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Amanda,

You look at life

Through the eyes of a child,

And I don’t know where you got them,

And it’s making me very uncomfortable.

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

—MENTAL HYGIENE MAGAZINE, 1927

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

—LADIES’ HOME JOURNAL, 1947

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

—THE TELEGRAM, 1956

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

—EBONY, 1980

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

—PRESIDENT BILL CLINTON, 1994

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

—TIME, 2005






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

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

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

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

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

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

Welcome to Florida, it read. The Sunshine State.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The full horror of it hit her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

She was being sent to a Home.

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

Her dad clicked on the radio.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The radio chewed static, then:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Dad?” she tried.

He ignored her. A wave of static.

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

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

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

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

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

“Dad gave me the car tonight.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Then he got up and left.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Here.”

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

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

It would be better if she was dead.




Chapter 2

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

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

It needed paint.

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

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

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

“Get out of the car,” he said. “Now.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Pardon?” her dad called.

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

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

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

“Never heard of her,” the blonde said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Go to class, Rose,” Mrs. Nixon said.

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

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

That made Mrs. Nixon’s face go sour.

“We were expecting you earlier.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No, thank you,” her dad said.

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

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

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

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

Miss Wellwood called through the office door.

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

“I’m on strike,” Rose said.

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

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

He nodded as Miss Wellwood stepped between them.

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

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

“Is Rose short for Rosemary?” she asked.

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

“I don’t smoke,” she apologized.

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

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

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

The nurse ignored Rose and knocked on the closed door.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Nope,” Rose said.

“Not me,” the bookworm replied.

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

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

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

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

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

“Don’t!” she said.

Her fingers tasted salty.

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

Neva felt like an idiot.

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

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

The nurse turned back to the door.

“Daisy? One.”

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

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

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

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

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

“What’s your sign?” Hazel asked.

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

“I’m a Virgo.”

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

“Who’s making all that racket?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Three!” the nurse said.

The princess sighed as she brushed by.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You’ll be okay,” Hazel finally said.

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

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

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

Neva shook her head.

“Dramatics,” she said.

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

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

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

She was staring down at something in the front yard.

“Yeah?” Neva said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Chapter 3

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

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

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

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

“Yes, ma’am,” she heard herself say.

Miss Wellwood displayed gray teeth.

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

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

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

She made herself nod.

“Speak up,” Miss Wellwood said.

“Yes, ma’am,” she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Neva squeezed her dad’s wedding ring.

“Yes, ma’am,” she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No, ma’am,” Neva said.

Miss Wellwood began putting her index card away.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Neva’s eyes grew hot.

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

Neva wanted that so badly. What had Hazel said?

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

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

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

She met Miss Wellwood’s eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Chapter 4

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

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

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

“I’m Fern,” Fern said.

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

“Do you have a dog?” Daisy asked.

“No,” Fern said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Six,” Hazel said in a low voice.

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

“Six portraits,” Flora whispered, joining in.

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

“Hand on his hip,” Hazel continued.

“And hard stare,” Flora finished.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Then everyone said, “Amen.”

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

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

“Thank you,” everyone mumbled.

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

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

Flora burst into giggles and suddenly seemed so young.

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

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

“Pass the rolls,” Myrtle said.

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

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

Flora noticed Fern staring at her eggless plate.

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

“Oh,” Fern said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Virgo?” Fern said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rose shoved her chair back and stood.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Miss Wellwood clapped her hands and everyone jumped.

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

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

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

Groans circled the table.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Thank you,” Fern said.

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

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

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

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

“So was Mussolini,” Rose said.

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

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

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

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

“Donny Osmond is cuter,” Daisy said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The kid stared at her.

“She doesn’t talk,” Rose said.

“Why not?”

“Ask her.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sorry,” Rose said in the dark.

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

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

“Pardon me,” Rose said.

“It’s okay,” Fern said, jaw tight.

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

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

“Oh, my,” Rose said.

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

A long, flappy trumpet echoed off the walls.

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

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

“Oops,” she said.

Fern started to cry.




Chapter 5

Someone was ringing a bell and Fern couldn’t open her eyes, but she knew the house was collapsing around her. The walls were falling down and the roof was blowing away and the bell kept ringing. She struggled up through layers of sleep and finally opened her eyes. It was daylight. She was still in the Home. She really needed to pee. Again.

Out in the hall, someone kept clanging a bell.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Rose said from her bed. “We hear you, Ethel.”

The bell stopped. Fern stared at the ceiling, heart pounding. Rose stood and stretched, shucking off her shirt.

Fern caught a flash of her tight, rounded belly bisected by a dark brown line, her breasts pointing down to either side, before she looked away.

“Wake up, Holly,” Rose said, chucking a pillow at the tiny blond mouse.

Holly wriggled deeper into her covers.

Fern got up, found her housecoat, and trundled to the bathroom. She was so bored of having to pee all the time.

Inside, it was an explosion of girls wrapped in towels and shower caps, brushing their hair, unwrapping their hairdos, getting out of the shower, waiting for the shower, taking out their curlers, spraying their hair, spraying deodorant, curling their eyelashes, brushing their teeth. Briony knelt on the floor shaving another girl’s (Tansy’s?) legs since her stomach was too big to bend over. Laurel sprayed a blast of Vespré up between her legs.

None of the girls wore housecoats. None of them wore girdles. All of them were talking to Hazel.

“My mom says it’ll hurt like the worst pain you can possibly imagine,” Flora said.

“I bet it feels like getting shot,” Daisy added.

“Can it!” Hazel snapped. “It’s bad enough without your juvenile speculation!”

“You’re too much, man,” Jasmine said.

“Yeah,” Flora said. “We’re just trying to, like, help.”

Sitting in her stall, Fern tried to think of the worst pain she could possibly imagine. Probably when her dad bit off the tip of his tongue. Her mom had to throw out his shirt because it was nothing but blood down the front and it swole up so big he couldn’t talk for a week. Fern figured childbirth would hurt at least that bad. Maybe worse?

The same bell started clanging again and they all marched downstairs and lined up. Breakfast was corn flakes, a hard-boiled egg, and a bowl of stewed prunes. Fern was starving but after half an egg and a few spoonfuls of corn flakes her stomach felt packed.

“You’re lucky,” Hazel said from beside her. “I’ve got Prunella.”

Fern looked at the glass of thick lavender sludge on Hazel’s place mat.

“Dr. Vincent says you can’t eat solid food before going downtown,” Hazel explained.

Before Fern could ask what was downtown, Mrs. Deckle came into the dining room.

“Finish your breakfast and get your bag,” she told Hazel. “Miss Wellwood is waiting to drive you to the hospital.”

As Hazel gulped her Prunella, Fern noticed a little paper cup full of pills sitting beside her plate: white ones, red ones, tan ones.

“Excuse me, Mrs. Deckle?” she asked. “Am I supposed to take these pills?”

“Are they at your plate?” Mrs. Deckle asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” Fern said.

“Then you’re supposed to take them,” Mrs. Deckle said.

“But what are they?” Fern asked.

But Mrs. Deckle was already walking out of the room.

“They’re your pills,” Daisy said. “You have to take them.”

Fern swallowed her pills one by one, but she really wished someone would tell her what they were. Hazel put down her empty glass.

“Well,” she said, pushing back her chair. “Here goes nothing.”

Fern’s chest went hollow. Hazel was the only girl here she actually knew. Girls called goodbye as she left the room.

“Will we see her again?” Fern asked.

But everyone was already getting up from the table. Some of the girls went upstairs, some went to the classroom, some went out back to smoke. Fern didn’t know where to go. She decided to go to her room and take off her girdle. There didn’t seem to be any point in wearing it here.

“There you are,” someone said as she started up the pink stairs. Nurse Kent stood at the end of the hall. “Fern, right? I’ve been looking all over for you. Come on. You’re late for clinic.”

At least someone was telling her what to do. She followed Nurse Kent through the kitchen, where Hagar stood over an aluminum pot while Iris washed a colander full of greens and Jasmine peeled potatoes into the trash. She and Nurse Kent went out the screen door.

The air felt clean and steamy as the sun cooked the dew off the grass. The backyard was all weeds and cockleburs, but it felt cooler than inside the Home. Nurse Kent led her down a concrete path toward a low stucco bungalow standing against the wall of pines surrounding the yard.

“We haven’t been properly introduced,” the nurse said. “Nurse Kent.”

“I’m Fern,” Fern said, and that didn’t sound like much, so she added, “From Baltimore.”

“Well, Fern from Baltimore,” Nurse Kent said, opening the bungalow door. “Welcome to the clinic.”

Inside it was bright and air-conditioned, but not arctic like Miss Wellwood’s office. The reception area was pale pink and had an eye chart on the wall beside posters of the human body. Fern couldn’t get over how everything in the Home was pink. Across from a closed wooden door, a pink-painted hall ran down to the far end of the bungalow, lined with pink doors.

“Take off your shoes and step up on the scale,” Nurse Kent said.

“Hazel’s going to have her baby today?” Fern asked as the nurse weighed her and took her height.

“She’ll go downtown to Flagler Hospital and have it there,” Nurse Kent said. “Take a seat.”

“It hurts a lot, doesn’t it?” Fern asked. “Like the worst pain you can possibly imagine?”

“You’ve been listening to old wives’ tales,” Nurse Kent said, strapping a blood pressure cuff around Fern’s arm. “Pain in childbirth is out these days. Modern medicine makes it so you don’t feel a thing.”

“But isn’t it supposed to hurt?” Fern asked. “Like a punishment?”

Nurse Kent’s eyes flicked up from the blood pressure cuff.

“That’s old-time superstition,” she said. “Now, did you already go to the bathroom this morning?”

It wouldn’t hurt? An actual nurse had told her she wouldn’t feel a thing? Fern felt a faint flicker of hope.

Nurse Kent asked Fern her age and if she had any illness in her family, and if she’d had any operations. She pricked her finger and wiped her blood on a strip of paper. She made her pee in a glass jar. When Fern came out of the bathroom and put the warm jar on her desk, Nurse Kent immediately stood up and said, “Let’s go see the doctor,” and Fern wasn’t ready. It felt too sudden. She didn’t want to see a doctor again.

The nurse opened the wooden door on the other side of the reception area and pushed Fern inside. An enormous leather chair sat behind an enormous wooden desk, and perched on the chair sat Dr. Vincent in his white doctor’s coat, reading the newspaper with a magnifying glass.

“So,” he said, without looking up, drawing the word out for almost thirty seconds. “Which one is this?”

“This is Fern,” Nurse Kent said.

“Have a seat, Fern,” Dr. Vincent said, moving his magnifying glass to another article.

Nurse Kent patted the back of a hard wooden interview chair and Fern sat down. Then she put Fern’s file on Dr. Vincent’s desk and closed the door on her way out. Dr. Vincent put down his magnifying glass and picked up her file. He plucked a pen from a breast pocket sagging with them.

“How have you been eating?” he asked. “Are you getting enough sleep? Lack of appetite? Blurred vision? Do you wear corrective lenses? Any headaches?”

He didn’t look up once and she delivered her answers to the top of his bald head.

“Any constipation?” he asked. “Nausea or vomiting? Painful urination?”

Fern studied the framed diplomas behind him while she answered.

“Is the baby active?” he asked.

Yes, and every time it moves I have to pee, she wanted to say. Instead, she replied, “Yes, sir.”

He scribbled something in her file with a flourish, capped his pen, and looked up at Fern for the first time.

“I think it’s safe for us to assume that you are a primpara?” He smiled.

Something else Fern didn’t know. Would she ever stop feeling stupid?

“Sir?”

“It means this is your first pregnancy,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“And when did your last menstrual cycle begin?” Dr. Vincent asked.

At least Fern had gotten something out of her humiliating visit to Dr. Rector.

“I’m due on August fourteenth,” she said.

Dr. Vincent stopped smiling.

“Pardon?” he asked.

“My doctor,” Fern said, stumbling a bit. “He told me I’m due on August fourteenth?”

Dr. Vincent’s eyes went wide.

“Did he, now? Well, far be it from me to question the wisdom of a fellow doctor but I’ll practice my own medicine, if that’s all right with you. Now, when did your last menstrual cycle begin?”

“November,” Fern said, swallowing hard. “The sixth.”

“November the sixth,” he said. “In the year of our Lord nineteen hundred and sixty-nine.”

He leaned forward and flipped through his desk calendar, licking his fingers with each turn.

“You’re due on August fourteenth.” He smiled. “A Friday. Well, isn’t that fine?”

Dr. Vincent sprang to his feet and came around the desk. He seized her right hand and pressed down hard on the back of each finger. He reached for her face and pulled down the skin under her eyes with his thumb, moving her head left and right by her chin. Fern snuffled back snot.

“No edema,” he said. “That’s good. And with three months to go and, oh, I’d say five pounds left, we’re going to have to do a little caloric restriction, nothing drastic. Let’s have you hop up on the table.”

Behind her stood a wooden examining table that looked like an antique. It had a burgundy leather top and fancy brass handles on the drawers. Fern had been trying not to look at it.

“I’ve got four other girls to see this morning,” Dr. Vincent said. “Chop-chop, darling.”

Her knees felt weak as she pushed herself up. She made herself walk to the table and climb on top and sit, feet dangling. Dr. Vincent approached, shaking Sen-Sen from a little paper box and laying their black grains on his tongue. He pressed his stethoscope against her back.

“Breathe in,” he said, and his breath smelled like licorice. “And out. And again. Now lie back and raise your dress to your chest.”

Her joints locked. She’d never exposed herself to a man before except Dr. Rector

(and Guy)

and she didn’t want this old man to see her swollen belly with its blue veins. She knew it was the price she had to pay to get out of there, but she couldn’t make herself do it.

“My doctor at home examined me,” Fern said. “He said I was fine.”

Dr. Vincent smiled like it was the most amusing thing he’d ever heard.

“As talented as I’m sure your pediatrician is,” he said, “this is a job for an actual doctor. We’re concerned with the health of your baby, darling, not your blushing modesty.”

Before she could figure out a way to stop him, Dr. Vincent pulled her dress up and pushed her down flat. Her belly settled onto her kidneys and immediately Fern had to pee again. Where had that come from? She’d just peed five minutes ago.

Dr. Vincent laid his hands on her enormous, swollen belly and she jumped. They were freezing cold. He squeezed her stomach with both hands, kneading way too hard. She clenched in her pee as he pulled something over his head, and suddenly he was wearing the stupidest party hat Fern had ever seen. A long, delicate antenna with a trumpet on the end stuck out from his forehead like a unicorn horn, and two rubber tubes tucked into his ears. He leaned over her belly, his licorice breath tickling her face as he pressed the cold circle of the trumpet against it hard, grinning, eyes closed, listening.

“There it is!” he shouted, straightening. “The miracle of life! Go behind the screen. Remove your clothes.”

Fern wasn’t stupid. She knew you eventually had to take off your clothes in front of the doctor, but not this one. Not now.

“Sir?” she asked. “Please?”

“Remove your clothes,” he said, walking back to his desk, taking off the horn hat. He shook out more Sen-Sen. “Brassiere and panties, too.”

There was a white screen behind the table, and Fern knew she had to walk behind it and undress. She forced herself to cross the office. For months she had hidden herself beneath layers of clothes, and now she had to stand naked and pregnant in front of a stranger.

She stood behind the screen. Her hands unzipped her dress. They were shaking so hard it took her two tries. From the other side of the screen, Dr. Vincent hummed a jaunty little tune. Fern stepped out of her dress. She unhooked her bra and rolled down her rubber girdle. She stood on the cold floor in her bare feet, protecting her body with her hands.

“Darling,” Dr. Vincent said. “If you don’t put on the examination gown and get out here posthaste I’m going to come back there and do it for you.”

A piece of white fabric hung on a hook. Fern dragged the smock on and tied it in back. At least it was something. She came out from behind the screen.

“Up on the table, head at the other end,” Dr. Vincent said.

As she climbed onto the table, trying to keep the smock over her bottom, Dr. Vincent inserted two twists of metal into sockets on the other end with loud bangs.

“Lie down and place your feet in the stirrups,” he said. “Right on those pedals there.”

Fern wasn’t sure how he meant, and she hesitated. Dr. Vincent grabbed her ankles and dragged them into the stirrups.

“Don’t make such a fuss,” he said. “Relax, darling. Relax!”

Instinctively, Fern tried to squeeze her legs together. Dr. Vincent forced them apart.

“If you’d kept them closed then,” he said, “you wouldn’t have to open them wide now.”

He buckled straps around her ankles to hold them in place. In the pit of her stomach, Fern knew what was about to happen, and her heart kicked against her ribs. Dr. Vincent stood between her legs, slathering his fingers with lubricant. The baby fluttered inside Fern, feeling like panic. She didn’t want this. She wanted to get away. Then she heard her mom’s voice.

Happiness isn’t about doing what you like, but learning to like what you have to do.

Fern took a deep breath. She stared at the ceiling. She tried to lie still no matter how much it pinched. She told herself she could endure anything that got her one step closer to going home.

Fern stared up the Pepto-Bismol waterfall, preparing to walk up those endless stairs. She felt greasy between her thighs. She needed to take a shower. She needed to be alone.

“There you are,” a woman said. “Fern, right? I’m Miss Keller. We’ve got an appointment.”

Fern couldn’t handle this. She didn’t want more people poking at her and making her feel stupid. The woman came around and stood in front of Fern. She looked glamorous, like Peggy Lipton in The Mod Squad. She held out her hand.

“Miss Keller.” She smiled. “Everyone calls me Diane.”

Fern reached out to shake her hand, but she was still holding her girdle. They both looked down at it.

“I don’t need one, thanks,” Everyone-Calls-Me-Diane said, and her smile glowed. “Come on in to my cave.”

She walked around the side of the stairs and Fern followed, because she knew she had no choice. Behind the stairs was one door that led outside and another that led under the stairs, with two worn Peanuts cartoons taped to it. One of them showed Snoopy doing his happy dance. Fern didn’t have time to read the other because Diane was opening the door and ducking inside.

Fern followed and found herself in a tiny room filled with files. Boxes of files leaned against every wall, with more files piled on top. There were stacks of files. Towers of files. There were so many files there was barely room for a desk.

“Pull up a rock,” Diane said, moving some files out of her chair so she could sit. She leaned back and banged her head on the wall behind her. “Ow. Every time I start to get a big ego this office brings me down to earth. I’m the social worker, in case no one remembered to tell you.”

Diane waited for Fern to say something, but Fern just sat there in her greasy underpants.

“There’s no need to be frightened,” Diane said. “A lot of people have funny ideas about what a social worker does, but I’m only here to help you decide what’s best for you.”

Fern didn’t know what this woman wanted her to say.

“You look like an interesting girl,” Diane said. “I’d like to get to know you if I can.”

She settled her prim face into a patient waiting expression. Fern stared at a box of files in the corner. She snuck a look at Diane’s face and it was full of pity. Fern felt tears prick the corners of her eyes. One slipped down her face, leaving a hot trail behind.

“Poor kid,” Diane said. “Some guy really did a number on you, didn’t he?”

Fern didn’t know what she was talking about, and she didn’t care. All of a sudden, there was only one thing she needed to know.

“Do I have to go back to that doctor every week?” she asked.

Diane’s mouth made an O.

“Oh my gosh,” she said. “You saw Dr. Vincent? Right before?”

Fern didn’t trust herself to speak, so she nodded. Diane slapped herself in the forehead.

“I’m a dunce,” she said. “You’ve never had an internal exam before?”

Fern didn’t know how Diane knew, but that made it even worse. She shook her head.

“I’m so sorry,” Diane said. “That’s a heavy scene.”

Fern noticed she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, and she wasn’t pregnant, so what did she know about heavy scenes?

“You won’t have to do one again,” Diane said. “Not unless there’s something seriously wrong with the baby. And you look healthy enough to me.”

She smiled. It was too goofy for a face that pretty.

“Trust me,” Diane said. “I’ve heard it from every girl in this house. They call him Polar Bear Paws.”

A smile twitched Fern’s lips.

“But look,” Diane said, leaning forward, switching on her professional face. “He didn’t do it to hurt you. He did it to make sure the baby’s healthy. And just like he’s worried about your physical health, I’m worried about the health of your emotions. If you ever need to rap, you can find me in this office and you can say anything to me. You’ve been given a great gift, Fern. One not a lot of people get.”

That took her by surprise.

“A gift?” she asked.

“On the level,” Diane said. “Most of us, the decisions we make today shape our tomorrows. If I decide to cut off my hair, or vote for Cramer, or eat an entire chocolate cake, I have to live with the consequences. But your gift is that you have a chance to start over. It’s like life is a notebook, and the page you’re on is full of mistakes and places where you’ve erased too much, and maybe you’ve written some boy’s initials in the margins over and over, but now you have a chance to turn to a fresh page and start over.”

Fern wanted that. She wanted that so bad.

“How?” she asked.

“There are couples out there,” Diane said. “Professional couples, loving couples, couples who can’t have children. And you can change their lives, Fern. Legal words aren’t very pretty, but do you know what lawyers call it? Surrender. Isn’t that beautiful? Surrender. You stop struggling, you stop fighting, and just surrender. Doesn’t that send you?”

“Yes,” Fern whispered.

“And after you surrender,” Diane said, “you go home. And you never have to think about this place again. It’ll be like it never happened.”

Fern wanted that. Fern wanted that so badly.

“I want to surrender,” she breathed.

Diane opened a folder and handed her some papers stapled together.

“You’re making the right decision,” she said, turning to the last one. She laid a pen on the desk beside Fern. “You’re a girl in a bad situation, but surrender means you can move on with your life. You won’t even have to see the baby. When you go to the hospital you’ll go to sleep and the doctor will give the baby to the adoptive family before you wake up, and you’ll come back and rest in the clinic a few days, then go back to your old life, and no one will ever even know you were here.”

