hold his handkerchief on her bleeding elbow. Anthony was a nice boy. She couldn’t tell a lie like that about him. Anyway, when the baby was born, everyone would know it wasn’t Anthony or anyone else from their parish. She thought of Mosel’s kind brown eyes, shielded by his glasses with a chip out of the right lens just at the bottom. She thought of the feel of his smooth bare chest against hers. Doreen knew she would love him forever and that she could never see him again. That was why Holy Family was the only way.



An hour later, Danny slowed and turned into a long driveway flanked by two redbrick pillars. Even though it was a late March day, the sun had come out and it seemed almost warm. Bits of gravel plinked against the car as they passed through the trees. On the other side, a large brick building came into view. Three stories high, it looked like a school—or maybe a prison. The main entrance was at the top of a set of grand stone stairs. On each side, Doreen counted five windows. Curtains hung in a few of them, but the rest were bare. There wasn’t even a sign.

“Well, this is goodbye,” she said to Carla and Danny. “I’m going in alone.”

“Wait,” Carla said, whipping around. This time, the fear in her eyes was real. “What…” She sputtered for a moment. “What do we even know about the doctors? Are you sure it’s really safe here?”

“Ma, I’m sure. It’ll be all right. I just want to get it over with.”

“Let me at least get your suitcase,” Danny said.

Doreen got out of the car and stood next to him at the trunk. “Just carry it up to the top of the stairs for me, okay? But then you have to go before I ring the bell.”

“All right,” Danny said.

Carla got out to say goodbye, and in the sunlight she looked awful, nearly green. She was obviously thinking about all the ways this could go wrong. Women still died in childbirth. That wasn’t just a thing in old books.

“Ma,” she said, “I’ll be back in a few months. And no one’s going to know. You can tell all the nurses at the hospital what we talked about, that I got a job at a dinner theater in Detroit, okay?”

“You can change your mind, if you want to. You can always come back home.”

Doreen shook her head. “Practice saying it, okay?”

She cleared her throat. “My daughter, Doreen, is going to be away until May,” Carla said in a strangled voice. “She got a job singing at a dinner theater in Detroit.”

Despite everything—how strange Doreen’s body felt, how terrified she was of giving birth, how lonely she felt now that the fun was truly over, probably forever—hearing this lie gave Doreen a little ping of hope. When all of this was over, maybe she could make that lie into the truth. Maybe she could get a job singing in Detroit, maybe even all the way in New York. Girls got discovered that way, and there was still time for it to happen to her. Maybe.

“That’s right, Ma. You say it just like that. Pretty soon, I’ll be back home. And it will be like this never happened.”

Carla hugged her daughter and got back in the car. Doreen started up the stone steps. Halfway up, she began to feel the burning in her thighs and a taste of rust in her mouth. Danny followed behind her with the suitcase, and when they finally reached the top, he was panting too.

“Too many cigarettes,” Doreen needled him. “You can’t handle a little exercise.”

Danny ignored her and smoothed his hair.

“Well, you can just leave it here. I’m not going in until you go.”

“Dorie, what if it’s locked?”

“It’s not locked,” Doreen said, not at all sure that was true. “Come on—go.”

Danny took her by the shoulders and looked at her. “I gotta be serious for a second.”

“No, you don’t,” Doreen said. She would have paid any price for him to taunt her some more like he had been doing back in the car. Anything to feel normal.

“You’re doing a good thing,” Danny said. “I know it’s going to be hard. I’m proud of you.”

And then he—Good lord! Doreen thought—he kissed her on the forehead like some kind of chump and took the stairs two at a time back down to the car. She heard the clunk of his dropping it into gear, and then it crawled away. Over the engine and the sound of the tires she could hear Carla wailing all over again.

Doreen took a long breath, held it, let it out.

The bell beside the front door was black, encircled with a brass collar. When she pressed it, she felt the vibration it made down the length of her finger.

Nothing happened for a long moment, but then the door opened halfway to reveal an older woman in a black habit with dark eyebrows and a chin that looked set in concrete.

“Excuse me. What are you doing?”

“Are you Sister Simon? I think we spoke on the phone. My name is Doreen Coniglio—”

“You may not use this door.”

“Oh, I—”

“This door is for adoptive parents only,” she said. “You girls have to come in the back, around to the left.” Sister Simon closed the door, and Doreen heard a bolt slide into place. She stood there staring at the carved oak, the panes of frosted glass. If Mosel were here, she knew, he would carry her suitcase. But he wasn’t. She really had to stop thinking of him.

With the handrail supporting her right elbow, she heaved it down the stairs, sweat springing out at her hairline and down her sternum. At the bottom, she stopped to take a few breaths and lifted it once more, the back corner dragging intermittently on the gravel path she followed around the left side of the building. There were more windows but no faces looking out of them. Not even one was open so much as a crack. Off to the left was a sprawling lawn framed with trees and a double garage with its doors open, revealing an old black Chevy truck.

For the past few weeks, Doreen had felt the strange urge to take a pinch of dirt from the ground and put it on her tongue. She hadn’t done it, obviously, but she couldn’t stop thinking about how it would taste, like salt and iron. The warm day had brought the smell of the soil up to her nose, and her mouth began to water. Out of breath, Doreen dropped the suitcase too hard, and it tipped over onto its side. One of the buckles snapped open. She sighed. With the side of her boot, she kicked the case through the dirt the rest of the way to the back door. She felt like an elephant.

Again, a black doorbell with a bronze collar. By now she had her doubts, but it was too late to turn back.
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