Fern picked up the pen, then hesitated when she saw that her dad had already signed.

“You’ll meet the right guy one day,” Diane said. “You’ll get married. You’ll have other children. You’ll forget all about this.”

Fern wanted to surrender, but there was something about committing it to paper that stopped her. How could she put it down in black and white? A mother was supposed to love her baby, but this paper would record forever that she was an unnatural mother. It felt too big; the consequences reached too far into the future. She couldn’t wrap her head around it.

“Spill, Fern,” Diane said. “What’s eating you?”

No, Fern thought. She wasn’t a mother. She was just a girl in a bad situation. That’s all.

She signed.

Right next to her dad’s signature, she wrote what Diane told her to write. Right there on the blank line, in perfect cursive, she wrote, “Jane Doe.”




27 WEEKS
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It’s the beginning of your third trimester and Baby now weighs over 2 lbs!

Expect sciatica and swelling of your feet and hands.

[image: Two side-by-side footprints with distinct toe and heel imprints.]



Chapter 6

Fern surrendered to the Home. It was a machine that took in wayward girls and put out adoptable babies, and it operated according to one principle: a strict schedule disciplined lazy minds.

At six every morning, Mrs. Deckle walked the upstairs halls, ringing her bell, and the girls had thirty minutes to get downstairs for breakfast. After breakfast, everyone worked (except Rose, who was on strike, and Iris, whose parents told everyone she’d been hired as a lifeguard in Daytona Beach so she had to sit out back and work on her tan). Work meant that instead of their parents paying $3.73 a day for room and board, they got it for free.

Girls altered donated maternity clothes, stitched curtains, and patched sheets. Girls worked in the kitchen with Hagar. Girls cleaned. Fern had never cleaned like this before. They mopped the Cong until the linoleum shone, vacuumed the halls until the carpets fluffed, and once a week they polished the Wellwood family silver. All morning long, as the fans spun, the house crawled with an army of pregnant Cinderellas, scrubbing and wiping and washing and dusting until there wasn’t a single dead waterbug lying on its back or a speck of dust to be seen. As Miss Wellwood reminded them, “These are the skills you will need to maintain happy marriages and homes of your own one day.”

Miriam supervised the cleaning. She was Hagar’s sister, and while they looked identical—short and solid with midnight skin, square jaws, strong noses—no one would ever confuse them. Miriam was soft where Hagar was hard. She smiled where Hagar frowned. Hagar went through the day barking an endless litany of abuse, threats, and, if she was in a good mood, stories about girls killed in freak accidents, by rare diseases, or by their men. Miriam barely spoke, and when she did it was in a whisper so low only her sister understood her. Hagar corrected the girls with snarls, while Miriam guided them with small shakes of her head, adjusting a broom here, bending a wrist there, her big hands fluttering over them like hummingbirds.

At noon they ate lunch. Meals were vital to the well-being and development of their babies. According to Dr. Vincent, inadequate diets would cause spontaneous miscarriage, premature birth, and lifelong abnormalities such as idiocy and epilepsy.

They had liver once a week, and no less than four glasses of milk every day. By the end of the first week, Fern was ready to moo. Two eggs a day were obligatory for girls not on restriction, and vegetables were mandatory. Girls were allowed to gain no more than seventeen and a half pounds throughout their pregnancies. If they started to tip the scales, they went on restriction.

Salads were always on the table: hot dog salad, tuna mushroom salad, cooked cabbage salad with a can of Campbell’s cheddar cheese soup poured on top, which made the girls gassy. The only one who shoveled it all down without complaint was Holly. Vital proteins arrived in the form of salmon custard pies and boiled ham dressed with a blend of applesauce and Tang. Honestly, it didn’t matter: everything tasted the same without salt.

After lunch, there was a half-hour nap to allow for quiet digestion, and then, with Mrs. Conradi out until September, the afternoons were filled with lectures. Miss Wellwood offered instruction on beauty culture and personal grooming and talks on etiquette and figure control. Laurel, who had been a secretary, taught interested girls touch typing.

Some days a Board of Education teacher came and lectured them on home economics and fire safety; other days Diane delivered talks with titles like “My Baby and Me: Hello and Goodbye” and “Changing What I Don’t Like about Myself.” Often she would give them an update about Ivy, one of the girls who had come through Wellwood House and, tragically, decided to keep her baby.

“I heard from Ivy again,” Diane would say, holding up a letter. “I’d like to tell you things have gotten easier for her, but life isn’t easy for a single woman with an illegitimate child. Her little boy came home from the playground last week and do you know what he asked? ‘Mommy, what’s a bastard?’ Can you imagine having to explain that word to your child?”

Fern felt profoundly grateful she wouldn’t have to deal with Ivy’s problems.

“Man, you’re so far gone,” Rose said later, lounging on a beanbag in the Cong. “She holds up the same letter every time. Ivy isn’t real. She’s an Establishment lie to brainwash us into obedience. Like Betty Crocker.”

“Blast off, hippie,” Briony said. “You don’t have all the answers.”

“I’ve got more answers in my little finger than you’ve had in your entire life,” Rose said.

“Betty Crocker isn’t real?” Daisy wailed.

Diane reminded them that they had nothing to offer their babies except unstable homes and poor parenting. Their high schools would automatically suspend them for having babies out of wedlock. Without diplomas, they’d never find jobs that would let them support a child. They’d have to live at home, their babies eating up their parents’ savings, leaving nothing but poverty and resentment behind.

But there was an answer.

“Do you really love the baby?” Diane asked, and of course they did because every mother loved her baby. “Then don’t you think giving the baby all the advantages you can’t—a loving home, a healthy life, a stable family—is the best way to show your love? Surrendering the baby to a couple who loves them is the best thing you can do. But of course, it’s your choice.”

Eventually, however, the lectures ran out and there were still hours to go before dinner. Girls had their appointments with Diane, girls were called out to the clinic (which everyone called the Barn because that’s where they used to get your milk out before you could go home), some girls wrote letters, a few girls called their mothers, but mostly they did jigsaw puzzles, played Go Fish, played Hearts, sewed layettes, did anything to make the clock tick faster.

“I never thought I’d miss school,” Flora said.

Briony led reducing classes in the Cong. Jasmine came to their room and stared at Rose’s lava lamp for hours. Clem styled and set the hair of any girl who slowed down from a fast walk.

“I’m getting my cosmetologist’s license,” she told them, cigarette dangling from her lower lip while she worked, its ash somehow never falling. “That’s harder than law school. An esthetician has to know finger waving, back-combing, roller formations, comb-outs, crosscombing, skip waving, and shingling. All a lawyer does is say ‘Your Honor’ and sue people.”

At five thirty sharp Mrs. Deckle covered her typewriter and put the knob back on the TV. She left the Home promptly at six when dinner was served. Miss Wellwood ate with the girls and led them in morally instructive conversation; then she had coffee in her office, went home at seven thirty, and the whole house unclenched. Girls stopped trooping out to the Smoke Shack, opened the windows in the Cong, and smoked while they watched TV. At ten p.m., Nurse sent them to bed. Then they woke up the next morning and did it all over again. Five days a week, except Saturday, which was Laundry Day, and Sunday, when they got to sleep in an extra half hour and Reverend Fellowes came and led them in Bible study.

And all day long, while they marched through their schedule, they talked. For their own good, they weren’t supposed to talk about their PFs (putative fathers), or home, or school, so instead they debated what was for dinner (tuna loaf), whether the hippies everyone said were living in the woods would kill them all in their sleep (probably), or when they’d be allowed ice cream again (never). They recounted the entire stories of their second-favorite episodes of their third-favorite TV shows. They talked about the Beatles and whether Paul was selfish to leave or whether they broke up because of Yoko, and what was the big hairy deal with Yoko anyway?

And in between Laurel’s descriptions of how her effective telephone technique and visual poise made her an ideal secretary, and Rose’s lectures on The Global Struggle against American Imperialism, Fern learned to tell them apart.

Tansy had been a ballerina but when she turned thirteen she had a growth spurt sideways instead of up and quit ballet to become a cha-cha champ. At night in the Cong, she’d catch the Big Ape out of Jacksonville on Jasmine’s transistor radio and make girls cha-cha with her, belly bumping against belly. Her parents told people she was taking care of a sick aunt in Miami.

Jasmine’s trip was astrology. She knew all about the secrets of the pyramids, the Bermuda Triangle, and the I Ching. Sometimes she’d burst into tears contemplating the loneliness of Bigfoot. She didn’t wear deodorant because of her orgone field and thought society overvalued sun signs. Her parents told everyone she was working as a counselor at her aunt’s Bible camp.

Iris wore pink frosted lip gloss and whenever she wasn’t tanning she drew pictures. She was pretty good at turtles and fish, but she cried a lot, especially after she got a letter from home, or when Daisy beat her at Go Fish, or when that Mutual of Omaha commercial came on TV.

Daisy was getting a puppy when she went home, and she let Clem give her a different hairstyle almost every week. So far, she’d had swoop bangs, a bouffant, a semi-bouffant, a flat-crown flip, a beehive, and a satellite. Her parents told people she was helping take care of a sick aunt in Nashville.

Flora was a champion baton twirler and captain of her school’s color guard. Her parents had to dig up their entire front yard after someone wrote yor daugter is pregont on it in weed killer. She was supposed to be taking care of a blind aunt in Virginia.

Myrtle had memorized the TV schedule and knew every actor on every show. She loved to read old issues of TV Guide and had shown up at the Home with a black eye and a split lip because her dad flipped when her mom gave him the bad news, which was completely unfair because she swore she wasn’t pregnant anyway. She was supposed to be visiting her aunt in Newport News.

Laurel was a Scorpio, pregnant with her boss’s baby. He was married and Laurel wrote him a letter once a week but he never wrote back. She was desperate to get home because she didn’t like the looks of his temporary secretary.

“She lacks deportment and charm,” Laurel said. “But he has a weakness for brunettes.”

Briony claimed she didn’t have a PF, she had a fiancé, and they were getting married in December. At night in the Cong she sewed hankies with their entwined initials embroidered in the corners as wedding favors so her guests could remember her special day every time they blew their noses. Their initials were SU and TA, which Rose claimed stood for Stuck Up and Tight Ass, which hacked Briony off and kind of proved Rose’s point. Her parents told people she was staying with an aunt in Montreal to improve her French.

Fern figured that if a pregnant girl didn’t have any aunts she was up the creek.

Holly didn’t talk so no one knew anything about her except she was fourteen, she looked eleven, and she was a mental defective.

“Her parents will probably wind up sending her to the state hospital one day,” Laurel told them because she’d overheard Dr. Vincent discussing Holly while she was helping Mrs. Deckle file.

Fern could barely put away half her meals, but Holly ate like a starving prisoner. She didn’t brush her teeth or hair, and she always had dirty fingernails. Clem made the mistake of trying to comb out her hair one night, and Holly bit her on the hand. Hard.

“That’s the last time I try to do anything nice for another human being,” Clem said, rubbing the bite mark.

Everyone looked at Holly, who’d retreated to a beanbag chair on the far side of the Cong, hugging Precious Pup against her bulging stomach.

“Who’d knock up a basket case, anyway?” Iris asked, eyes already shimmering. “You’d have to be a real sicko to do a thing like that.”

Holly’s grubby funk reminded Fern of Midge, and the thought of her little sister in a place like this horrified her. So one night she got out her brush and sat on Holly’s bed.

“Why don’t you let me brush your hair, Holly?” she said. “I promise it won’t hurt.”

Holly held perfectly still as Fern slowly moved the brush toward her rat’s nest of blond hair. She stared at Fern through her birthmark as the brush got closer and closer and suddenly Holly’s head darted out, mouth wide, teeth flashing, and Fern yelped, yanking her hand back, dropping the brush. It clattered across the floor.

“Right on,” Rose cheered from her bed. “Don’t let them bring you down, Holly.”

She flashed her a peace sign, and Holly flashed one back, grinning.

“I’m just trying to help,” Fern said.

“Yeah,” Rose said. “That’s probably what Christopher Columbus said to the Indians.”

Fern thought that was a pretty unsophisticated view of the situation. The next day she went to Diane.

“Should she even be here?” she asked. “I mean, shouldn’t she see a special doctor or something?”

“Don’t you worry about Holly,” Diane said. “She’s one of the lucky ones. The minister at her church is adopting her baby. Holly’ll be just fine. Fern needs to worry about Fern.”

Fern was amazed at how quickly the outside world disappeared. Newspapers weren’t allowed because the wedding and birth announcements upset the girls, and the nightly news was always over by the time they switched on the TV. From what she caught on the radio, Fern got the impression that nothing outside had changed: death toll still going up in Vietnam, Communist agitators still stirring up student unrest at home, cities still falling apart.

One afternoon, desperate for something to do, tired of staring at Rose’s lava lamp, tired of feeling the baby punch her in the bladder, Fern dragged herself to the Cong, hoping some new books had materialized—all they had on the shelves were a 1963 set of World Book Encyclopedias that ended with J-K-L and four Reader’s Digest condensed classics. She’d read them all her first week.

They were still there, staring at her. Nothing new had materialized beside them, so she wandered over to the sofa where Flora lay on her back while Jasmine held a garnet necklace over her mountainous stomach. Daisy watched them, the B volume of the encyclopedia forgotten on the floor beside her. She’d been looking at pictures of beagles again.

“It’ll swing side to side if it’s a boy,” Jasmine said. “But it’ll go in a circle if it’s a girl.”

The girls all stared at Jasmine’s necklace, willing it to do something.

“That’s goofy,” Myrtle said from her jigsaw puzzle on the other side of the Cong. “The only way to know if you’re having a boy or a girl is if you have morning sickness.”

“What do you know about babies,” Daisy said. “You’re not even having one.”

“Hagar told me,” Myrtle said. “She knows all about babies. She’s delivered a whole bunch of them. She’s like a baby doctor for colored people.”

“Everyone knows it’s the position you’re in when you make the baby that turns it into a boy or a girl,” Flora said.

Daisy cracked up at that.

“Hush,” Jasmine said, focusing on her garnet. “You have to be serious if this is going to work.”

“I’m having a girl,” Rose said from the other side of the Cong, eyes closed, sitting on a cushion in a patch of sunlight. “Her name’s Blossom.”

“You’re not supposed to name it, stupid,” Briony said from the bridge table, drawing her needle through yet another hankie. “That makes it harder to give away.”

“I’m not giving her away,” Rose said.

Everyone stopped. Jasmine and Flora and Daisy stared at her, necklace forgotten. Myrtle stared at her. Fern stared at her. Even Briony lowered her sewing and stared.

“They won’t let you do that,” she said.

“I haven’t signed anything,” Rose said, without opening her eyes, fully aware she had the room’s attention.

“Your parents are going to flip,” Flora said.

“We’re going to live on a farm,” Rose continued, her voice certain. “Far away from cities, and shopping centers, and roads. We’ll live where no one can find us, and we’ll take our baths under a waterfall, and raise all kinds of animals, and get all the food we need from chickens and goats.”

“What do you get from goats?” Daisy asked.

“Goat cheese,” Rose said. “It’s got all the vitamins babies need. My daughter won’t get her vitamins from pills.”

“No man is going to marry a woman who’s raising someone else’s child,” Briony said.

“I’m not getting married,” Rose said. “It’ll just be Blossom and me.”

“And the goats,” Daisy said, caught up in the vision.

“No one’ll tell us what to do,” Rose said. “We won’t have a telephone or TV. At night, we’ll lie in the field and I’ll teach her all the names of the stars. People in the cities’ll choke to death on pollution and kill each other in the streets, but me and Blossom will breathe fresh air, and bake our own bread, and be free.”

No one said a word. They’d been told over and over that all they could do was ruin their babies’ lives. But on that long, hot, empty afternoon, they tasted what it would be like to see their babies, to hold them, to smell them, and it felt so real, and so true, that for a moment they felt like what they were, they felt like mothers, and it stunned them into silence.

At night, it got country quiet after ten o’clock and all Fern could hear was the blood pulsing in her ears and the ticking of Miss Wellwood’s grandfather clock downstairs. She could hear its gears grinding away, slicing off seconds of their lives until it chimed twelve, marking the end of another day in Wellwood House. Eighty-five days until she got rid of the baby. Eighty-five days until she went downtown. Ninety-five days until she went home.

Their bodies reshaped themselves with each passing minute, their bellies becoming bloody cauldrons brewing babies—dendrites blossoming like slow-motion fireworks, cells filling with triacylglycerols, placentas filtering oxygen from red blood cells. All of it happening in the dark, hidden away inside them.

The girls survived their mutating bodies as best they could. Myrtle was constipated, even though she claimed she was having one of those “hilarious pregnancies.” Clementine was ravenous for butter. Holly itched constantly. And Fern had to get up from the table at least once every meal to pee. She floated through each day in a fog because the baby never let her sleep. She’d think she’d finally found a good position and her body would get heavy and start to fall backward into the dark, then the baby would wedge itself under her rib cage or step on her bladder and she’d have to get up and walk to the bathroom and pee.

She was so bored of having to pee.

Kids in New York and Chicago were burning their draft cards and marching against the war. Kids in Ohio were getting shot by the National Guard. Kids in Los Angeles were breaking into houses and killing everybody they found. But here girls stared at the TV, and cleaned, and ate nut loaf, and sewed layettes, and marched to the bathroom.

They did jigsaw puzzles in the Cong and when they snapped the final piece into place they looked at it for a second, then swept all the pieces back in the box for the girls who’d come next. They popped vitamin pills, and went on caloric restriction, and got weighed in, and went hungry, and traded bippies for foot rubs, and rubbed witch hazel into their sunburns, and the fans kept spinning, and they kept lining up in alphabetical order three times a day for meals, and bippy by bippy, mail call by mail call, rerun by rerun, they counted down the days until they could finally go home.




Chapter 7

But before they could do that, they had to get the babies out, and for all the lectures they received, the main event got covered in a single ten-minute talk from Dr. Vincent.

“You all don’t need to worry yourselves about what’s going to happen when you go to the hospital,” he said. “Because it’s none of your business. You just do what the doctors say and you’ll be fine.”

Tansy raised her hand.

“What is it, young lady?” Dr. Vincent asked.

“My mother screamed so loud when she had my sister that the corners of her mouth tore and they had to stitch them back together again,” Tansy said.

Dr. Vincent chuckled and shook his head, patting the air in her direction with both hands.

“Now that’s certainly some story,” he said. “But modern medicine’s come a long way since the days of your mother. Patients don’t suffer like they used to. Not anymore. Now, y’all listen to the doctor, mind Nurse, don’t have an increase, watch your salt intake, and you’ll be fine.”

Nurse Kent only had one thing to add.

“After you go on two-week warning,” she told them, “when you feel it start, you tell us. Right away.”

Tansy stuck up her hand.

“What is it, Tansy?” Nurse Kent asked.

“How will we know it’s starting?” Tansy asked.

“You’ll know,” Nurse Kent said.

Their due dates loomed over everything. They all wanted to get them over with, but they all dreaded their approach. Everyone told them not to worry about it, but Fern could look at her stomach, look between her legs, and do some simple math.

In sorrow thou shalt bring forth children, Miss Wellwood had said.

Finally, she asked Diane.

“Oh, brother,” Diane said. “That whole ‘Eve’s curse’ chestnut. Look, Fern, I shouldn’t be saying anything because the whole medical part of this isn’t really my bag. But I’ve got a bunch of married girlfriends and they don’t even remember it. They felt some twitches when the baby was coming, they went to the hospital, the doctors knocked them right out with drugs, and they woke up with a baby in their arms.”

That reassured Fern a little, but when Flora talked in the Cong, she still listened. Flora had been in the Home the second longest after Holly. She’d seen a lot of girls go downtown.

“When your two-week warning comes,” Flora told an audience of girls, “Nurse says, ‘Get a bag from Hagar,’ and you put your overnight things in it and your going-home clothes, and you leave it by the door to your room. Then when your time comes, Nurse Kent sends a girl to get your bag and Miss Wellwood drives you to the hospital to have the baby.”

Everyone had questions about what happened next. How long did it take? Were they allowed to be in the same part of the hospital as married people? Did the doctor knock them out with an injection or pills?

“Hey!” Myrtle interrupted, storming into the Cong.

Everyone turned. She stood in the door, face pale, every inch of her body shaking, sweaty hair sticking up, eyes savage.

“Who. Stole. My. DS?” she demanded.

DS meant dietary supplement, their code for the secret food stashes pretty much every girl had tucked away someplace. Everyone took the sanctity of their DS seriously.

“You probably ate them?” Flora suggested.

“I had two DS,” Myrtle said. “And everyone treats my room like a goddamn bus station, so y’all knew where they were. And now they’re gone, and that means one of y’all stole them, and I want my DS back now.”

As the room absorbed the enormity of this crime, Rose spoke up:

“Property is theft.”

“What did you say?” Myrtle growled.

“How can someone steal something that’s already been stolen?” Rose said.

Fern went sweaty with shame because she—and everyone else in the room—took this as a confession.

“I’m going to knock your block off,” Myrtle said, and came for Rose.

Jasmine threw herself between them, hands on Myrtle’s shoulders.

“Don’t get uptight!” she said. “We’re all on the same trip!”

“You better get out of my way before I kill you!” Myrtle roared.

They stood, Myrtle red-faced, sweating, staring past Jasmine at Rose, who sat braced on her cushion, fists balled—three pregnant girls, flushed, furious, and ready to fight over candy bars. Rose let her body go slack and pulled out her bippies.

“I forgive you,” she said, and popped her Zippo.

Myrtle stepped back.

“You’ve got one hour to put my DS back or else!”

She stormed out of the Cong, and every girl’s head swiveled to stare at Rose. To Fern’s horror, Rose stood and walked straight for her. Jasmine’s transistor chattered away on the windowsill, Alan Sands telling them how black students had taken over Florida Memorial College and police were planning to storm the campus tomorrow, as Rose got closer. And closer. She stopped directly in front of Fern. The eyes of every single girl were on them.

“You want to go grok the lamp?” Rose asked.

“I’m cool,” Fern managed.

Everyone watched the two of them. Fern kept her head down, clutching her dad’s wedding ring in one sweaty palm. Finally, Rose said, “Are you?” then turned and walked out of the Cong.

The opening bars of “Bridge over Troubled Water” drifted from the transistor and a chorus of protests erupted, breaking the moment. They had a strict “no heavy trips” rule in the Cong.

“Okay, okay!” Jasmine called out, waddling over. “I’m going!”

“How can you put up with her?” Briony asked Fern as Jasmine switched stations.

“I don’t know,” Fern hedged. “Rose is pretty gone.”

“She’s a phony,” Ginger said.

Ginger was a prim redhead who’d replaced Hazel, and Briony had recruited her to help sew wedding hankies.

“She says she’s on strike,” Briony said to the room. “But I think she’s just lazy.”

“Mrs. Deckle says her parents pay for everything,” Laurel said. “That’s why she doesn’t have to work.”

As soon as they forgot about her, Fern slipped away. She couldn’t go to her room or Rose would talk to her, and she couldn’t wander the halls or someone would put her to work, so she went to the classroom, grabbed her geometry workbook, and wedged herself into one of the desks. She tried to do a chapter but it kept asking about circumferences of circles, and finally she pulled out her dad’s wedding ring.

Fern turned the ring over and over between her fingers. It was the most powerful thing she owned. If she just had one of these on her finger she’d be back in Alabama right that minute and Guy would be bringing her ice cream and lemonade. Women in shops would be asking when she was due. Her mother would be giving her advice. She wouldn’t have to deal with her roommates.

Fern really, really wished she had different roommates.

She ran her finger around the inscription inside the gold band.

8/7/51 Hville, AL, Craven.

Instead of Eternally Yours or Forever, her dad had gotten their wedding date, where they’d gotten married, and their last name engraved inside the rings like dog tags. Useful for identifying a fallen soldier on the battlefield, but not romantic. However, just seeing her real name written down made Fern’s eyes water. She sat like that for a while, thinking about how everything should be different.

After dinner, Fern went back to the Cong. There was nowhere else to go in Wellwood House. Girls stared at a rerun of I Dream of Jeannie while Jasmine discussed pet sun signs.

“You should never move a Virgo cat’s bowl,” she told Flora and Daisy. “They’ll wig out.”

Fern pulled down the A volume of the World Book Encyclopedia.

“It’s the same with a Leo dog,” Jasmine explained. “They are very, very highly strung creatures.”

Fern turned past Akron and Akyab and found Alabama.

A southern state of the American Union, it read, and her entire body yearned to be there. The surface of Alabama is diversified and picturesque. It—

“All right,” Rose shouted, storming into the Cong. “Which one of you two-faced squares stole my bippies?”

Fern froze. Everyone froze. Girls turned and looked at Rose, standing in the door of the Cong, cheeks flushed, stomach heaving.

“I had six packs of Marlboros left in my carton and now there’s five,” she said. “Plus my Zippo. Someone’s stealing my shit and that’s not cool.”

On the TV, Jeannie told Larry Hagman to get back into bed because she’d made every day a Sunday. No one said anything for a long moment. Then Ginger spoke up.

“I don’t know,” she said. “How could someone steal your bippies if private property is theft?”

Rose’s breathing stopped and her eyes zoomed in on Ginger. Then Flora and Daisy burst out laughing. “Zing!” Daisy said.

“You got zapped!” Flora said.

Briony started laughing and pretty soon everybody in the Cong was laughing at Rose. Fern saw Rose racing through a million responses in her mind.

“It’s not funny!” she finally said.

Then she turned and stalked out of the Cong.

“Why don’t you go on strike about it?” Myrtle called.

As everyone’s attention returned to the TV, Fern got out of there. She didn’t know where to go but she knew she didn’t want to be where Rose could find her, and she didn’t want to be around the other girls. That only left one place. She went downstairs and slipped out the side door.

Crickets shrieked in the trees surrounding the backyard as she padded over the grass to the Smoke Shack and went inside. She lowered herself to the hard wooden bench and sat in the shadows, looking out into the night. Despite the Led Zeppelin volume of the crickets, everything felt very quiet.

They were allowed to smoke out here until ten p.m., but no one liked going outside after dark because of the stories about the hippies living in the woods. Depending on who was doing the telling they were either righteous individuals (Rose) or bloodthirsty Mansonites on LSD (Iris), but Fern figured they were like the ghosts in stories kids told at sleepaway camp: nonexistent.

Fern tried to calm down. She tried not to count the days she had left. She tried not to think about her due date. She tried—

Wood creaked at the other end of the bench, and her blood froze. The bench shifted slightly beneath her butt, and she knew she wasn’t alone. She forced her head to turn and saw a darker shadow at the other end of the bench.

Every single girl had been upstairs in the Cong. This was someone else. Slowly, Fern started to stand. Maybe whoever this was would let her go.

The shadow stood quickly. They were small, the size of a child, and they came at Fern fast, and Fern wanted to run but she couldn’t move quickly enough and then they were touching her, and she smelled chocolate and Holly stood belly to belly with her, looking up, taking a half-eaten Clark bar away from her mouth, chewing.

“Cripes, Holly,” Fern said, trying to get her breath back. Inside, the baby shifted, making her belch. “You scared the hell out of me.”

Holly swallowed but didn’t move. Fern groped for a way to regain control and then something clicked.

“Is that Myrtle’s DS?” she asked.

Holly shrugged and sat back down. Fern heard her take another bite.

With weak knees, Fern lowered herself to the bench.

“You want to give me a piece?” she asked.

The bench shifted again, and then Holly was sliding over beside her, Precious Pup in her lap. Fern heard a wrapper rustle and felt sticky chocolate bump the back of her fingers. She took it from Holly and popped it in her mouth, and her taste buds turned juicy. She’d forgotten that food had flavor.

“You know,” she said in the darkness, the sugar mellowing her, “I just want to help. We’re roommates, right?”

Holly swallowed the last bite of candy bar and began to lick the wrapper. Fern had a thought. She leaned to one side and pulled something out of her underwear. She held it out to Holly.

“You could trade these to Iris and I bet she’d give you her dessert for a week,” she said.

Holly looked at what was in Fern’s hand: Rose’s bippies and her Zippo.

In the dark, Holly’s teeth flashed. Fern smiled back.

She may be some kind of mute weirdo, Fern thought, but we get each other.

Holly took the cigarettes and the lighter and slid them inside Precious Pup through an unraveled seam. Then she pulled out another Clark bar, unwrapped it, and tore it in half. Together the two girls sat in the dark, side by side, eating Myrtle’s DS.

Later that night, Fern opened her eyes in their dim bedroom. Something had tugged her awake. Her mouth tasted like stale chocolate and a night breeze flowed through the screen beside her. It was so late even the crickets had stopped. Shadows on the ceiling slowly shifted in the light of the lava lamp. Her bladder throbbed. If she moved it was going to burst, but if she didn’t move she was going to wet the bed. She was so sick of this.

From the other side of the room, Rose’s breathing came deep and regular. From the foot of her bed, Holly sawed logs. Carefully, Fern swung her legs around and stood, a little squirt of pee escaping in the process.

She needed to go so bad she didn’t even grab her housecoat, she just opened the door as quietly as she could and waddled down the plush pink carpet to the bathroom, trying not to jiggle too much, hoping no one else was there.

Fern rubbed her eyes as they adjusted to the bright bathroom light, went around the row of sinks and mirrors in the middle of the room, making for the stalls on the other side, then stopped because she didn’t understand what she saw.

In front of one of the sinks was a bright red puddle of blood.

It gleamed wetly on the white linoleum floor, the size of a dinner plate. Two livid streaks of blood were slapped across the edge of the sink, and big quarter-sized drops of blood led to a stall door that had red smears around its handle.

Now she realized there was panting echoing in the bathroom, low, fast, and desperate, like a hurt animal. Fern went still. Liquid splattered into water, echoing in a toilet bowl, and whoever it was swallowed hard, then whimpered.

The soles of Fern’s bare feet felt tacky, and she looked down. Somehow she’d walked to the stall, tracking through the drops of blood and a sticky pinkish liquid she hadn’t noticed before. She felt like she was still asleep. She saw her hand float up in front of the stall door.

Don’t do it, she thought. Get out of here.

But it was like someone had cast a spell and she couldn’t stop herself. She watched her hand rattle the latch.

“No . . .” a small, strangled voice said from the other side.

Myrtle.

In slow motion, Fern sank to her knees, then placed both hands on the bloody linoleum and leaned her face down to the floor, smelling wet copper. She looked under the stall and saw everything.

Myrtle stood over the commode, one foot planted on its rim, the other on the floor, her white flowered nightgown bunched up over her belly; her skin was gray, her face carved into a mask of agony. She’d bitten through her bottom lip, leaving it swollen like a wet, red strawberry. Blood caked in the corners of her mouth.

Pain in childbirth is out these days. Modern medicine makes it so you don’t feel a thing.

From her stomach to her ankles Myrtle wore an apron of gore. Chunks of red and purple tissue slowly slid down the inside of her leg standing on the floor, carried by runnels of blood that coiled around her thigh, ran over her knee, and dripped from her calf.

They felt some twitches when the baby was coming.

Fresh blood boiled from between Myrtle’s legs, so dark it was black, and something slick and smooth pushed out from the middle of her. As Fern watched, Myrtle flexed and more blood spattered out.

Just do what the doctors say and you’ll be fine.

Fern looked up Myrtle’s blood-streaked body, past her swollen lip, and met her eyes. They were blind with pain.

“Is . . .” Myrtle gasped, “. . . not . . . real . . .”

Fern’s stretched bladder cut loose and hot liquid gushed down her legs as she screamed.

After Nurse Kent burst into the bathroom, after the ambulance came from the funeral home and they carried out a screaming Myrtle, after Miss Wellwood arrived and sent them all back to bed, Fern lay under her blanket, staring at shadows drifting and merging across the ceiling, her feet still sticky with Myrtle’s blood. Occasionally she fell unconscious for a few blank moments, then she’d see blood spilling out of Myrtle and come awake with a jerk.

Her mattress sank low down by her legs and Fern snapped awake as Holly crawled into bed beside her, Precious Pup in one hand. She settled in behind Fern, who wanted to tell her to go back to her own bed because it was too hot, but the smell of Holly’s unwashed hair reminded her of when she and Midge shared a bed, and eventually she fell into darkness for longer and longer stretches of time.

The next morning she stared at her breakfast plate as girls whispered around her, talking at her, asking her about Myrtle, but she wasn’t really there so she didn’t need to answer, and then they were marched to the stuffy classroom and packed into their desks. Fern’s eyes burned with a dirty, sleepless crust.

Dr. Vincent stood at the back of the room, in whispered consultation with Nurse Kent, Miss Wellwood, and Diane, and finally Miss Wellwood strode to the front. She wore beige again this morning, and Fern wondered if every outfit she owned was the color of dust.

“Girls,” she said. “Gossip is the mark of a low character. What happens to other girls here is none of your concern. Tend to your own gardens. You are here for one reason and that should be enough to occupy your minds. However, I have no choice but to address a certain matter. After this, consider the subject closed.

“Last night, Myrtle went to the hospital,” she continued. “She did not inform Nurse of her impending crisis, as you have all been instructed to do, and she paid a price for this disobedience. Furthermore, due to the fact that she played fast and loose with her diet and did not diligently follow Dr. Vincent’s instructions, she did not experience a normal birth. It is my sad duty to inform you that because of these complications, she will need to remain in the hospital until her parents arrive and she will not be returning to this Home.”

Murmurs went around the room like a bad scene in a play. Iris started to cry, and it looked so fake that Fern almost laughed. Then she saw Myrtle again, blood running down her leg, eyes blind with pain.

“We have told you over and over again that when you feel your crisis coming you are to alert a member of staff,” Miss Wellwood said. “We struggle to give you every medical advantage, but if you do not follow our instructions, then you put yourselves at risk. The blame for what happened last night lies at no one’s feet but Myrtle’s. Remember her in your prayers, do as you’re told by Dr. Vincent, obey our orders, and you will not need to suffer the way she did.”

Fern saw blood running down Myrtle’s leg. She heard Tansy’s mother screaming so loud the corners of her mouth tore. And she knew that they’d been lied to. All the way down the line, everyone had lied—Guy, her parents, Miss Wellwood, Dr. Vincent.

No one was telling them what they needed to know. No one cared what happened to them. All they had was each other. And their babies. And after this was over, they’d never see each other or their babies again.

They were completely and totally alone.
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Baby is experiencing dreams and opening his eyes!

Back pain is common.
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Chapter 8

Sunday morning, Miss Wellwood read the daily meditation at breakfast and led them in prayer, asking God to protect Governor Claude Kirk Jr., President Nixon, and the United States of America as it fought the spread of communism in Southeast Asia and at home. Hagar was in a worse mood than usual and burned the bottom of the egg-and-wheat-germ casserole, but it didn’t matter. Without salt, it was all just a bunch of chewing.

Fern sat in the Cong. Around her, girls cut pictures of living room sets out of catalogs, sewed layettes, and listened to the Big Ape, while Briony and Ginger monogrammed hankies, Jasmine talked about the sun entering Gemini, Tansy came up with a list of suspects who had stolen her DS (two packs of salted peanuts), and Fern thought about the sounds Myrtle made when they took her away.

She hadn’t washed her hair that morning and swore she’d never use the upstairs bathroom again. But by two o’clock that afternoon, after three trips downstairs to the powder room on swollen legs, she’d forgotten her vow.

Finally, the clock dragged itself around to dinner. On Sundays dinner was served at five thirty p.m. instead of six, and that night it was bran biscuit pie with chipped beef. A plate and a glass of milk sat at everyone’s place except Fern’s. The only thing on her place mat was a glass of thick brown sludge.

“Miss Wellwood?” she asked. “What’s this?”

“Dr. Vincent said you need iron,” Miss Wellwood told her, accepting a tray from Hagar. “That is your health supplement.”

Everyone stared at the glass. Condensation beaded its sides. The top was foamy.

“But what is it?” Fern asked.

“Calves’ liver blended with milk,” Miss Wellwood said, tucking into her cold chicken salad.

Daisy gagged. Girls averted their eyes. Fern stared at the liver shake’s purple tint. For a moment, she saw scraps of tissue clinging to Myrtle’s legs.

“Doctor’s orders,” Miss Wellwood said.

The other girls began to eat, doing their best not to look at Fern’s glass. As silverware scraped plates, Miss Wellwood lectured them on John 20, the biblical injunction to make their beds.

“The graveclothes were folded in the tomb,” she said. “If our risen Savior can take the time to fold His graveclothes before bringing salvation to all mankind, then we can do no less each morning. Our homemaking is a form of praise.”

Fern made herself grasp the condensation-slick glass. She raised it to her lips. The rich iron stink of liver filled her nose, and her stomach crowded into her throat. She tried not to breathe. She tried to make her wrist tip it down her throat. She couldn’t do it. She could take the pills, she could march to the bathroom, she could give blood, but she could not drink this. She set it back down.

By the time the meal ended her glass was still full.

“You will remain at the table until you finish your supplement,” Miss Wellwood said. “I’ll take coffee in my office, Ginger.”

Everyone rose and left the room; the echoes of their feet tromping down the hall and up the stairs died and Fern sat staring at the milkshake. She wished she’d drunk it earlier because now it was room temperature and she could smell it from here, raw, bloody, and warm.

The swinging door flapped back and forth as Laurel and Iris cleared the table. Finally, it stopped swinging and Fern sat alone at the table, bare except for the straw place mat in front of her, the liver shake smelling worse by the second. She couldn’t do it. She’d throw up if she drank it. She wanted to obey Miss Wellwood, she wanted to get this over with, but it wasn’t physically possible.

Someone came in the hall door and Fern looked up, expecting to see Miss Wellwood. Instead, Rose stood there. Fern looked at the corner of her place mat. She couldn’t handle Rose right now.

Rose came around the table and stood, looking down at Fern over her stomach. Fern realized that Rose must have figured out about her bippies. She might as well get this over with.

“What?” she asked.

Rose reached down, took the liver shake, threw her head back, and chugged. Her throat worked as she sucked the chunky, congealed shake into her stomach. Finally, she smacked the empty glass on the place mat and belched. Warm liver-y breath washed over Fern. A thick brown mustache coated Rose’s upper lip. She wiped it off with the heel of her hand and flashed Fern the peace sign.

“Solidarity,” she said, and left the dining room.

Fern felt all the tension drain from her body. She picked up her glass, took it into the kitchen, and put it in the sink.

“No, ma’am,” Hagar barked. “You’re going to wash that nasty thing.”

Fern washed the glass, then went upstairs to the Cong to see if she could cadge some DS. She was starving. Instead, she walked into a heavy scene.

“We’re in Weirdsville!” Flora wailed from one side of the room. “That’s where we are.”

The vibes were unsettled. Girls hovered by the curtains and the door. The stuffy room stank of pine oil because whoever had last mopped the Cong used too much Pine-Sol, but no one was opening the windows. They couldn’t open the windows. Miss Wellwood was still there.

“She’s never stayed after seven thirty!” Daisy said.

“It’s crazy is what it is!” Tansy said.

Iris walked in circles, her face sweaty.

“I mean, is it going to be like this forever?” she asked. “Is she moving in?”

“Why is Miss Wellwood still here?” Fern asked Iris as she passed.

“I don’t know!” Iris said, eyes wild. “This is the ultimate drag!”

Eight o’clock came. Eight thirty.

“She’s still down there,” Ginger hissed from the hall.

Other girls joined Ginger at the banister, leaning over, eyeing the closed office door. Girls pretended to watch TV. They pretended to listen to the radio. They kept checking to see if the light was still on in Miss Wellwood’s office. It was.

Finally, a little after nine, strange headlights swept the front of the Home, and they all waddled to the balcony doors like a herd of pregnant ducks. They were in the middle of nowhere. Cars never stopped there after dark.

A green Lincoln Continental pulled up to the porch, engine chuffing. It cut off and in the silence a tall woman got out and took a suitcase from the trunk. A girl got out of the passenger seat and walked up on the front porch. In the dark, all they could tell was that she was pregnant.

Everyone went waddling to the banister just in time for Miss Wellwood to come out of her office and go to the front door. They heard it open and Miss Wellwood talking to the woman, and the woman answering in a low voice, getting louder as they came up the hall and into view.

The girl wore a pink empire dress like Jackie Kennedy and white gloves. If she’d had a long drive, it didn’t show. Her mother was tall and wore a light-green-and-white-checked dress with a high collar and a green pillbox hat. Both of them were colored.

“. . . your flexibility,” the woman was saying. “This is a trying time for our family.”

“Why don’t you step into my office and one of our girls will show your daughter around?” Miss Wellwood said, and looked up the stairs at the wall of faces staring down.

The colored girl and her mother looked at each other. Fern couldn’t tell what they were thinking, but the girl looked glum. Then Briony started down the stairs like Miss Pregnant Teenage America.

“I’d be happy to, Miss Wellwood,” she said.

Miss Wellwood ushered the girl’s mother into her office and closed the door. Briony led the new girl toward the classroom, talking about the chicken incubators. They knew they couldn’t thunder after her like a herd of pregnant cows, so ultimately they followed their rule: when in doubt, go to the Cong and speculate.

“I’d be scared to send my daughter to Florida if I were colored,” Jasmine said. “If they swim on the wrong beach down here they get drowned.”

“No wonder she brought her at night,” Laurel said. “No one can see them arrive.”

Everyone reached for their bippies, then remembered that Miss Wellwood was still in the house, so they picked at their nails instead.

“Do you think that’s why they sent her here?” Tansy asked. “I mean, if I was colored and I wanted to hide my daughter I’d send her to Florida.”

Briony raised her voice as she came in the door so everyone knew to stop talking about the new girl.

“This is the Congregation Room,” Briony projected. “Where the girls like to gather for games or to relax and watch television.”

Everyone turned at the same time. The new girl froze in the doorway, confronted by eleven staring white faces. Briony made a grand gesture to the room like she was a tour guide.

“And these are the girls,” she said, then explained, “She hasn’t been assigned a name by Miss Wellwood yet.”

The new girl flashed a small, tight smile and mumbled hello. Flora popped up and stuck out her hand.

“Hiya, I’m Flora,” she said. “This is Daisy.”

“What kind of dog do you have?” Daisy asked.

“Knock it off,” Clem said.

“Hello,” the new girl said, shaking Flora’s hand.

Her voice was even and low.

“What’s your sign?” Jasmine asked.

“I don’t know,” the new girl said. “We don’t do that in my house.”

Tansy stepped forward. She stood stiffly and spoke formally like she was giving a speech.

“A lot of people around here,” she said, “not in this room, but in St. Augustine, think coloreds ruined the city’s four hundredth birthday, but I don’t think that’s true. I think the regular people who live here did that on their own. So you’re welcome here as far as I’m concerned.”

“Okay,” the new girl said.

Suddenly, she looked like she remembered something important. Everyone got interested. Her forehead wrinkled like she was thinking hard. Everyone leaned forward. One white-gloved hand flew to her mouth and her eyes swept the room in a panic, then she was waddling for the screen doors to the balcony.

She yanked them open, leaned over the rail, and one foot flew up behind her as they all heard her give a very unladylike “UULLLLP!”

A cup of liquid splattered on the porch below. Then her shoulders heaved and she did it again. She coughed for a bit, getting her breath back, and finally turned around.

“Pine-Sol,” she said, panting. “It—”

She broke off and whirled back around and threw up over the balcony again. Briony had her hand over her mouth, eyes sparkling. Flora and Daisy looked like they were about to bust up laughing. The new girl turned around again, leaning unsteadily against the balcony rail.

“Zinnia,” Miss Wellwood said from the doorway. Apparently, she’d already named this girl Zinnia. “Would you join me downstairs? Your mother would like to say goodbye.”

Zinnia pushed herself off the railing and walked across the room to Miss Wellwood.

“Excuse me,” Laurel called from the other side of the room. “Miss Wellwood? Where’s she going to sleep?”

“That’s none of your concern,” Miss Wellwood replied.

She put one hand on the new girl’s shoulder and steered her toward the door.

“But there aren’t any free rooms,” Briony said. “Ginger is tripled up with Iris and me, and Tansy is tripled up with Flora and Daisy.”

Miss Wellwood turned back to the room.

“If you must know, I had Miriam make up the attic bedroom,” she said. “Zinnia will sleep there.”

Fern didn’t even know there was an attic bedroom, then she remembered seeing a steep flight of stairs sliced into the wall at the front of the house, next to the office where Nurse Kent stayed overnight. Miss Wellwood turned to leave the Cong again.

“You can’t do that,” Rose said.

Miss Wellwood turned slowly and fixed her eyes on Rose.

“It is not your place to tell me what I can and cannot do in my own Home,” she said.

Rose didn’t care.

“You know how hot it gets up there during the day,” she said. “Who do you think she is? Anne Frank? You’re going to hide her in the attic?”

“The windows let in a breeze,” Miss Wellwood said. “And the shutters will remain open during the day. She’ll be quite comfortable.”

“You can’t stick the one black girl in the attic,” Rose said. “That’s segregation. None of us are free until we’re all free.”

Rose raised her fist in the Black Power salute at Zinnia, and Zinnia looked like she’d prefer to be in the attic room right that minute. Maybe an attic room in another state.

“If you feel so strongly about it, Rose,” Miss Wellwood said, “perhaps you would like to take the attic room.”

“Righteous,” Rose said. “When sisters are united, that’s when the Struggle begins.”

“How nice.” Miss Wellwood smiled and turned to Zinnia. “Shall we say our goodbyes to your mother?”

They started for the door, but Laurel spoke up again.

“But you still haven’t told us where Zinnia’s going to sleep,” she said.

Before Miss Wellwood could say anything, Rose butted in.

“She’ll sleep in my bed,” she said. “Fern and Holly aren’t prejudiced.”

“I’m not prejudiced!” Laurel protested.

“Fern,” Miss Wellwood said, and Fern hated that everyone was looking at her again. “Zinnia will share your and Holly’s room. While she gets settled, the two of you will mop the porch.”

Fern and Holly lugged two buckets of water to the front porch and sluiced off the new girl’s—Zinnia’s—throw-up. It was a muggy night and when Zinnia’s mother came outside Fern was acutely aware that she’d sweated through her dress and she and Holly both smelled like dockworkers. The woman walked past them like they didn’t exist.

By the time they got back to their room, Rose had already moved out and Zinnia was unpacking. Holly sat on her bed and watched Zinnia take out her carefully folded clothes. They were new. This girl wasn’t going to be wearing hand-me-downs from the communal closet. She hung her dresses in the wardrobe. Fern could tell she didn’t like that all they had were wire hangers.

“Do they have a piano here?” Zinnia asked. “I’m supposed to practice.”

“There’s a harpsichord or something in the music room,” Fern said. “But I’ve never seen anyone play it. Have you, Holly?”

Holly shook her head vigorously. Zinnia’s shoulders drooped.

“I don’t want to fall behind,” she said.

Her mother’s car was nicer than any car Fern’s dad had ever owned, and Zinnia’s clothes looked like they all came from a big department store. Fern wished Rose was still here instead of this rich stranger. She’d just started getting used to Rose.

Zinnia stopped suddenly in front of the wardrobe and stared inside, a gold-and-brown plaid dress in one hand. Fern figured she’d seen how ugly Fern’s donated maternity dresses looked next to her expensive new ones. Then Zinnia dropped the dress and before it even hit the floor she was on her knees, hugging their metal garbage can, retching into it, back hunched. She finally stopped, panting, holding her face over the can. Her breathing returned to normal and she slumped against the side of her bed.

“I’m sorry,” she said, stripping off her white gloves and wiping her mouth. The starch had gone out of her. “I can’t help it. If someone would show me where the bathroom is I’ll rinse that out. I’ll probably do it again a few more times tonight.”

Up close, Fern noticed that Zinnia’s eyes were bloodshot and swollen.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

Zinnia closed her eyes and licked her lips. Her tongue looked dry.

“We’ve been driving since five a.m. because Mother says it’s not safe for us to stop down here,” she said. “She gave me sleeping pills so I wouldn’t be sick. I’ve been asleep since sunrise. This still feels like a dream.”

She looked at different parts of the room, like she was trying to make it feel more real.

“I’ve got bad news,” Fern said. “This is no dream, this is real, this is happening.”

Zinnia focused on her, as if she recognized the quote.

“You know what?” she said. “Rosemary’s Baby is the only book about being pregnant I’ve ever read. I sure hope this isn’t going to be like that.”

Something clicked into place inside Fern’s chest. This was the first girl she’d met who knew that Rosemary’s Baby had been a book before it was a movie. She felt like she’d been traveling abroad and bumped into someone who spoke the same language.

“You know what?” she said to Zinnia. “It’s probably going to be worse.”
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Baby is moving into position to be born!

It is a time of continuous fatigue and heartburn.
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Chapter 9

Zinnia got up almost as often to be sick as Fern did to pee. By the time a bleary-eyed Fern was coming back from the bathroom at four a.m. and Zinnia was stumping past her to rinse out their garbage can yet again, she felt like a familiar face.

Everything made Zinnia sick. The smell of ground beef or fried eggs, the smell of her own throw-up, and especially the smells of Lysol and Pine-Sol, which Fern thought for sure would get her excused from cleaning duties, but Dr. Vincent nipped that in the bud.

“He told me it’s all in my head,” Zinnia said, lying in her bed that Wednesday night, trying to move as little as possible. “He said I’m psychosexually immature, which prevents me from adapting to the mental stresses of pregnancy, so my body reacts by making me sick. He told me I’d get better when I want to get better.”

“He thinks you’re crazy?”

“He thinks all of us are crazy.”

And so, without a medical excuse, Zinnia got assigned to cleaning duties like the rest of them. Since Fern didn’t want to watch Zinnia lose her lunch all morning long, she let her lean out the bathroom window while she and Holly scrubbed sinks.

“No one here has a thing to read,” Zinnia said, leaning against the windowsill, head in the fresh air. “Briony only has books about wedding etiquette, and Laurel’s got three romances and they all have the same woman on the covers running from the same house.”

“You’ll learn more from live trees than dead ones,” Rose said from the door.

“I thought you were on strike?” Fern asked.

Rose walked to the window as mysteriously as possible and lit her bippy in an enigmatic way.

“I’m building ties to the working class,” she said.

She offered her bippy to Zinnia, who took a drag.

“According to my mother,” Zinnia said, “all I’m supposed to do while I’m here is practice solfège and think about what I’ve done. I’m not allowed to write Paul and I don’t sew and all the crossword puzzles in all those old magazines have already been done. I’m starting to see yellow wallpaper in every room.”

“Who’s Paul?” Fern asked.

“My baby’s father,” Zinnia said. “We’re getting married, but we’ve both got to graduate from high school first.”

“You’re not supposed to tell people that,” Fern said. “I mean, I don’t care, but it’s part of the rules.”

“Then I hope none of you fink,” Zinnia said.

“Right on,” Rose said, trying to slap Zinnia some skin.

Zinnia ignored her.

“There’s a bookmobile coming Monday,” Fern said. “But we’re only allowed one book each.”

“Well, there’s four of us,” Zinnia said. “Each of us could get a book the other three wanted to read.”

“Deal,” Fern said. “But I don’t think Holly can read.”

“Don’t underestimate Holly,” Rose said.

“Holly?” Fern asked. “Would you get a book from the bookmobile for us?”

Holly shrugged.

“That’s three books,” Zinnia said, and looked at Rose.

“You want to brainwash yourselves, that’s your business,” Rose said.

Zinnia didn’t say anything for a minute, then she grinned big.

“Be a righteous sister and get us a book?” she asked Rose.

And held out her hand for some skin.

“Deal,” Rose said, unable to resist. “Sister.”

Fern and Zinnia spent the weekend talking about what books they’d read and what they were going to check out and how Fern didn’t read enough black writers, and how Zinnia needed to read more Kurt Vonnegut, and the virtues of Anne McCaffrey’s Dragonflight. For the first time in weeks, time seemed to be moving. Fern felt like she was hanging around with Hilda and Deb again.

When Mrs. Deckle rang her bell next Monday morning, Fern shot out of bed like she was starting a race. By the time four p.m. rolled around her leg was bouncing like a sewing machine needle and she had her eyes glued to the clock at the end of the classroom while a man with a crew cut from the Lutheran church delivered a lecture on the dangers of rock and roll.

“Dean Martin may be an Italian,” Crew Cut said. “But even he knows that unnatural forces are behind the rise of rock and roll.”

The clock said 4:32 p.m. Wasn’t the bookmobile supposed to be there?

Mrs. Deckle entered through the back door of the classroom and pointed to her watch. Crew Cut broke off.

“It has been called to my attention that’s all we have time for today. I believe—”

He was drowned out by the sound of chair legs scraping the floor and girls chattering.

“If you are visiting the traveling library,” Mrs. Deckle called, “line up in alphabetical order in the front hall.”

The line stretched from the side door outside Diane’s office, past the Pepto-Bismol waterfall, all the way to the downstairs powder room. Fern looked back along it for Zinnia, but she wasn’t there. Holly should be next to Ginger, and Rose should be next to Zinnia, but none of them were where they were supposed to be. Panic fluttered in Fern’s chest. The baby took the opportunity to stomp on her bladder.

“I’ll be right back, Mrs. Deckle,” she called, wincing in irritation as she pulled herself up the stairs.

She found Zinnia throwing up in the second-floor bathroom.

“I can’t make it,” she called weakly from inside a stall.

“The bookmobile’s not coming back for two weeks,” Fern said.

She got Zinnia washed up and on her feet. She found Holly in their room, rifling through Zinnia’s clothes, and she sent her downstairs after Zinnia. Rose was in the Cong playing Solitaire, and Fern had to remind her that she was doing Zinnia a solid before she’d come.

By the time she got them out the side door, girls were pushing their way back in, already finished with the bookmobile. Fern herded Zinnia, Rose, and Holly into the front yard, and stopped cold.

The bookmobile took her breath away.

Parked beneath the big live oak, its sides dappled with sunlight, it danced with color. It had been a school bus once but was now painted white with a giant rainbow running down its side and pop-art butterflies flying between purple trees vibrating with pink-and-orange auras. St. Johns Public Library was painted under the rainbow.

It looked like the circus, it looked like the carnival, it looked like nothing a public library would ever endorse. After seeing the same blah walls of the Home every day, the same pink carpet, the same pink doors, the same girls in the same brown and beige dresses, it looked like the most beautiful thing in the world.

By the time they reached it, Flora and Daisy were coming out, Stirring Stories for Girls dangling casually from Flora’s hand and When Debbie Dared in Daisy’s.

“You’ve got ten minutes,” Mrs. Deckle said from beside the rear door as Fern walked onto the floating metal step and entered the bookmobile’s dim interior.

It rocked on its tires as Rose, Zinnia, and Holly crowded in behind her.

“Two at a time,” Mrs. Deckle said as they pushed their way in. “Two at a . . .” Then she sighed. “Fine, do whatever you want.”

Fern’s eyes adjusted and her heart stopped beating. Light drifted down from two skylights and settled on the spines of books lining every surface. More books than Fern had even hoped for. Her eyes scanned their spines: The Cricket in Times Square, A Wrinkle in Time, Owls in the Family, The Wolves of Willoughby Chase.

So many stories and colors and characters and chaos. She felt like Judy Garland in The Wizard of Oz when it went from black-and-white to color. She felt like Neva again.

Rose grabbed the first book off the shelf and poked Fern in the small of the back with it.

“I’ll take this one,” she said. “Can I go now?”

“Not yet,” Fern said. “Zinnia, you take the shelves on that side and I’ll take this one.”

“I need to sit down,” Zinnia groaned. “I’m not feeling well.”

Inside Fern, the baby squeezed her bladder again.

“Eight minutes,” Mrs. Deckle shouted through the door.

Holly grabbed a random book off the shelf and held it out: Shel Silverstein’s The Giving Tree.

“That’s not how this works,” Fern said, frustration giving her voice an edge. “We have to get the right books.”

“The right books are very important,” a voice said from the front of the bus.

Next to the driver’s seat a librarian’s desk faced them, shrunk to fit and bolted to the floor. Sitting behind it was a grandmother in a baby-blue rayon skirt suit. She wore her graying hair in a bun.

“I’m sorry,” Fern said. “We agreed on how to do this but now they’re messing everything up.”

“Reading the wrong book is almost worse than not reading any book at all,” the librarian said, coming out from behind her desk.

“Oh, good grief,” Rose moaned. “A philosophical librarian.”

“Girls,” Mrs. Deckle said, leaning into the doorway. “Six minutes.”

“You can’t give them ten?” the librarian asked.

She stood in front of Fern now, a short, solid woman with the figure of a brick. Fern saw a wart buried in one of her eyebrows. She looked like she attended church every Sunday and drank a lot of tea.

“No, I can’t,” Mrs. Deckle said, then squinted into the dim bus. “Are you new?”

“No, dear,” the librarian said. “I’m the same librarian as ever.”

“I thought you were a younger woman,” Mrs. Deckle said, then shrugged. “Well, it can’t be helped. Five minutes.”

She retreated outside. The librarian looked at the four pregnant girls squeezed into her bookmobile and smiled. The thought of this tiny woman driving this enormous tank made Fern smile back.

“I’m Miss Parcae,” the librarian said. “And since you four are on a schedule, why don’t you tell me what you’re looking for?”

“Something good,” Fern said. “And long. Really long books we haven’t read before.”

“I truly don’t feel well,” Zinnia moaned.

Miss Parcae’s hands flew over the shelves, fingers running across spines, pulling out one book, then another, turning to the other side of the bus, pulling out two more. “Here you are,” she said, handing them to Fern. “Before I write them down you’d better check with your watchdog.”

Mrs. Deckle rejected all four books.

In Cold Blood (“Completely inappropriate”), I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (“Absolutely not!”), The Valley of the Dolls (“You must be joking”), The Andromeda Strain (“Not for someone your age”).

Embarrassed, Fern ducked back inside and returned the books to Miss Parcae.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “She won’t let us take these.”

Zinnia rested her forehead against her arms, leaning on the shelves, looking waxy. Holly whispered in Precious Pup’s ear, showing him the books on the shelves. Rose stood by the door and angrily stared off at nothing. None of them paid any attention to the books, or to Fern, or to the librarian.

“Three minutes,” Mrs. Deckle called.

“We’ll take anything,” Fern said.

“I think we can do better than that,” Miss Parcae replied, and returned to her shelves.

She went down the spines, lips pressed together in concentration, head tilted to one side. Fern felt the baby smash a foot into her bladder again and realized she needed to go to the bathroom. Now. Mrs. Deckle’s voice cut down the center of the bus.

“Two minutes, ladies!”

“Well, they’re not the longest books I have,” Miss Parcae said. “But I don’t think your chaperone will make you put them back.”

She held out copies of From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler, The Old Man and the Sea, The Black Pearl, and To Kill a Mockingbird. Fern’s heart sank. She’d read all of them before.

Rose snatched The Old Man and the Sea and stormed out of the bookmobile. Zinnia took Frankweiler and stumbled out after Rose.

“Thirty seconds,” Mrs. Deckle called. “Don’t make me come in after you.”

Holly barely glanced at The Black Pearl as she took it from the librarian and left the bus. Fern looked down at To Kill a Mockingbird and felt true despair. The thought of being stuck with it for the next two weeks really felt like too much. Miss Parcae gave her that blank, beaming smile old ladies give when they’re extremely pleased with themselves. Fern pushed the book back at her.

“Thank you anyway,” she said. “I’ve already read it.”

The librarian’s smile faltered.

“Is there something you’d prefer?” she asked. She gestured to the books on either side of her. “I have all kinds.”

“I—” Fern opened her mouth, and then an impulse took over. “Do you have any books about babies?”

“Babies?” Miss Parcae asked, brow wrinkling.

“Having babies?” Fern asked, talking fast as the idea took shape in her mouth. “They won’t tell us anything real, so I thought you might have something nonfiction about what happens when you go to the hospital to have your baby?”

“Ah,” Miss Parcae said, her forehead smoothing as she understood. “No, dear. We don’t have any books like that, and if we did, we wouldn’t be allowed to give them to you.”

Of course not, Fern realized. She was stupid to have asked.

Her bladder gave a pinch. It felt more urgently full than usual. She needed to go before this turned into a big deal.

“It’s fine,” she said. “Maybe next time.”

“One moment,” the librarian said. “I think I might have something for you.”

She began to pull drawers out of her desk, fumbling through rubber bands and blank library cards, drawer after drawer. Fern bounced up and down on her toes.

“I really have to get going,” she said.

Miss Parcae continued searching.

“It’ll only be a moment, dear,” she said. Then she looked up at Fern, confused. “Are you having a fit?”

Fern managed to stop bouncing for a moment.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “My bladder is very full and I have to be excused now, please.”

Miss Parcae came over and stood far too close to Fern. Before she could back away, the librarian placed both hands on Fern’s stomach. Her hands felt different than Dr. Vincent’s. They were softer, lighter, more at home.

“Your baby needs to shift,” Miss Parcae said. “He’s sitting on your bladder. Look at me.”

Fern made eye contact. The librarian’s blue eyes looked too young for her face. They were dark around the edges and pale in the center. “Don’t move.”

Her hands snapped together like setting a broken bone. The bottom one pushed up against Fern’s belly and the top one swiped to the right hard. Something enormous changed places inside her.

“Ow!” Fern shouted automatically. “That hurt!”

Then she realized it didn’t. And she didn’t have to go to the bathroom anymore. Her bladder still felt full, but it was a dull ache, not a sharp stab. The muscles in her face forgot to hold their shape.

“What did you do?” she asked.

“Pishposh,” Miss Parcae said. “Any half-decent midwife could do the same.”

Fern vaguely knew what that was. Weren’t midwives mostly on farms?

Miss Parcae studied Fern for a moment, scanning her face from left to right.

“You’re a reader,” she said. “The other girls were in and out, but you wanted to make sure they got the right books. No one will tell you about having a baby, so you thought a book might help.”

“I really don’t need a book,” Fern said.

But Miss Parcae was already behind her desk again, and this time she found what she was looking for in the first drawer.

“I keep this for girls like you,” she said, holding out a paperback to Fern. “It might have some answers.”

Fern looked down at the cover. It was a cheap drugstore paperback, the kind you got for ninety-five cents, with pages so pulpy they gave you splinters. She read the title and immediately had a sinking feeling.

“This isn’t really my kind of thing,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

She tried to push it away, but Miss Parcae pressed it to Fern’s stomach.

“Don’t judge a book by its cover, Fern,” she said.

“Who told you my name?” Fern asked.

“Your friend said it when she came in the door,” Miss Parcae said. “I may be old, but I do pay attention. I know it’s not your real name, Fern, just like I know that if you’re in a place like this and you’re looking for a book about having babies, no one’s told you one word about being a woman. This book will teach you everything you need. Don’t be scared.”

Fern took the book. Its spine was disappointingly thin.

“It’s not very long,” she said.

“It’s longer than it looks,” Miss Parcae said. “And if you don’t enjoy it, well, I’ll be back in two weeks and you can get something new. Now, if I were you, I’d hide that inside your dress.”

Fern did, pressing it to her side with one elbow as she passed Mrs. Deckle on her way back to the Home. She headed straight for the downstairs powder room, latched the door, and peed. Then she peeled the paperback away from her sweaty skin and looked at the cheap, disappointing cover again. She flipped to the table of contents. She read the first page. Then the second. Then the third. Then she read them again.

As she stood in the powder room, between the dripping sink and the toilet with its pink, fuzzy lid, the words of the book cut through the fog in her pregnant brain and something deep inside her body woke up.




Chapter 10

If this is about that stupid bookmobile again,” Rose said, “forget it.”

They sat in Rose’s attic room, trying to get their breath back after crawling all the way up its narrow, airless stairs. Fern had insisted they congregate here after dinner—it was the only place no one else could hear what she had to say.

“I need a bippy,” Zinnia moaned, lying on the floor.

Rose tossed her a cigarette. She sat on her camp bed, leaning against two pillows she’d twisted into a nest, smoking out her window. There wasn’t a fan up here, but the sun had set and there was a breeze. It felt almost tolerable.

The attic was packed to the rafters with junk: baby buggies filled with walking sticks and Civil War swords, rotten leather traveling cases, rusty bed frames. Rose’s room consisted of one walled-off corner and Fern stood in the middle of its rag rug, too excited to sit.

No one else felt the drama—Holly scratched Precious Pup behind his ears, Rose stared at her smoke drifting out the window, Zinnia lay on the floor, eyes closed, one hand bringing her bippy to her lips.

“Listen, you guys,” Fern said, pulling the June 1964 issue of Redbook out from behind her back. On its cover, a bride came down the aisle and a headline promised to reveal “How Husbands Cope with Pregnancy.” “This is the answer to Zinnia’s problem.”

Holly looked at her, face blank as a cat’s. Rose gave a quick glance.

“What is it?” Zinnia asked, eyes still closed.

“Some Establishment rag,” Rose said.

“Zinnia, Dr. Vincent says your problem’s all in your head,” Fern said, working her sales pitch. “But we know it’s not. What if I told you there’s a way to stop throwing up all the time?”

“Only nine ninety-five plus shipping and handling,” Rose said.

“Okay, Doubting Thomas,” Fern said. “But when’s the last time any of y’all saw me pee?”

“Sorry to bust your ego trip,” Rose said. “But I don’t keep count.”

“You didn’t get up at dinner,” Zinnia said.

“That’s right,” Fern said. “I always get up to pee at dinner. Sometimes twice. Tonight, not once.”

“All these secrets can be yours for one low, low price,” Rose said.

Fern felt them slipping away.

“That librarian did something to my stomach,” she said. “She made my baby shift and I don’t have to pee anymore. Then she gave me this and told me it has all the answers we need.”

With a flourish, Rose pulled the paperback out of Redbook the way a magician pulls a rabbit out of a hat. She held it up for them to see. On the cover, some long-haired fox held a black candle in both hands. She wore a black turtleneck, a black miniskirt, and black knee-high boots. A silver pentagram hung around her neck and she stared out at them with eyeliner eyes, lips slightly parted. A bunch of psychedelic lights hit her from the sides and at her feet sat a black plastic cauldron with dry ice coming out of the top. The entire setup looked like it came from Woolworth’s and cost $3.99.

“Another book,” Rose said. “Stupendous.”

Zinnia slit her eyes and Fern tilted the book so she could see.

“How to Be a Groovy Witch,” Zinnia read out loud. “By Eth Natas. Oh, brother.”

She closed her eyes again.

“Obviously a real witch couldn’t use her actual name,” Fern explained.

“Obviously real witches don’t exist,” Zinnia said. “Some fly-bynight New York publisher pasted together a bunch of wart cures and paid some girl from Barnard to look witchy on the cover.”

Fern’s grin faltered.

“There are some pretty heavy spells in here,” she said. “There’s one that might help you.”

“Magic isn’t real,” Zinnia said.

“The Salem witches were real,” Fern said. “I’ve done the play.”

“The Salem witches were a bunch of teenaged girls who started accusing people of witchcraft because they were bored,” Zinnia said. “Probably because they were stuck in the middle of nowhere with nothing to do.”

Fern tried her pitch.

“The first spell I saw in here is called Turnabout,” she said. “It says we can take something like being sick and give it to someone else. We could do that with your morning sickness.”

“It’s mumbo jumbo for knuckle-draggers,” Zinnia said.

“Just listen,” Fern begged. “For five seconds.”

She opened the book to the table of contents. Even it thrilled her.


The Whats and Whys of Witchcraft

Charms for Beginners

A Note on Hexes

Starting a Coven

Everything You Need to Know about Spells

Your First Great Working

Making Friends with the Moon

Facts about Familiars



She turned to the first chapter and imagined she was giving the audition of her life.

“‘This is a brutal book,’” Fern read. “‘Because this is a book about power: where to find it and how to use it. Power is a brutal topic and in today’s world, having power over yourself and power over others is the only topic worth knowing.’”

Hearing the words out loud rang a bell deep inside her. She put its rhythm into her voice.

“‘Knowledge is a kind of power, and the knowledge you find in this book will help you find power inside yourself. Power is not a material possession that can be given. Power is the ability to act and that must always be taken, for no one will ever give that power to you. Those who have power wish to keep it, and those who want power must learn to take it.’ ”

No one said a word in the darkening room. Outside, the summer sky turned from lavender to gray. Shadows congealed in the corners like dirty cobwebs. The only light came from the glowing tips of their cigarettes.

“Nothing useful ever came out of a book,” Rose said.

Fern felt the pages go dead in her hands. She turned to Rose.

“You’re always talking about power,” she said. “This book is about power. It’s about the Struggle, it’s about fighting the Establishment. Are you all talk, or do you actually want to do something?”

Rose opened her mouth, but Fern turned to Zinnia.

“You throw up as much as I pee,” she said. “But I haven’t had to pee all afternoon. What’ve you got to lose?”

Even Holly was watching her now.

“This book is the first interesting thing that’s happened here in weeks, and y’all are acting like it’s chores,” Fern said. “Everyone complains that there’s nothing to read, nothing to do, nothing to watch but reruns, and now I’ve got something that might help Zinnia, and y’all want to ignore it. Has Wellwood gotten that inside your heads? Has she turned you into a bunch of squares?”

This was Fern’s strongest move. She didn’t know where to go next. Finally, Rose spoke.

“What do we have to do?” she asked.

Inside her head, Fern leapt into the air, cheering.

“Well,” she said, keeping her voice calm. “The first thing we have to do is get on kitchen duty.”

“Not me,” Rose said. “I’m on strike.”

Three days later, they laid out the ingredients for Turnabout on Rose’s bed.

Holly could sew, and she’d made a little sachet out of some cotton scrap from the rag bag. Beside it lay nine peppercorns (stolen from the kitchen), one egg (also stolen from the kitchen) submerged in a jar of lemon juice (stealing from the kitchen was really wrecking Fern’s nerves), a dried-up lemon peel (the kitchen again), and ten green pine needles (taken from the trees outside and not, thank God, from the kitchen).

“This lemon’s already making me queasy,” Zinnia moaned, fanning her hand in front of her face.

“Good,” Fern told her. “Now lie on the floor.”

“Why can’t I lie on the bed?” Zinnia asked.

“Because we have to be kneeling on both sides of you for this to work,” Fern said. “And take off your clothes.”

Grumbling, Zinnia unzipped her dress and stripped to her white bra and panties. The stretch marks on her belly looked like lightning bolts shooting through her skin.

She lay on her back in the middle of the rug. The hot, closed attic room did its best to suck the excitement away, but getting ready for this spell had taken on a life of its own. Even Zinnia wasn’t saying this was stupid anymore.

Fern pricked Zinnia’s finger with a needle and rubbed it on the egg. Zinnia sucked on her pricked finger and closed her eyes.

“All right,” she said. “Do some witchcraft.”

Fern knelt on one side of her, and Rose and Holly knelt on the other. Fern plucked the egg out of the lemon juice with two fingers and shook it dry.

“Everyone focus on the egg,” she said. “Zinnia, the book says you’re going to feel like you’re about to ralph, but you think of those feelings like dirt and sweep them into the egg, okay?”

They had a trash can beside them just in case Zinnia couldn’t sweep those feelings fast enough.

“Okay,” Zinnia said through tight lips.

Fern laid the egg on top of Zinnia’s swollen belly and held it in place with one finger.

“Focus on the egg,” she said.

“I am the Egg Man,” Rose said.

Zinnia smiled.

“Be serious,” Fern said.

They put on their serious faces.

“Rise and fill,” Fern said self-consciously. “Rise and fill. Rise and fill and leave behind. Rise and fill. Stop smiling, Holly.”

Holly stopped.

“Everyone now,” Fern said.

They each rested two fingers on the egg, then started sliding it over Zinnia’s pregnant belly like guiding a planchette on a Ouija board.

“Rise and fill,” they all chanted, except Holly. “Rise and fill and leave behind. Rise and fill.”

They repeated it over and over until they were one voice, one hand, sliding the egg across Zinnia’s belly.

“Rise and fill. Rise and fill and leave behind.”

Fern’s knees hurt. She wondered if she could get a pillow off Rose’s bed, but she didn’t want to ruin the mood, so she embraced the pain and kept chanting.

Rise and fill. Rise and fill and leave behind. Rise and fill.

Time became slippery. Fern couldn’t remember how long they’d been doing this. She felt her sense of self drift up to the ceiling like a balloon. She understood why cults really went for chanting.

“Urp,” Zinnia belched, and the smell of her stomach acid was sharp in the hot room.

“Sweep it into the egg,” Fern reminded her.

Zinnia’s eyelids fluttered and her forehead wrinkled with effort. They kept sliding that smooth, cool egg over her warm, smooth stomach, chanting, “Rise and fill. Rise and fill and leave behind. Rise and fill.”

They lost their rhythm. The chant died on their lips. They stopped sliding the egg and stared. It had turned black. Not crayon black, or midnight black, but dark gray like a little storm cloud was trapped inside.

They were doing it. Something real was actually happening. They were doing witchcraft.

“Keep going,” Fern said, and they scrambled to restart.

“Rise and fill.” They picked back up. “Rise and fill and leave behind. Rise and fill . . .”

They slid the egg for a few more minutes then stopped.

“Hold up,” Fern said.

She got her arms under Zinnia and helped her sit. Zinnia opened her eyes to see three faces grinning at her and Fern holding up an egg that was the angry purple of a fresh bruise.

While Zinnia got her clothes back on, Fern slipped the egg into Holly’s sachet, along with the other ingredients. Then came the final part. They had to transfer Zinnia’s morning sickness to someone, and Rose had pointed out the obvious candidate. They slipped three of Dr. Vincent’s hairs, stolen from the back of his office chair, into the sachet and Rose tied it shut with a pine needle, moving slowly so it didn’t break.

Zinnia picked it up.

“It’s warm,” she said. “Maybe the egg had a chemical reaction with the lemon juice.”

“Or maybe it’s magic,” Fern said.

“But it’s probably a chemical reaction,” Zinnia said.

The next day was Friday, and Fern and Holly volunteered to clean the Barn. When they swept Dr. Vincent’s office, Holly watched for Nurse Kent while Fern slipped the witch bag into an empty space behind one of his desk drawers.

That night, as they lay in bed, Zinnia said, “You know this won’t work. It’s been a fun way to pass the time, but don’t be upset when nothing happens.”

Fern knew Zinnia was right. She knew they were playing at witches. She knew this was what Granny Craven called babarambooboo.

She knew all of that. She really did.

Fern held out her wrist. The second hand on Zinnia’s Timex clicked precisely around its gold face. Holly laid her wrist beside Fern’s. In the middle of her watch, Snoopy’s arms pointed to three fifty-five.

“And . . . time,” Rose said. “They’re synchronized.”

They stood in Fern’s bedroom. Zinnia had insisted they do this closer to the bathroom in case anything went wrong.

“Okay, Fern,” Rose said. “Nurse’s going to call any minute.”

“Fern!” Nurse Kent hollered from the bottom of the stairs. “Time for clinic. Don’t make me come up.”

They met each other’s eyes, all except Zinnia, who was already lying down. Holly looked keyed up, her hot face flushed almost the same color as her birthmark. Rose’s chest rose and fell fast.

“Good luck,” Zinnia said, eyes closed.

“You, too,” Fern told her.

“Solidarity,” Rose said.

Then Fern went downstairs and walked to the Barn with Nurse Kent. It was time to put witchcraft to the test.

Nurse Kent weighed Fern and checked her blood pressure. As she made notes in her chart, Fern checked Zinnia’s watch. It was only five after. Upstairs, they weren’t ready for her to go into Dr. Vincent’s office until twenty after. Why was Nurse Kent moving so fast today? Fern went to the bathroom to do her urine sample and sat on the toilet, just watching the second hand tick around Zinnia’s watch. Eventually, Nurse Kent knocked on the door.

“Everything all right in there?” she asked.

Fern didn’t want to get in trouble, but it was still only eight after so she didn’t answer. Nurse Kent knocked again.

“Fern?” she said. “Try turning on the sink.”

Fern turned it on and let it run but eventually she had to come out. It was only twelve after. She put her sample on Nurse Kent’s desk just as Jasmine came out Dr. Vincent’s door.

“Another week of restriction,” she complained.

“Complaining gives you wrinkles,” Nurse Kent said. She picked up Fern’s file and led her into Dr. Vincent’s office. It was only twelve after and thirty seconds. Fern didn’t budge. “Come on, Fern. What’s with all the lollygagging today?”

Fern checked Zinnia’s watch—thirteen minutes after—but she couldn’t stall Nurse Kent anymore. She’d have to drag it out once she was inside.

Dr. Vincent sat hunched over his desk. The blinds were drawn against the sun and his lamp was on. He didn’t look good. Fern wondered if he’d already started feeling the spell or if it was just one of his down days. He’d had a lot of those recently.

Nurse Kent laid Fern’s file in front of him and left. Dr. Vincent turned a few pages, then cleared his throat with a big, phlegmy rattle.

“Mm-mm,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t like to see that.”

He sometimes said things like this, and Fern never asked what it meant because his answer was always “Nothing you’d understand.” But today it was only fifteen minutes after four and she still had five minutes to go.

“What is it, Dr. Vincent?” Fern asked.

He looked up, surprised to find a living human being across from him.

“Blood pressure of one twenty-three over eighty-five,” he said, pushing his glasses up his nose. They magnified his eyes until they looked like they were bugging out of his head. “That’s higher than we want to see. You’ll be taking water pills for the rest of the week.”

He went back to her chart. Fern snuck a look at Zinnia’s watch: sixteen minutes after four.

“Dr. Vincent?” she asked. “Why is it bad for my blood pressure to be high?”

His head came up again.

“Pardon?” he asked.

“Why is it bad if my blood pressure’s a little high?” Fern repeated. “Maybe it’s only high because I’m nervous to see you.”

“Young lady,” he said. “I don’t expect you to understand, but let me say that while to you these numbers might be ‘a little high,’ to me those numbers mean the life of the baby is at risk.”

He went back to her file. Four seventeen.

“At risk of what?” Fern asked, and, seeing his sour expression, she added, “Sir?”

“At risk of preeclampsia,” he snipped, and now his face had a little color. “Toxemia. Birthing difficulties. Maternal obesity. This isn’t the freshman fifteen, young lady. This is a serious matter of life and death. You’d be wise not to be so flip. But that’s the trouble with your press-button, instant-gratification generation, isn’t it? You’ve gotten everything handed to you, so you find it impossible to understand that serious people take the world seriously.”

A rant about the generation gap! Fern was thrilled. Old people could do that all day. She snuck a look at Zinnia’s watch: two minutes to go.

Dr. Vincent stood and came toward her. It was too soon. This was his final look at her eyes and tongue before showing her the door.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Vincent,” Fern said. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”

He stood in front of her.

“Nevertheless, you were disrespectful,” he said. “Now, hold out your hand. Or are you going to sass me about that, too?”

Once he was squeezing her fingers Fern would be out of time. She took a chance and stood up, right in front of him, her pregnant belly brushing his lab coat. He took a small step backward in surprise.

“Be seated,” he said. “I need you—”

He broke off as a gassy belch interrupted him. Just in time.

“Pardon me,” he said, covering his mouth with his handkerchief. He was about to say something else when Fern saw his face fade to greasy gray right before her eyes.

He pressed his handkerchief over his mouth and Fern got out of the way. She looked at Zinnia’s watch: the second hand ticked past twelve and it was four twenty exactly.

First came lemon.

Something convulsed inside Dr. Vincent’s stomach and surged up his throat. He pressed the handkerchief tighter, but there was too much liquid thundering around inside him. He tried to swallow but he couldn’t force anything past the pressure in his throat, and then Fern saw his cheeks bulge as he hit the point of no return. Brown water spurted out around his handkerchief. Dr. Vincent couldn’t move. He was helpless in the face of his body’s rebellion.

Another surge and this time it filled his handkerchief. He dropped it to the floor with a wet smack. Liquid dripped from his chin as he tried to figure out what was happening to his body. Fern pulled the collar of her dress over her nose and breathed through her mouth. She looked down at Zinnia’s watch: four twenty-three.

They’d be holding Pine-Sol under Zinnia’s nose now.

Dr. Vincent barely made it to the wastepaper basket, a spew of half-digested gunk erupting from his mouth, splattering into the can.

Clearly, Fern thought, remembering his diagnosis of Zinnia, he’s psychosexually immature, so his body reacts by making him sick. He’ll get better when he wants to get better.

“Get Nurse,” he gasped right before he surfed the next liquid wave.

Fern had thrown up more while pregnant than she ever had in her life, and Zinnia threw up almost five times more than that, and finally—finally—Dr. Vincent knew what it felt like for your body to be out of your control.

Dr. Vincent heaved again and Fern pushed open the office door.

“Nurse Kent,” she said, and it took all her acting skills to make her voice sound worried instead of triumphant. “I think Dr. Vincent isn’t feeling himself.”

Behind her, Dr. Vincent let out a cry that ended in a wet, choking gargle, followed by another blast of vomit. Nurse Kent brushed past Fern.

“Dr. Vincent?” she asked. “Are you ill?”

Fern checked Zinnia’s watch. Upstairs in their bedroom they’d already held the jar of lemon juice under Zinnia’s nose, followed by a capful of Pine-Sol. Zinnia wanted to time it to see if she smelled each thing at the exact same moment Dr. Vincent got sick. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be scientific.

Nurse Kent helped Dr. Vincent to his chair. He moved like he’d aged twenty years in five minutes.

“Maybe it was something you ate?” Nurse Kent suggested. “Do you remember what you had for lunch?”

Lysol coming in three . . . two . . .

“Fern,” Nurse Kent called. “Get me a glass of water. Dr. Vincent isn’t—”

. . . one.

He fire-hosed his desk, blasting his papers off the side. The force was so strong it sent his pencil jar spinning to the floor. He turned to Nurse Kent, his face a picture of absolute misery. Just like Zinnia’s face every time she smelled something that sent her running to the bathroom, praying she could get there in time.

“Fern,” Nurse Kent called. “Don’t just stand there. Get Dr. Vincent a glass of water!”

But Fern just stood there. She watched Dr. Vincent helplessly open his mouth, and this time he sprayed the front of Nurse Kent’s uniform, from her stomach down to her knees. She tried to pick up the wastepaper basket and his second blast got her right in the shoulder, and then he filled her shoes.






How to Be a Groovy Witch

A witch follows no rules and does nothing that does not please her. A witch is guided by her will alone, and if a law does not serve her desires she will ignore it. Rules make her yawn and guidelines bore her. However, the following statements condense some basic principles of our Craft.

1. Do not start anything you cannot finish.

2. Intention matters.

3. Accept anger, accept weakness, accept pain. As these cannot be avoided, turn them to your use.

4. Use care, caution, and common sense in all that you do.

THIS BOOK IS NOT FOR CHILDREN OR MORONS.

[image: Two hands extend towards a bookmarked book against a starry background. The book has branches of leaves extending from its edges.]
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Chapter 11

Back in their bedroom, Fern burst through the door.

“Four twenty exactly,” she said. “And four twenty-three.

And the last one was four twenty-six.”

Rose looked at a piece of paper.

“Those are our times,” she said. “Lemon juice, Pine-Sol, and Lysol. Four twenty, four twenty-three, and four twenty-six.”

They all turned to Zinnia, sitting up in bed.

“I didn’t feel a thing,” she said, quietly, like she couldn’t believe it.

None of them knew what to say. They had given Dr. Vincent Zinnia’s morning sickness. They had done magic.

Witchcraft was real.

Fern felt the world reorganize itself around them, shifting into a new arrangement, pushing them center stage. They had done this. What else could they do?

“Oh my God,” Zinnia said. They all turned to her, worried. She looked up at them. “I’m starving.”

She started to laugh, covered her mouth, and bounced with hysterics.

“I’m really, really, really,” she said, and giggled. “Really, really, really, really, really, really . . .”

“She’s lost it,” Rose said.

“. . . really, really, really hungry.”

Holly rooted around inside Precious Pup and emerged with a pack of salted peanuts. Zinnia snatched them so fast Holly almost lost a finger. She tore them open and put one on her tongue.

“They’re so good,” she said, and poured the pack down her throat.

“Y’all,” Fern said. “We did this! We can do anything!”

Zinnia made a noise around the peanuts.

“He might have been going to get sick anyway,” she said, licking her finger and sticking it in the empty peanut bag, hunting down bits of salt.

“Not like that,” Fern said. “He was a fire hose. He blasted everything! It smelled like rotten cheese.”

She found a Kleenex in one pocket and began scraping out her nostrils.

“We can’t jump to conclusions,” Zinnia said.

“Should we stroll to them?” Rose asked. “Skip to them? Strut? Fill out a form in triplicate and file it with the appropriate department that we desire to reach a conclusion in six to eight weeks? Zap! This is happening. Wake up and deal!”

Zinnia pressed the heels of her hands against her eye sockets.

“Why do you keep talking like that?” she asked. “I know you can speak proper English.”

Rose inhaled, about to say something, but Fern talked over her.

“You didn’t see him,” she said. “That wasn’t normal throw-up. It was supernatural vomit from beyond the stars.”

“Keep it down,” Zinnia said. “If Miss Wellwood hears, we’ll all be in trouble.”

“The book worked,” Fern said, lowering her voice. “How did it work? I don’t know. Why did it work? I don’t know. But it worked and when that librarian comes back next time we can ask her, but until then we’ve got the book, and it’s full of spells, and they actually work.”

“The important question,” Rose said, picking up the book, “is how does this let us overthrow the System?”

“What system?” Zinnia asked, sucking her finger. “What are you even talking about?”

“The System that put us here,” Rose said. “The one that makes Fern drink a liver shake every week, and has us all on salt restriction, and told you getting sick was all in your head. Y’all want to sew layettes and bitch about the food for the next two months? Or are you sick and tired of getting pushed around? The revolution starts here.”

For once, Rose had a point. For the next three ticks of the clock they felt very aware of themselves: four pregnant girls sitting in a stuffy room on the second floor of a home for unwed mothers who had just used witchcraft to make their doctor sick. Whatever they said next would shape everything. They could turn around and go back to their everyday lives, do their time, have their babies, and go home. Or they could run toward something new.

“Well,” Zinnia finally said. “It would be nice to have salt back on the menu.”

Rose’s face lit up with a jack-o’-lantern grin.

“Right on!” she said, and opened the book and sat down.

They crowded around her, Zinnia over one shoulder, Holly and Fern over the other, like witches around a cauldron. Rose held the book out so they could all see and started turning pages.

“Eternal secrets, ancient wisdom, blah, blah, blah,” she read, then stopped flipping. “Charms for Beginners. That’s us.”

In “Charms for Beginners” Eth Natas told them about Turnabout, which they already knew, and then she proceeded to tell them how to stop bleeding and cure warts. How to remove freckles by making a face wash of morning dew, how to brew a healthy hair rub by stealing a few strands of the hair they envied, adding a drop of their own blood, and trapping it in a jar of salt water buried beneath the full moon. She told them how to prevent wrinkles and remove age lines.

“This sounds like a beauty manual,” Zinnia said.

When you purchase a new appliance, Eth Natas instructed them, such as a vacuum cleaner or an electric can opener, perform this blessing to ensure that it functions properly and to remove any malign influences that might cause it to break down before its warranty expires.

“It sounds like home ec,” Rose said.

“Let’s try curses,” Fern suggested.

Rose flipped pages.

“No curses,” she said.

“Try the table of contents,” Zinnia said.

Rose flipped toward the back of the book and Fern suspected she might not know exactly what a table of contents was. Zinnia took the book out of Rose’s hands.

“Let me look,” she said.

She turned to the front and found the table of contents.

“See,” Rose groused. “No curses.”

Zinnia pointed to “A Note on Hexes.”

“The same as curses,” she said. “Page sixteen.”

She turned to page sixteen, stopped, blinked, half turned the following page, then turned back.

“It’s only a paragraph,” she said, and read:

“‘You will hear some people talk about white and black magic. However, there is no difference between them because opposites do not exist. The universe is full of vibratory forces scientists are only now beginning to understand.’”

“Everyone knows that,” Rose said.

“‘One hundred years ago a woman claiming she knew what you were thinking would be called a witch and burned at the stake. Today, ESP is an accepted fact of modern science.’”

“Oh, brother,” Zinnia said.

“‘How the witch harnesses these forces is everything. The energy is the same whether she sends waves of well-being and peace in the direction of her friends or dark vibrations in the direction of her enemies. As with everything in our Craft, intention counts.’”

“So who’re we going to zap with dark vibrations?” Fern asked. “We could make Miss Wellwood so sick she can’t come to work.”

“Miss Wellwood is never going to be so sick she can’t come to work,” Zinnia said.

“We need the biggest spell in the book,” Rose said.

“Blessing the TV set?” Zinnia asked. “A face wash to get rid of our freckles? I’m happy not to be throwing up anymore, but none of this feels real useful.”

“Page forty-two,” Rose said, and pointed. “Everything You Need to Know about Spells.”

Zinnia turned to page forty-two.

“‘The Four Powers of Familiar Spirits,’” Zinnia read, going down the list of spells. “‘Calling Down the Moon. The Invocation . . . ’”

She slowed.

“‘Apotropaios . . . Chthonic and Ouranic Sacrifice . . . Sigils and Runes’ . . . I don’t know what any of these mean,” she said.

“Necromancy,” Fern said, pointing to one spell. “That’s talking to dead people.”

But that was the only word she recognized. Zinnia turned the page.

“‘To Summon Him,’” she read.

“Who’s Him?” Fern asked. “Who do you think?” Rose said.

“Oh,” Fern said. “Well, that sounds like a crummy idea. What else?”

“‘Understanding the Language of Birds,’” Rose read. “Who wants to do that?”

“Talking to birds might be neat?” Fern tried.

At least it was something. She took the book from Zinnia and read the instructions out loud. “‘Sanctify the space by drawing the invoking pentacle on the Magus with your thyrsus. Form the circle, give the Invocation, and make the Qabbalistic Cross to Ground your Cone of Power.’ What’re they talking about?”

Rose took the book back.

“‘Make the sign of the Rending of the Veil in the four Elemental Directions,’” she read. She flipped back a few pages. “‘Read free . . . perform the eight sabbaths and twelve esbats skyclad.’ A ‘cingulum’? This book is cracked.”

“We’re probably not supposed to understand it,” Zinnia said. “If this book is full of powerful spells, don’t you think witches would try to keep it secret? If they gave it all away for ninety-five cents, then the skies would be full of people flying around on broomsticks.”

Rose flopped down on the other bed.

“Now what?” she asked the room.

There was a long silence.

“Power’s only useful if you know how to use it,” Zinnia said. “None of us can understand a word of this book. Besides the spell that stopped me from being sick, there’s nothing in here that can’t be done with a bottle of conditioner and some cold cream.”

She was right. Except for Turnabout, they couldn’t make sense of any of the spells. Fern had felt the magic. She had seen it happen. Now it had slipped through her fingers, leaving her more frustrated than before.

Something banged on the bedroom door.

“Oh my God!” Zinnia said, clutching her chest.

“Y’all traded jobs to work in my kitchen!” Hagar shouted from the hall. “Y’all better get downstairs and work!”




Chapter 12

The next day was hot. And dry. And they didn’t have time to think about witchcraft because it was Laundry Day.

Laundry Day was hell.

The fun started at eight a.m. when the girls stripped every bed, gathered every mildewed towel and washcloth, and hauled every girl’s laundry bag out back to the Barn. Three washing machines were lined up along its back wall and Miriam kept them rumbling all day. As girls lugged out every sopping load and dumped it in a basket, the rest dragged the baskets to lines on the other side of the yard. The baskets were so heavy it took two girls to carry them. Then they heaved out soaking sheets and towels and maternity dresses and hung them up to dry.

The sun drilled down through their skulls and brought out their freckles. Fern got so hot she couldn’t get enough air and had to sit in the thin sliver of shade beside the Barn until Hagar hollered at her to get moving because this laundry wasn’t going to do itself.

The bugs made everything worse.

Wellwood House fought a constant war against wildlife. The air was thick with clouds of mosquitoes, and the house always smelled like Skin So Soft. On Laundry Day they had to be careful not to step on any fire ant beds. Sometimes they didn’t even notice until fire ants were crawling down the insides of their socks, gnawing their ankles. Huge flying grasshoppers knocked into their faces, hard as golf balls. The blackflies didn’t bother anyone if they stayed in the middle of the yard, but if a girl got too close to the tree line she’d be immediately swarmed by a cloud of them, crawling up her nose and into her mouth, and the only thing she could do was run for the Smoke Shack and hide until they went away.

By the time work ended at two their shoulders were sore, the backs of their necks were sunburned, and the girls dragged themselves either inside like corpses or over to the Smoke Shack for liferestoring bippies.

Fern had stepped in a fire ant bed and all she wanted to do was soak her swollen, itchy feet in cold water. Instead, she had to join Zinnia and Holly in the kitchen fixing dinner. Everything in there was too hot. Even the tap water felt like it came from a kettle.

“I wish we could go swimming,” she said. “Maybe they’ll take us to the beach tomorrow.”

“Who?” Zinnia asked.

“Miss Wellwood? Or Diane?”

“You think either one of them is going to take a bunch of pregnant girls to the beach?” Zinnia asked.

Fern wiped her hand across her forehead and it came away slick.

“Don’t drip your perspiration in my salad dressing,” Hagar warned her.

“Isn’t there a river out back, Hagar?” Fern asked. “Couldn’t we go swimming there?”

Hagar opened cans of tuna like they’d done something to her mother and dumped them in the blender, where Holly was slopping in cans of cream of mushroom soup.

“You don’t want to go in those woods,” Hagar said, scraping out tuna fish with a spoon. “Those woods have turned sour.”

“That sounds made-up,” Zinnia said.

“And you sound ignorant,” Hagar replied. “Used to be farmers living out here, and they buried their people in these woods. When the highway went the other way the farm people moved on and left their dead folks behind. Then there’s those hippies, like the Manson people. The police say there’s a bunch of them camping out in the woods, taking drugs and making trouble.”

“Let’s say we didn’t mind ghosts,” Fern said. “Or hippies. What if we walked straight out back, we’d get to the river and we could swim there, right?”

Hagar thought about it while she stirred mayonnaise into the macaroni salad.

“You could do,” she said. “Except for the glass eels. I’ve been birthing babies all my life, and I always tell my expecting ladies don’t go swimming in that river because glass eels will sniff out your double heartbeat. Then they swim up your privates, slick as glass. You won’t feel them till they’re biting the baby and laying their eggs. But you could go swimming if you feel real confident you wouldn’t stir up a nest of glass eels.”

That was the end of their conversation about swimming.

After dinner, Zinnia, Fern, and Holly retreated to their room. Fern buried herself in How to Be a Groovy Witch. She could feel something huge dangling just out of reach, her fingertips brushing against it, never quite able to grab hold.

She was determined to figure it out. She almost followed a bit about The Book of Shadows but got lost when it started talking about the Ardanes and the Witches’ Rede. Every sentence felt denser and more confusing than the one before. Just when she thought she was following a chain of thought, there came a dash or a semicolon or a parenthesis and some new line of thought raced off in a different direction and she was lost all over again.

Finally, Nurse Kent shouted it was lights out and they settled down in the stuffy semidarkness. They were so close to doing something real, Fern thought. Why couldn’t this book give them a break?

She tried to sleep. She lay on her right side, then her left, and then she tried sleeping on her back, which lasted for five seconds. Again and again, Fern would be slipping away, when she’d hiccup hot dogs, or the baby would kick her in the ribs, and she’d be wide-awake and staring at the lava lamp, its shadows sliding over the ceiling, listening to the rattle of the fan, scratching her ankles with her heels. At least she didn’t have to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night anymore.

The five hundredth time she thrashed herself awake she knew something was wrong.

It was too light in their room and she couldn’t hear Holly sawing logs. Fern struggled up on her elbows, iron springs bouncing, and saw the door to the hall standing wide open and an enormous black dog sitting there.

It had a big square head, a broad chest, and its tongue lolled out. Fern could smell its hot, musky hide all the way from here. She didn’t know how it got into the Home, she didn’t know if it had rabies, she didn’t know anything about this dog except it was big enough to be dangerous, and it was looking right at her.

“Fern?” Zinnia whispered from her bed, and one of the dog’s ears twitched and it swung its heavy head in Zinnia’s direction.

Zinnia gripped the edge of her sheet with both hands, fingers dug in tight. Her chin buckled like she was about to cry. Fern had to do something.

Holly was closest to the door. If Fern could throw a pillow and distract the dog, then Holly could jump out of bed and slam it. Carefully, she looked over at Holly’s bed, but her slight motion caused the dog to turn her way again. It licked its lips with a sloppy sound. And that was when Holly got out of bed.

She hadn’t seen the dog, Fern realized. She was going to the bathroom.

“Holly!” Fern tried to shout, but her voice came out in a strangled squeak.

Holly trundled across the floor in her shortie pajamas, right at the dog, and it watched her approach and Fern felt her guts fill with ice. The dog lumbered to its feet and faced Holly. It came up to her waist. Holly stopped. Fern couldn’t get enough air. In the light from the hall she watched Holly put out one hand like she was going to pat this monstrous dog. Then she made kissy noises.

The dog simply turned and walked away.

“Holly!” Fern whispered again, but she was already following it out the door.

Fern heard the dog’s claws crunching down the pink carpet, Holly’s footsteps right behind. The girl wasn’t thinking right. She had a screw loose. That dog probably weighed more than she did. Fern got up as fast as she could.

“Come on,” she hissed at Zinnia. “We can’t let Holly go with that monster.”

“Why not?” Zinnia asked, her voice small.

“Because it’s big enough to eat her,” Fern said.

“They looked okay to me,” Zinnia said. “I’m staying right here.”

“Holly’s in trouble,” Fern said. She yanked the sheet off Zinnia and dragged her out of bed.

She peeked around the doorframe while Zinnia put on her pink robe. The black dog waited for Holly at the top of the stairs. She was too far away for Fern to shout.

“I want it on the record that this is your terrible idea,” Zinnia whispered to Fern. “And I am a very brave person for supporting you.”

Fern stepped into the hall. Holly and the dog were already trotting downstairs like they’d made plans to play tennis. When they reached the hall, the dog turned and headed for the front door, all business, just a wild animal strolling casually down the middle of the carpet.

Were they going outside? Through the front door? Fern looked toward the Cong and saw the flicker of blue light and heard the faint murmur of the TV. Nurse Kent hadn’t come out yet, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t. They had to get Holly back upstairs now.

Fern started down after Holly, clinging to the banister, trying to stay light on her feet. It wasn’t easy. Behind her she heard a loud creak and saw Zinnia, clutching the front of her robe, putting one foot delicately on the top step. At least she was coming.

By the time Fern reached the foot of the stairs, the dog was sitting obediently by the front door, staring at the doorknob, and Holly was almost there. Fern picked up speed, trying to make as little noise as possible on floorboards that groaned under her feet.

Holly had her hand on the doorknob and was already turning it when Fern grabbed her shoulder.

“Holly—” Fern started, but Holly swung the door open.

The dog slipped out.

“Okay,” Fern said, grabbing the door to push it closed, relieved to be able to put solid wood between them and this monster.

Holly bumped Fern’s stomach out of the way, stepped around her, and went out the front door after the dog.

“Wait!” Fern hissed after her, uselessly, because Holly and the dog weren’t waiting for anyone.

The two of them were already going down the front steps, side by side. Fern caught the screen door to keep it from slamming, then looked back and saw Zinnia frozen in place by the dining room door.

“Come on,” she whispered.

“We can’t go out the front door,” Zinnia whispered, coming closer so Fern could hear. “They’ll find out and send us home. I can’t get sent home.”

“There’s hippies out there,” Fern whispered. “That’s probably their dog.”

“Good,” Zinnia whispered. “She’ll make new friends.”

“She’s a kid,” Fern said, pushing the screen door open slowly so it wouldn’t creak. “We’re responsible for her.”

“We are?” Zinnia asked. “Who said? I never said.”

Fern started to follow Holly outside, but Zinnia grabbed her arm. She pointed down at the threshold.

“We’re not supposed to cross that,” she whispered. “Not until we go downtown. That’s the line between a little bit of trouble and a whole lot of trouble. It’s the border between—”

Fern grabbed Zinnia’s robe and pulled her outside.

“Tell me later,” she said.

The front yard stretched before them, hemmed in by a wall of screaming, pulsating crickets. They reached the steps just in time to see Holly following the dog around the corner of the house.

“Goddammit,” Zinnia whispered.

They went after her, Fern moving faster and faster down the side of the pitch-black Home, dragging Zinnia with her, desperate to stop Holly before she got them in even more trouble.

They emerged into the backyard. The nearly full moon roosted low in the treetops, throwing the sharp shadow of the tree line across the middle of the grass, slicing the Barn in two. Holly was just on the other side of that black line, headed toward the trees, her white pajamas floating in midair, the darker shadow of the dog padding along beside her.

“Finally,” a voice said behind them, and Zinnia squeaked. Fern jumped.

The tip of a cigarette flared inside the Smoke Shack.

“I wondered when y’all would get here,” Rose said from behind the screen, her voice low.

She came to the door, wearing a smiley-face T-shirt.

“We’re getting Holly and going back inside,” Fern whispered. “It’s dangerous out here.”

Rose came out of the Smoke Shack, closing the screen door behind her. Then her feet were whispering over the grass.

“That’s our spirit animal,” she said. “He came to me first.”

“Of course he did,” Zinnia said.

“This isn’t exactly normal canine behavior,” Rose said. “Let’s see what’s on his mind.”

“Eating Holly?” Zinnia suggested.

Holly’s pajamas floated closer to them. She moved lightly for a girl in her condition. She pulled on Fern’s arm, dragging her toward the trees.

“We’re not following a strange dog into the woods,” Fern told her.

“Y’all are a pair of air-conditioned squares,” Rose said. “The universe is calling.”

She took Holly’s hand and they headed after the dog.

“Well, I’m not home,” Zinnia said. She turned to Fern. “She’s got a babysitter, now let’s go back.”

Fern thought of turning around and going back inside, but she felt right on the edge of something immense, the way she felt when she read the book. Her body leaned ever so slightly toward Holly and Rose, disappearing into the woods.

“Leaving her with Rose is like leaving her with a tomcat,” she said. “Don’t make me do this by myself. Please?”

Zinnia clenched her fists hard and looked like she did before she threw up, then she relaxed, jammed her hand into Fern’s, and said, “You don’t deserve a friend like me.”

They pushed between two bushes and slipped into the dark woods.

The pines closed around them, blotting out the sky. Fern pulled her collar up over her mouth and nose to keep from inhaling blackflies. Holly and Rose crashed through bushes up ahead, moving too loudly, sending branches slashing back to catch her in the stomach, letting everything in the woods know where they were.

Briars tugged at Fern’s duster. Twice, she tripped over roots and almost fell. Each step was an excuse to sit down. Her hips ached and for the first time she really felt like she was lugging an entire human being around inside her. She breathed even harder than when Coach Sue made them run the mile.

All around them came the outrageous racket of life. Crickets whirred, frogs bleated a call-and-response in stereophonic sound— three croaks on the left, then three on the right, then three on the left again—ping-ponging back and forth. Fern listened as hard as she could for the hippies, but couldn’t hear a thing over all this insect noise.

Then, without warning, they emerged from the woods.

“What the heck?” she asked.

They stood on the edge of a vast lawn of long, soft grass that reached their thighs. Moonlight touched it with silver and the air was thick with a chewy odor, like tea that had steeped too long. The grass unrolled in front of them in a wide carpet leading to the river. And the river was bigger than God.

A silent, silver ribbon, dusted with the light of the moon, it was so broad the opposite bank might as well have been in another country. It moved, sluggish and unstoppable, winding toward the sea. Holly stood nearby with Rose in long grass up to her waist.

The big black dog pushed its way through the grass toward the river, chest first. Rose looked back at them and hooked a thumb after the dog, then she and Holly followed. Fern grabbed Zinnia’s hand and pulled her along, and then they were all crashing through the grass.

As the river got closer, they picked up speed, led by their heavy stomachs. The night air fizzed on Fern’s tongue as the river got bigger, the smell of it filling her throat, forcing its way into her lungs. She felt a little looped on the whole scene.

“This isn’t real,” Zinnia said. “You know that, right? We’re going to wake up in our beds tomorrow morning and none of this will have happened.”

“And we’re going to see each other at breakfast.” Fern couldn’t help smiling. “And say, ‘I had the weirdest dream.’”

The ground turned to soft dirt beneath their feet, and then they were standing on a long muddy bank with Holly and Rose. The dog lay down and placed its muzzle on its crossed paws. If it had opened its mouth and said Why don’t you have a swim? Fern would have taken that in stride. It was that kind of a night.

In front of them flowed the river. The cool wind that skimmed its surface felt like the sweetest air conditioning and Fern could only think of one thing to say.

“Are we going in?”

There was a pause, then Rose slipped her smiley-face T-shirt over her head and tossed it on the grass. Fern couldn’t look away. The lunar light softened Rose’s face and bathed her stomach in silver. It had slid lower down her body since the last time Fern had seen it. Rose looked strong and ripe and full of life.

“See you on the other side,” she said, and waded into the water.




Chapter 13

Fern slipped her duster over her head before she could chicken out, and warm air wrapped itself around her like a blanket as she stepped out of her underwear. She lost her balance and grabbed Zinnia’s arm to hold herself steady. Then she threw her clothes onto the grass like Rose.

The dog raised one eyebrow.

Holly stripped off her pajamas and waded out into the water, picking her way around cypress knees. In this light, she didn’t look human anymore. She looked too small, her bulging stomach too full, her hair in the moonlight too silver, and the birthmark on her cheek split her face too perfectly.

Rose dove forward, arms stretched over her head, leading with her enormous belly, and there was a soft splash that echoed up and down the shoreline. Fern felt more comfortable naked with each passing second. She held her hand out behind her toward Zinnia, and felt like speaking would ruin it, so she opened and closed her fingers.

Zinnia looked from Fern’s hand to the dog, clutching the front of her pink, leaf-speckled robe, then she quickly shucked it over her shoulders, followed by her nightgown. Her skin glowed in the night, her stomach smaller and higher than Rose’s, and Fern could see those lightning bolts stretched over it like tiger stripes, crackling toward her belly button.

Zinnia’s hot hand went into Fern’s, and the two girls sloshed into the river, and the riverbed squeezed mud between their toes and the water felt as warm as the air. Fern had never felt wind between her legs before. She’d never seen moonlight on her chest where her freckles stopped and her breasts began. She couldn’t remember ever being naked outdoors.

Zinnia squeezed Fern’s hand, and Fern squeezed back and then they bent their knees and pushed forward and out, their faces plunging beneath the surface of the river, sinking in slow motion, and it was so warm and so soft and Fern’s body suddenly weighed nothing and the water kissed every bug bite and ant sting, and the river untwined their fingers and gently pulled them apart and for a moment Fern didn’t know how to get back to the surface, and then she saw it, shimmering black and silver overhead, and came up spluttering, legs kicking, unable to touch the bottom anymore.

Zinnia dog-paddled a few feet away, grinning. Then she gave a concerned look at the bank.

“Dogs can’t swim, right?” she asked.

Fern didn’t want to ruin the moment.

“It’s completely impossible,” she said.

Fern sat on the bank in a patch of soft dirt and watched Holly and Zinnia and Rose play. They splashed each other, dove under, came back up, sleek as dolphins in the moonlight. The Home felt very far away.

Zinnia walked out of the river, stumbling a little as she made her way toward Fern and lowered herself onto the sand. They watched Rose show Holly how to squirt water from between her hands, and Fern thought, That’s how she’ll be with Blossom when she’s born.

They looked like mother and daughter until they emerged from the river with their matching rounded bellies shedding water. They locked hands to steady one another as they waded ashore and sank to the sand.

There were no bugs, there were no girls crying behind closed doors, or showers running, or toilets flushing, or sounds from the TV. There was only quiet and moonlight and beneath it all the silent sound of the river flowing by, like a great unrung bell.

“So you’re keeping your baby?” Zinnia asked Rose after a few minutes.

“And you’re marrying your PF,” Rose said back. “I thought a smart chick like you knew the score.”

Zinnia leaned back on her elbows and stretched her legs out in front of her, stomach big and heavy. She wriggled the base of her spine into the ground.

“He plays piano,” she said. “That’s how we met. I play, too, but classical. He plays jazz. We met at Jack and Jill’s. He was always real quiet and then one day he found out I played and it’s like someone turned on a spigot inside his mouth. Paul comes alive when that downbeat hits. We play together.”

Fern wished she had something like this to say about Guy.

“So you guys did it on a piano?” Rose asked, waggling her eyebrows.

“Have you ever played piano with someone?” Zinnia asked seriously. “We didn’t have a choice. Later, we did it in bed, and that was better. We did it a lot. But I was taking the Pill.”

“How’d you get those?” Fern asked.

“My girlfriend Cece stole them from her mother,” Zinnia said. “I took one every single time, but I guess they didn’t work.”

“You took them every time you balled?” Rose asked.

Zinnia nodded.

“You dummy!” Rose laughed. Zinnia looked up quick, neck stiff, shoulders tense. “You have to take them regular. You have to build them up in your blood for months before they work. It’s part of your cycle.”

Zinnia deflated.

“Oh, no,” she said, dropping onto her back and covering her face with both hands.

Her enormous stomach bounced in the moonlight.

“Oh no, oh no, oh no.” She laughed through her hands. “I thought I was so smart!” She sat up on her elbows and looked at Rose. “I know I make better grades in biology than you, but I didn’t have a clue that’s how they worked.”

They were both laughing now.

“How’d your folks find out?” Fern asked.

“In March I was starting to show,” Zinnia said. “I told Paul we’d have to buy some bigger clothes for me, but before we could my mother took one look and she knew. She just knew.”

“You could have lied,” Fern said.

“You don’t know my mother. The first thing she did was lock me in my bedroom. She went out to the store and when she came back she made me get in the tub and gave me a Lysol douche. She had it in the big brown bottle. She douched me and douched me until that whole bottle was gone. Nothing ever hurt so bad in my life. And the smell. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night thinking I smell Lysol. I can smell that Lysol in my dreams.”

She spat in the sand, then kept talking.

“I wonder if maybe she gave my baby a deformity doing that. We’ve got people in Chicago who’ll take it, but they don’t want a deformed baby, and my mother won’t let me come home with it. Paul said we’ll figure it out if that happens, but I’m scared. I want to talk to Paul but I’m not allowed to call him or write and he doesn’t know where I am and he said he’s waiting and I trust him but I can’t be sure about anything anymore. I’ve never been so scared in my life.”

They were quiet for a minute. Fern felt like someone should say something to Zinnia, like I’m sorry or You’ll be okay, but both options sounded like Hallmark cards, so she didn’t say anything.

“Y’all ever heard of Carlton Sinclair?” Rose asked, looking out across the river.

“Uh-uh,” Zinnia said from the other side of Fern.

“The richest man in Augusta, Gee-Ay,” Rose said. “I met his kid, Carlton Sinclair the Third, when my dad set us up. Carlton Sinclair the Second promised to support my dad’s membership at the National Golf Club if I took the Third on a date. I didn’t want to, but my dad got so uptight about it I finally got my friend Penny to double with us at the Fall Fling.”

She gave a dry laugh that sounded like she was clearing her throat.

“The Fall Fling,” she repeated. “What a bunch of chumps. It was a pack of squares in a rented room pretending to be their parents, the girls all talking about varsity pins and letterman jackets, and the boys all talking about the war and how we ought to drop more bombs. But Mr. the Third and I, well, it turned out he really turned me on.

“I fell for him like a dope. He said he wanted to head out west and play his music and he even sang me some of his songs and they weren’t Dylan but they weren’t bad. When he put his bun in my oven, he said we’d go together, just the three of us, and be a family. He said we’d head to San Fran, where he’d work on his music. He said he loved me. He said a lot of things and I bought every single one of them.”

Fern tried to imagine Rose falling for anyone’s line.

“When I started to show, he told me it was time for us to split, and I was all packed up, waiting for him at the gas station at one in the morning like he said. And I waited, and waited, and waited. I waited till the sun came up.

“I called Sinclair Manor and the Second picked up. He’d been waiting, too. He told me he’d had a little heart-to-heart with the Third and convinced him to head out west solo. The Second bought him a ticket to San Francisco and gave him a chunk of bread to record his music and a monthly allowance for a pad. The Second told me to stay away from the Third and reminded me there was no way to prove it was his baby, anyway. He told me I better not ask how to reach him, but the only thing I wanted to know was the number on that check he wrote. Eventually, he told me. So now I know exactly how much I’m worth.”

The last sentence sounded ugly coming out of Rose’s mouth.

“I hitched a ride to a commune near Atlanta,” Rose said. “I lived with some beautiful people who could do amazing things with knitting needles and herbal teas, but I wanted to keep Blossom. The only person who knew I was there was Penny. Turns out Penny is a very unevolved soul. She dropped a dime to my folks, and they showed up with the pigs, and here I am. Where no one has to see me, or hear me, or think about me. And after all that, the Second told Daddy he couldn’t sponsor him for his golf club anymore. So no one got anything they wanted. Except the Third. All his dreams came true.”

“Blossom,” Fern said. “You got Blossom, and you’re going to leave here with her and start your farm.”

Fern needed this to be true. She needed Rose to be gritty.

“You’ve got to have bread to do that,” Rose said. “So after she’s born, I’m going to take Blossom to San Francisco and we’re going to march right into the Third’s pad and say, Here’s your daughter. And we’ll stand right in the middle of his rock-star dreams until he writes me a check for exactly the amount he got for me. And I’m going to take that check and use it to start my farm, and me and Blossom’ll never see that creep again.”

Rose sounded like Fern’s uncles at Thanksgiving, drinking beer and watching football in the living room, talking about big plans that would happen next year, or the year after that, talking about how they were going to go into the shop on Monday and tell that soand-so what’s what. Fern couldn’t bear to look at Rose. She couldn’t bear to see her weak. The air between them ached.

Zinnia laughed.

Fern snapped her head around. Zinnia was propped up on one elbow with her hand on top of her belly and she looked at them, and she laughed so loud her voice rolled across the river.

“He’s dancing!” she laughed. “My baby’s dancing!”

Her face was wide-open, light shining through her eyes, and she struggled to her knees and grabbed Fern’s hand. She pressed it to her stomach, and it felt harder than Fern expected, but also softer, like water, like she had a river running through her, a river inside a drum, and Fern felt something swim up from the bottom of the river and double-thump her palm, light and playful, and Fern felt an answering drumbeat inside herself.

She couldn’t help it. Her face split into a grin.

It didn’t hurt this time or make her feel angry or irritated or annoyed. It felt like Zinnia said. It felt like a dance. She grabbed Zinnia’s hand and pressed it to her own stomach and her drum played and Zinnia’s right after.

“They’re talking!” Zinnia said, and they were looking at each other, smiling, because this was the most alive thing Fern had ever felt. Their babies were alive. Like the forest. Like the river. Like them.

They all crowded around, hands pressing to Fern’s stomach, and Zinnia’s stomach, and Rose’s, and Holly’s, their arms and elbows all tangled up, grinning like fools, Rose’s confession forgotten, because in that moment everything felt so right.

“Ahem.” A woman cleared her throat.

They pushed away from each other, arms and legs flailing, reaching for bathrobes and nightgowns, arms wrapping around their bodies, covering their breasts, heads swiveling, looking for the voice.

The librarian stood on the riverbank above them, the big black dog sitting beside her. Its twin sat on her other side, mirrors of each other, tongues lolling out, panting soundlessly, staring at the girls.

The librarian stood between them, hands clasped, handbag looped over one wrist, heels touching in their clunky black librarian shoes, her face bland in the soft moonlight. She wore a black jacket with red piping over a black skirt. She looked like she should be behind the desk collecting overdue fines, not standing in front of four naked girls covering themselves up with their nightgowns.

Finally, Rose said, “Can we help you or something?”

“I believe you’ve been using my book,” the librarian said. “To cure various intestinal complaints.”

Automatically Fern tried to calculate how much trouble they were in.

“Very creative,” the librarian said, and the corners of her mouth lifted in a grandmotherly smile. “When I heard that, I thought, I really must speak to these girls.”

“How long have you been spying on us?” Rose asked, rolling up her T-shirt to pull it over her head.

“Stop,” the librarian said, and Rose stopped. “You should remain skyclad. That’s what it means, you know. Exposing your body to the light of the moon.”

“You’re a witch,” Fern said.

“No, dear,” Miss Parcae said. “I’m a librarian.”

She started carefully down the bank toward them. Her dogs stayed behind, motionless. Zinnia couldn’t take her eyes off them.

“Are those your dogs?” she asked.

“My dogs?” Miss Parcae looked back at the dogs like she’d never seen them before. “I certainly don’t own them. They seem to enjoy my company, but they come and go as they please.”

“I really wish they’d go,” Zinnia said.

Miss Parcae reached level ground. Her heels sank into the wet sand and she had to swing her arms to keep her balance. She fixed Zinnia with a look.

“No one cares what you wish, my dear,” she said. “Isn’t that your problem? No one cares what any of you wish, or hope, or pray. You speak, you cry, you scream, you beg, and what good has it done you? Here you are, hidden away like unflattering photographs in some forgotten drawer, locked up for doing the most natural thing in the world.”

“Thanks for your opinion,” Rose said. “Your book’s broken, by the way.”

Miss Parcae placed one hand on Holly’s wet hair. Holly ducked out from under her touch.

“This one has the right idea,” Miss Parcae said. “There’s power in silence.”

Rose pulled her T-shirt on and stomped past Miss Parcae to grab her underwear. Fern took that as a cue to pull her duster over her head fast, not wanting to take her eyes off Miss Parcae’s dogs.

“We tried to do other spells, but we couldn’t understand the book,” Fern said.

“Then perhaps you’re not ready to read it yet,” Miss Parcae said. “You can’t beg the world to do what you want. You can’t ask it nicely. You must force the world. You must bend it to your will. That’s what the book teaches.”

“And how to wash away your freckles, and get straighter hair,” Zinnia said.

“It all depends on how deep you want to go,” Miss Parcae told her. “You can change the color of your eyes, or you can stop the world in its tracks. The question is, how much are you willing to pay?”

“Here it comes,” Rose said. “It’s always something with your generation. You owe this, you have to pay that. Y’all have banks instead of brains and calculators for eyes.”

“I’m not sure what generation you think I am,” Miss Parcae said. “But believe me when I tell you that you’ve severely miscalculated.”

“What can we do?” Fern asked.

“What’s that, dear?” Miss Parcae asked, all sweetness and light.

“If we pay the price, what can the book teach us to do?” Fern asked.

“That’s up to you,” Miss Parcae said. “But first, you have to understand all those unfamiliar words and phrases. It’s very frustrating, I’m sure. I can help. For a price.”

“Yeah, I bet,” Rose said. “Never trust anyone over thirty, Fern. They’ve put a price tag on the world.”

“How much?” Fern asked.

“Oh, not much,” Miss Parcae said. “Just eternal loyalty and complete obedience.”

A gust of wind rippled the surface of the river, and something jumped and splashed far away in the dark.

“There’s the pitch,” Rose said. “Come on, y’all. I know a pusher when I hear one. She’ll have us all in robes passing out pamphlets in airports.”

Fern looked at Zinnia.

“She’s crazy,” Zinnia said. “And if she’s not, that’s worse. Let’s go.”

Fern didn’t want to go, but she had to stick with them. She turned to Miss Parcae.

“I’m sorry we used your book,” she said. “I’ll give it back to you the next time you come.”

She started after Rose and Zinnia. Miss Parcae waited until they were struggling up the riverbank before she said, “Don’t think you can turn your backs on me.”

The two great black dogs stood and trotted toward them, low growls rumbling so deep inside their chests Fern felt it in her bones. She froze. Zinnia froze. Holly froze. The dogs stopped growling but they stood facing the girls, bodies taut, flanks quivering.

“My goodness,” Miss Parcae said from behind them. “You’re acting like I’m the devil. Girls, I want what’s best for you. I want to give you the power you need to solve your problems. I want you to be free.”

Fern wanted to turn and look at Miss Parcae, but she knew that the second she moved the dogs would be on her, jaws clamped around her throat, claws tearing open her stomach.

But Rose turned right around to face Miss Parcae. “Heel your mutts,” she said.

“You saw what the book can do,” Miss Parcae said, coming into Fern’s field of vision. “And it can do so much more. You simply have to pledge obedience to me and turn your backs on the world of men. Is that really so much to ask?”

She stood in front of Fern and waited politely, face as placid as the moon.

“The first one’s always free,” Rose said. “That’s how they hook you, Fern. Come on.”

“I’m sorry,” Fern said through her tight throat.

“Pishposh,” Miss Parcae said. “All this fuss!”

“Nobody’s interested in your pitch, grandma,” Rose said.

Rose started walking again. She passed between the dogs, who growled low, in stereo. Fern knew they needed to stick together. She knew the dogs would sense the slightest hesitation. So she made her stiff legs move, following Rose. Behind her, she heard Zinnia coming through the grass. Fern passed the dogs, barely contained violence vibrating from their bodies.

“No!” a girl shouted from behind them.

Fern turned at the unfamiliar sound and saw Holly, standing beside Miss Parcae, forehead wrinkled, mouth frowning, fists at her sides.

“You can’t go,” Holly said, and her voice was higher and clearer than Fern had imagined. “You have to help me. I’m having God’s baby.”




Chapter 14

They sat on the riverbank around Holly, far from Miss Parcae, who stood knee-deep in the grass throwing a stick for her dogs.

“You don’t say a word for weeks,” Rose said. “And then you bust out with this?”

Holly grabbed a fistful of grass and began to separate the blades.

“You’re not really having God’s baby,” Zinnia said. “You know that, right? That’s the kind of thing crazy people say.”

Holly kept her head down.

“I’m not crazy and I’m not stupid,” she said, and for her to just start talking like it was normal made the world feel brittle to Fern. “My parents told Miss Wellwood I’m a dummy, but I’m not. They don’t want anyone believing anything I say about The Reverend Jerry. I know he’s not really God. Where I’m from he’s even more important. You don’t ever see God, but The Reverend Jerry’s there all the time.”

It sounded so small, just a man’s name, but the way Holly said it Fern heard the capital letters: The Reverend Jerry.

“He started our church,” Holly said, focused on separating the grass into three bunches. “He gave my dad extra work, and my parents say he shines his light on us because I sing so well. I’ve been in the choir since I was six. My mom says my voice is as pretty as my face is ugly.”

Fern flinched at the way Holly said it, like her ugliness was a fact.

“I like singing in church,” Holly continued, and she began to braid the grass, pulling the right bunch over the center bunch. “But I don’t like church. And all my parents do is go to church. We go five nights a week and on Sunday we go for hours. We have to stand and sit and stand and sit and read a whole bunch of boring stuff. I pretend I can turn into a wolf, like in the movies. I get all hairy and my teeth grow into fangs and my fingers are claws and everyone’s scared of me, but I don’t care. I run up and down the aisles and bite people in the face and howl and howl and howl.”

She didn’t say anything for a minute.

“I liked choir,” Holly continued, pulling the left bunch of grass over the center bunch. “Then The Reverend started shining his light on me. He takes me up to his house for singing lessons four times a week and my mom says it’s a blessing because I’ve got three brothers and two sisters and she doesn’t know what to do with us all.”

Fern had an idea where this was going, and it smelled bad, like an old Band-Aid.

“I started staying the night at his house when I was eight,” Holly said, braiding left over center, right over center, left over center, right over center. “When I got old enough to know that he shouldn’t be doing those things to me, I told my mom. She said I was making up stories and washed my mouth out with soap.”

Her voice got softer, her hands slowed down. The wind picked up off the river and whispered through the grass.

“Lifebuoy,” she said. “I can still taste it. So I told my dad. He gave me a whipping. Then I told my sister and she told my mom and I got my mouth washed out again plus another whipping, so after that I stopped telling people anything.”

Miss Parcae threw the stick and they heard the dogs pounding after it through the grass.

“In school, they taught us how when a girl gets old enough she can have a baby,” Holly said. Her grass braid tore in half and she dropped it. “I guess I finally got old enough.”

“Who do your folks think knocked you up?” Rose asked.

“The Reverend Jerry told them Pete Kennedy did it,” Holly said. “He’s in the choir, too. His family had to move away and no one talks about it. Why should they? Everyone loves The Reverend Jerry.”

“Isn’t he married?” Rose asked.

“To Helen,” Holly said. “Sometimes Helen gets me ready. Sometimes she helps.”

No one said anything, and then Fern felt something drop into place.

“He’s going to adopt your baby,” she said, and everyone looked at her except Holly. “Diane told me that the minister in your church is going to adopt your baby. That’s Reverend Jerry.”

They all looked back at Holly.

“And one day my baby will turn eight,” Holly said to the grass. “And The Reverend Jerry won’t shine his light on me anymore. He’ll have someone new to shine it on.”

Fern’s spit turned sour.

“I can’t go back home,” Holly told them. “And I can’t run away because I don’t have anyplace to go. I like it here because The Reverend Jerry and my folks aren’t around to tell me what to do, but I know I have to go back. My cousin died when she had her baby. I’ve been thinking that’s the best thing that could happen. Me and the baby just die. Then he can’t hurt us anymore.”

Fern started talking before she knew what she was saying.

“That’s crazy, Holly,” she blustered. “We’ll tell Miss Wellwood. We’ll tell Nurse. We’ll tell Diane, or . . . we’ll tell someone. We’ll make them believe us.”

Rose looked out at the river. Zinnia rested her forehead on her knees. No one had believed Holly so far, not even her own parents. Who was going to believe them now? Who was going to believe any of them? A bunch of pregnant girls down in Florida, and one of them feebleminded?

“She said she’d give us the power to solve our problems,” Holly said, pointing at Miss Parcae. “I’ve only got one problem that needs solving. Maybe being a witch means you go to Hell but I don’t mind if it means I don’t have to go home.”

“Listen, Holly,” Zinnia said. “Rose is right—that old woman’s a con artist. We’ll figure something out.”

“Don’t shine her on,” Rose said. “What do you think we’re going to figure out? You’ve got nothing. None of us have anything. Maybe that old bag’s her only hope.”

“Five seconds ago you said that librarian was a pusher,” Zinnia said, frustrated.

“Yeah well,” Rose said, “I reconsidered. In light of new information. Maybe I don’t like anyone telling me what to do.”

“Haven’t you ever read a book?” Zinnia said. “Even if it’s real, messing around with witchcraft is a bad idea.”

“Then maybe we should definitely do it,” Rose said. “Wellwood says salt restrictions are for our own good. Dr. Vincent says not gaining a single pound is for our own good. Our parents say the War is good. The president says the bomb is good. They tell us factories that poison the earth are good. They say drugs are bad, and burning draft cards is bad, and hippies are bad, and everyone who wants to stop the War and save the planet is bad. It’s brainwashing! Everything they say is bad is good, and everything they say is good is bad. So maybe we should stop marching along like a bunch of sheep and start thinking for ourselves.”

“Yeah, war is peace,” Zinnia said. “Freedom is slavery, ignorance is strength. Right on.”

“Where’d you get that?” Rose said. “A book?”

As Zinnia and Rose argued, Fern looked over at Holly, small and miserable. She was barely fourteen and she’d probably done it more times than all of them put together. Fern knew her friend Hilda’s dad drank too much, and Deb’s brother took so much LSD he had to be sent away, but she’d never heard of a grown-up doing something like this.

She thought about the Third, selling Rose and Blossom for a check. She thought about being sent here so she didn’t ruin Guy’s bright future. She thought about Zinnia’s mom buying that bottle of Lysol and carrying it home. She thought about Reverend Jerry, waiting for Holly to bring him her daughter.

You can’t beg the world to do what you want. You can’t ask it nicely. You must bend it to your will.

Fern pushed herself to her feet, grunting with the effort, and shouted across the grass.

“Hey!” she yelled. “You can keep Holly from going home?”

Miss Parcae froze for a moment in the middle of throwing her stick, then hurled it in a high arc. Her dogs went bounding after it. Miss Parcae brushed off her hands and came wading toward them.

“You have to do that yourselves,” she said. “But I can give you the tools. I can show you how they work. I can teach you how to read the book.”

“And we promise you what?” Fern asked.

“You renounce God and turn your back on the world of man,” Miss Parcae said. “And pledge eternal loyalty and obedience to me.”

“Okay,” Fern said, then turned to the other girls, who were staring up at her. “Well,” she said. “What’s God ever done for us anyway?”

They found a big patch of dirt around a fallen tree beside the riverbank. They gathered sticks until they had a little pile and some to spare. Miss Parcae had Zinnia scratch a circle on the ground with one of the sticks. In the middle, she had Rose scoop out a little hole and pile up the firewood.

“Give me your cigarettes,” she said, and Rose handed Miss Parcae her pack.

Miss Parcae slid Rose’s matchbook out, tore off a match, and raked it along the striking paper. As it flared to life she set it to the other matches. They sputtered and hissed, yellow and hot, and she dropped the pack into the center of the hole.

Greedily, the fire spread across the dry wood. Miss Parcae handed the pack of cigarettes back to Rose, but Fern noticed that she palmed one of them, holding it between her fingers for a second before it disappeared.

She scratched each of the compass directions into the dirt— north, south, east, west—then steered the girls around, hands on their shoulders, parking each one at a different point on the compass.

“North for you, Holly,” she said. “Earth, a lovely, stable element.”

She shuffled Fern to the east. “You’re air, Fern.”

Then she placed Zinnia on the west. “Water.”

She took Rose by the shoulders, but Rose shook herself free. “I can guess,” she said, and slouched over to the one compass point left: south.

“Fire,” Miss Parcae said. “The most volatile of the elements.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Rose said.

“Now, girls,” Miss Parcae said, chirpy and matter-of-fact. “Skyclad.”

They started to undress but stopped as Miss Parcae took off her jacket and folded it up and placed it on the fallen tree. She pulled her blouse off, folded it, and then, in her old-lady bra, a roll of flesh hanging over the waist of her skirt, she lifted one foot at a time and took off her clunky black librarian shoes. She lined them up beside her purse, then unzipped her skirt and stepped out of it, and laid it on top of the pile. Reaching behind her back, she unhooked her bra, and her heavy breasts lay flat against her ribs. She took off her half-slip, then hooked her thumbs into the top of her control-top pantyhose and whisked them down. She didn’t wear any underwear. She dropped her hose and stood before them, naked.

There was an angry red welt across her belly from the pantyhose, her gray pubic hair was sparse, her stomach sagged, her thighs were dimpled, but she stood with her spine straight like she was proud. She noticed the girls staring at her.

“Would you prefer me to be ashamed?” she asked. “My appearance is the least of my qualities.”

Fern looked somewhere else. Zinnia did, too. Miss Parcae’s voice softened.

“You’ll look like this one day,” she said. “They hate us enough. Don’t hate yourselves, too.”

Rose snorted.

“Man, you’re too much,” she said. “You’re one gone librarian.”

Miss Parcae kept her face an iron mask.

“What do you think librarians do?” she asked. “Check out books? Certainly not. We deliver knowledge to those who need it, which is what I’m doing. Now, skyclad, please.”

The girls dropped their T-shirts and nightgowns to the grass.

“Your use of the Craft has been noticed,” Miss Parcae said. “And now, you become my initiates. The first thing you must do is break the ties that bind you to your old life by reading free. This is your farewell to the chains that bind you to the prison they’ve built for you. You’ll take the words of the enemy and destroy their meaning. It can be words of the law or of prayer. I’d suggest something you all remember. As you read free, walk widdershins around the circle.”

They stared at her blankly.

“Counterclockwise,” Miss Parcae prompted, demonstrating with her hand.

There was silence. It grew. Fern didn’t know any laws she could recite. Then, to her surprise, Zinnia spoke up.

“I can do the Lord’s Prayer backward and in pig Latin,” she volunteered.

Miss Parcae smiled.

“What a lovely idea,” she said.

Zinnia closed her eyes and concentrated.

“Widdershins,” Miss Parcae reminded them.

They all took a shaky step counterclockwise, and when Miss Parcae smiled in approval they took another, then another. Zinnia began to speak:


Amenyay. Everyay andyay oreverfay

Oryglay ethay andyay owerpay ethay andyay ingdomkay ethay isyay inethay orfay



They followed along as best they could. Zinnia’s voice got stronger, more confident.


Evilyay omfray usyay eliverday utbay

Emptationtay intoyay otnay usyay eadlay

Usyay againstyay espasstray atthay osethay orgivefay eway asyay espassestray ouryay usyay orgivefay andyay



Their voices stumbled, fell out of sync. Zinnia made hers louder, holding them together.


Eadbray ailyday ouryay ayday isthay usyay ivegay

Eavenhay inyay isyay ityay asyay earthyay onyay



Her voice rose up, carrying their words into the sky.


Oneday ebay illway ythay

Omecay ingdomkay ythay

Amenay ythay ebay allowedhay

Eavenhay inyay artyay owhay

Atherfay ouryay



They stopped, out of breath and grinning. They’d made it without screwing up.

“Keep walking,” Miss Parcae prompted.

They started walking again and Miss Parcae slipped between Holly and Fern to stand in the center of the circle beside the small flickering fire.

“Great Goddesses of Nature, Mothers of Understanding, Companions to the Moon, we invoke thee in thy ancient names: Diana and Hecate, the Sibyl, Herodias and Epona, Medea and the Fair Ladies, Frau Berthe, Dame Holda, the Green Ones Who Live Behind the Hills.” She spoke in a strong, clear voice. “Come again as of old and dance with us in the high wild places. Put to flight the powers of man. Give us fair weather and green fields, blossoming orchards and ripening corn. Bring us to stand upon the hilltop, and show us your subtle paths.”

Hearing her speak these words out loud, at night, under the moon, Fern felt like they were in a play, standing onstage, watched, seen, exposed, alive.

Miss Parcae held the stick Zinnia had used, touching it to each point of the compass as the girls went by, spinning in the opposite direction.

“Spear to the cauldron, lance to the Grail, spirit to flesh, man to woman, sun to earth.”

Miss Parcae stopped turning, and in the firelight she looked like a statue, rooted to the earth. Fern understood this was their cue to stop, too.

“A witch may be as powerful as she wishes,” Miss Parcae said. “As long as she is willing to pay the price. Witches pay a blood price to create a working, and this is called the Witch’s Sixpence. The greater the working, the greater the quantity of blood required. To become a witch, one traditionally meets a dark figure in a remote place and pledges their loyalty. I am that dark figure, this is that remote place, and now I require each of you who wishes to leave man’s world behind, each of you who wishes to embrace her power and turn your back on God, to pledge yourself to me.”

Fern stepped forward.

“I will,” she said.

Miss Parcae lowered herself to the fallen tree trunk as if it were a throne, and in her hand she held a book that hadn’t been there before.

“Come,” she said.

Everyone watched Fern approach. The book didn’t look like anything special, just a regular old book in a grubby orange library binding, the kind Fern had seen thousands of times before. It had worn corners and a faded spine.

“Kneel,” Miss Parcae said, and Fern struggled down onto her knees.

Dirt and sticks dug in and bruised her, and she shifted from side to side.

“You renounce the world of man and pledge yourself to me,” Miss Parcae said. “Freely and of your own will. Obedient and loyal you shall be. As you sign my book, consider fully your heart’s desire, and focus upon it with all your will.”

She opened the book and turned its pages. Each was covered in antique, gothic script, all spikes and squares. Miss Parcae reached the page she wanted and turned the book to face Fern. In the firelight, the words pulsed and squirmed. Fern couldn’t make out the language.

Fern thought of her heart’s desire. She knew Holly wanted to be free of Reverend Jerry, and Rose probably wanted to get her money from the Third, and Zinnia probably wanted her baby not to be deformed and to marry Paul. But what did she want?

She wanted to go home, but she didn’t need witchcraft for that. She was scared that having the baby would hurt, but she felt too embarrassed to say that out loud. What did she want? Things to go back to normal? For this to never have happened?

She remembered her mom saying that when you got a gift that’s all you got, but when you gave a gift you gave two, one to the other person and one to yourself. She’d always thought that was a bunch of baloney, but it made her think of Holly.

Holly telling her mom about Reverend Jerry and getting her mouth washed out with soap. Holly telling her dad and getting whipped. Holly’s parents telling Miss Wellwood not to believe anything she said because she was a mental case. She and Zinnia and Rose were probably the first people to ever believe Holly about anything. The first people who could do something about it. The first people who could save her. How could Fern wish for anything else?

The desire welled up inside her like a fountain: her heart’s desire was for Holly not to go home.

“So mote it be,” Miss Parcae said, and gave Fern a meaningful look.

Fern took her cue.

“So mote it be,” she said.

A black-handled knife appeared in Miss Parcae’s hand, small, with a wicked curved blade.

“Thumb,” she said to Fern, and Fern gave her a thumbs-up.

The blade was so sharp Fern didn’t feel it slice the pad of her thumb at first, then a second later she felt the cut down to her bone. A worm of blood drooled out.

“Press,” Miss Parcae said, and Fern pressed her thumb against the lower right-hand corner of the open page of the book.

It gave a single throb and she pulled it back, leaving her bloody thumbprint behind.

“You have renounced the world of man,” Miss Parcae said. “And pledged yourself to my service. You have clarified your heart’s desire, which shall be the goal of your work. Go, learn, act.”

Fern pushed herself up, brushing off her knees, and retook her place in the circle. Nothing felt different. Zinnia went and knelt before Miss Parcae.

“I don’t believe in magic,” she said. “Everything that’s happened so far is probably a coincidence. So I’m doing this as a symbolic gesture of support for Holly.”

“Of course you are, dear,” Miss Parcae said.

Zinnia gave a hard gasp as the knife sliced her thumb. Rose uttered a single loud “Shit.” Holly went last. She dragged her feet, and when Miss Parcae moved the blade toward the meat of her thumb, Holly began to shake, and her eyes got wet.

“You must do this willingly,” Miss Parcae said. “Or not at all.”

“I’m scared,” Holly said through her tears. “I don’t want to go to Hell.”

Her arms and legs shook out of control. Fern felt a pang inside her chest.

“This is not a knife,” Miss Parcae said. “That is not your thumb. This is a key, and you are a lock, and I am about to turn that key and set you free.”

Holly nodded, miserable, closed her eyes, and scrunched her forehead.

“So mote it be,” she said after a minute.

Then she held out her thumb. Miss Parcae sliced it and helped Holly press it to her book.

“So mote it be,” Miss Parcae said.

“It’ll happen?” Holly asked.

“That’s up to your coven,” Miss Parcae said.

Holly turned to them.

“Promise me,” she said. “Promise me I don’t have to go home.”

“I promise, Holly,” Fern said, speaking for all of them. “Whatever it takes, you’re not going back.”

Holly rejoined them in the circle. Miss Parcae stood and walked to her pile of clothes.

“What happens now?” Fern asked.

Miss Parcae turned to them, surprised they were still there.

“Now?” she asked. “Now you’re witches. Read the book, practice your Craft, fulfill your heart’s desire. I’m not sure how you’ll keep your little sister from going home, so you might want to work on that first. I’ll see you in two weeks.”

She squatted beside her clothes, knees popping. She pulled on her slip, then wriggled into her pantyhose. She’d been graceful before but now she seemed old and clumsy.

“That’s it?” Rose asked. “You slice us up and tell us to read a book?”

Miss Parcae spoke as she tucked her breasts back into her bra.

“You say that as if it’s some small thing.”

“The book’s nonsense,” Zinnia said. “Aren’t you going to give us a vocabulary list or something?”

Miss Parcae pulled on her blouse. Now that she was clothed, Fern felt that much more naked, but she didn’t want to move before she knew where this was going. They needed answers. They’d promised Holly.

“Read it again,” Miss Parcae said. “Read it closer. I don’t think you’ll find it difficult if you put your minds to it. The book will show you how to get what you need. Now, get dressed before you catch your deaths.”

Reluctantly, they pulled on their clothes while Miss Parcae sat on the tree trunk, dogs lying beside her. They finished dressing and looked to her for some kind of closing prayer. Instead, she said, “Form a line. Rose, you’re in front. Everyone put your hands on the shoulders of the girl before you and close your eyes, except Rose. She will lead you through the woods. You must trust her to guide you home safely. Whatever you do, don’t look back.”

Fern thought about tripping over a root or walking into a tree and breaking her nose.

“Why can’t I go first?” she asked. “In alphabetical order I come first.”

“Because—” Miss Parcae began.

“I don’t understand the point of this,” Zinnia said.

“What happens if they peek?” Rose asked. “Like, how’re you going to know?”

“Girls—” Miss Parcae started.

“I just don’t want to run into a tree and hurt the baby,” Fern said.

“Why do we have to close our eyes?” Zinnia asked. “Like, it doesn’t work if we open them?”

“There is a reason!” Miss Parcae snapped.

They all stopped and waited for the revelation.

“I’m tired and I want a cigarette and I don’t want you all gawking at me while I have one,” she said.

They didn’t know what to do.

“Go on,” Miss Parcae said. “Frankly, I don’t care who has their eyes open or closed. Go home.”

They walked through the long grass, disappointed. At the edge of the woods, Fern looked back. Miss Parcae sat on the fallen tree, shoulders slumped, smoking the cigarette she’d stolen from Rose. The tree trunk didn’t look like a throne anymore and Miss Parcae didn’t look like anything except an old lady.

As they moved between the trees it didn’t feel like the forest was listening to them. Which was probably for the best. Rose was complaining.

“So we think about what we want, and then it turns out we’ve got to do a bunch of homework to get it?” Rose asked. “This witch scene is a stony-ass drag.”

“A woman we don’t know, a book we can’t understand, and some promise that if we work hard we’ll get what we want?” Zinnia asked. “What a waste of time.”

“I wished for me and Blossom to get out of this dump and start our farm,” Rose said. “What about you?”

“You know what I wished for,” Zinnia said. “To get out of here and see Paul. As if wishing mattered.”

“What about you?” Rose asked Fern over her shoulder.

“You know,” Fern said. “To make sure Holly doesn’t have to go home.”

Silence for a few steps, and then Rose said, “Well, yeah, of course, we all wished for that.”

“That goes without saying,” Zinnia said. “She doesn’t have to go home no matter what.”

They both sounded a little defensive.

Holly dropped back until she was walking beside Fern.

“Thanks,” she said, and then she frowned. “Do you think it’ll help?”

She looked so worried that Fern felt like she had to lie.

“Sure,” she said, walking side by side with Holly. “We’re witches now, right? Of course it’ll help.”

It couldn’t hurt, she thought. Could it?






How to Be a Groovy Witch

You must make choices, or the world will make them for you. The first choice a witch makes is to embark on the journey to learn her Craft. After she has signed the Witch’s Book in her own blood and confessed her heart’s desire, she is a witch, and will remain so until the day she dies. This is no small thing and should not be undertaken lightly.

[image: Two hands extend towards a sword against a starry background.]
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Chapter 15

As soon as Fern closed her eyes, she was opening them again in a room full of morning sun with Mrs. Deckle’s bell clanging away in the hall. Something hot and solid pressed against her back and she threw her hand over her shoulder, patting her pillow, finding hair. Holly had climbed into bed and curled up against her again. The bell stopped ringing. The first door opened in the hall, then another, then doors opened up and down the halls of Wellwood House as pregnant girls thumped to the bathroom.

“Wow,” Zinnia said, pushing herself up in bed and looking at her thumb. “I’m going to get tetanus.”

Fern looked at the grimy black frown on the pad of her thumb. It felt tender and inflamed. By the time they’d dragged themselves home last night she’d been too tired to even wash her hands.

She stumped to the bathroom and through grainy eyes watched Clem spray Daisy’s beehive back into shape as Flora unwound toilet paper from her flip, Briony shaved Tansy’s legs, and Ginger plucked her eyebrows against the din of shower spray hitting the tiles. At breakfast, every bite of hamburger pancake floated to her mouth and down her throat. She didn’t even remember chewing.

Things got real during Miss Wellwood’s morning meditation.

“Proverbs 19,” Miss Wellwood said from the front of the classroom. “‘He who breathes out lies will not escape.’ Do you think anything happens here that I am not aware of? I know that a girl, or several girls, snuck out of this Home last night through the front door in direct defiance of my rules. Who was it?”

No one breathed. No one moved. Girls tried their hardest not to look at each other while secretly looking at each other, trying to figure out who it was. Fern caught Rose’s eye. Rose winked.

“Dangerous elements live in these woods,” Miss Wellwood said. “The sheriff has spoken to us more than once about drifters camping in them. Whoever is consorting with these types of individuals puts us all at risk. I am giving the parties involved one chance to clear their consciences and confess.”

She paused, considering each girl in turn.

“Very well,” she said. “I will now be forced to treat you like common criminals and lock the doors at night. In addition, the following girls will report to my office after breakfast to be questioned individually.”

Fern waited for her name to be called, but by the time Miss Wellwood had finished her list only Fern, Zinnia, Holly, Briony, and Laurel were allowed to go to Bible study instead of lining up in the hall outside Miss Wellwood’s office. Rose had been called first, of course. As they walked past she whispered out of the corner of her mouth like a spy, “My room. Later.”

At Bible study, two women from the Lutheran church assured them that God loved them even though they were unfortunate sinners. Afterward, Fern and Zinnia dragged themselves up the Pepto-Bismol waterfall, yawning, and considered the steep, narrow stairs leading to Rose’s attic room.

“Give me strength,” Zinnia said.

They hauled themselves up by the banister, almost yanking it out of the wall. Fern’s chest was roaring like a furnace by the time they reached the top. Holly was somehow already there, sitting on Rose’s bed.

“It’s about time,” Rose said.

“I need a bippy,” Zinnia proclaimed as she collapsed to the floor.

“Are you in trouble?” Fern asked.

Rose opened her window and felt around outside.

“Nothing I can’t handle,” she said, fishing her pack of backup bippies from their hiding place on the roof. “That wrinkled old fascist says she knows I’m the one who ducked out last night.”

Fern started to say something, but Rose held up a hand.

“Don’t get them in a wad,” she said. “I kept my lips locked and all she did was take my bippies.”

She tossed a bippy to Zinnia, who caught it one-handed. The sun heated up the asphalt shingles overhead, slowly warming the room.

“Our real problem is this,” Rose said, throwing How to Be a Groovy Witch on the rug between them. “We got ripped off. I tried to read it this morning and it still didn’t make any sense. So now we know that old bag gave us nothing but a snow job and infected cuts last night.”

“But Dr. Vincent—” Fern started.

“Yeah, yeah,” Rose said. “We made him sicker than a dog, but what did that get us? He’s in the hospital for a few days, then he’s coming back. So what? We need to face facts: we met some lonely old lady walking her dogs and she says we’re going to be witches, then she bums a bippy and tells us to read a book none of us can understand. We need to get real. Holly’s in a jam and we’ve got to save her ourselves. We can’t rely on their generation.”

Fern didn’t like hearing that they’d been tricked, but last night had been such an anticlimax it was hard to disagree.

“We’ve done magic once,” Rose said. “And we know Turnabout works, so maybe we figure out how it can help Holly. Or do one of those charms from the front?”

“Which one?” Zinnia asked. “Bless a vacuum cleaner so Holly can ride it to Cuba like an automatic broomstick? Maybe we can curl her hair with moonwater so no one’ll recognize her and she can walk right out of here? Or how about—”

“Can it!” Rose snapped, jerking forward, stomach piling in her lap. “You think this is your audition for Laugh-In? He’s balling her and she’s not even fifteen. That’s his baby in there and he’s a preacher. Weren’t you listening? They’re sending her back to him. That’s funny to you?”

Rose looked furious. Holly looked at her lap.

“I’m agreeing with you,” Zinnia said, trying to cool Rose down. “But there’s nothing in that book that’ll help Holly. You’re wasting your time. We need to get her some money and get her out of town, or find her a foster family, or a lawyer, or someone who’ll listen.”

“How much bread you got?” Rose came back. “I don’t have jack, so if you’re holding, now’s the time to spill. No? Then we’re back to square one. Get this through your skull: no one is helping Holly. No one listened to Holly. No one is going to save Holly but us. And all we’ve got is one single spell that works. Right, Holly?”

Everyone looked at Holly, who sat on Rose’s bed, her feet not quite touching the floor.

“I guess,” she said, laying her hands on her swollen stomach.

“I’m sorry, Holly,” Zinnia said. “I want to help you, but we need to figure out something real, not this mumbo jumbo.”

Fern pushed herself up and went over to the bed and sat by Holly.

“Someone has to have an idea!” Rose snapped.

Fern felt Holly sag slightly against her.

“You said it yourself,” Zinnia said. “The only people who are going to help Holly are us. Not that old librarian, not Miss Wellwood, not Miss Keller, and definitely not that book. All this talk about magic, and witchcraft, and charms is a waste of time. We need a plan.”

Fern looked at the copy of How to Be a Groovy Witch and noticed something on the cover. She leaned way over and picked it up.

“Turnabout worked,” Rose said. “We can figure out a way to use that again.”

“You want to make someone else throw up?” Zinnia asked. “How’s that help Holly?”

The room got warmer. Fern felt the first trickle of sweat run down her side. She kept looking at the cover of Groovy Witch from different angles.

“What about Reverend Jerry?” Rose asked.

“You want to make him throw up?” Zinnia asked.

“That’s not what the spell does,” Rose said. “It makes them feel what we’re feeling.”

The cover of the book was starting to come together in Fern’s mind, piece by piece, like a jigsaw puzzle.

“So?” Zinnia asked.

“So we make Reverend Jerry feel the way we do,” Rose said. “Or the Third. Or any of the guys that put us here.”

“We had to have some of Dr. Vincent’s hair,” Zinnia said. “Did you bring your PF’s hair with you? Or something from Reverend Jerry? We don’t have anything of theirs.”

“Sure we do,” Rose said, and grinned.

She patted her stomach.

Zinnia looked to Fern for support, but Fern was absorbed in the cover of Groovy Witch. She turned to the copyright page. There wasn’t one. No publisher was listed. No year.

“We do Turnabout when the first one of us goes downtown,” Rose said. “Make Reverend Jerry feel what we feel: the worst pain he ever experienced in his whole life. He might even die. That’s some motherfucking turnabout. We could do it to all of them: the Third, the Reverend, whoever knocked Fern up.”

“That’s nothing but revenge,” Zinnia said. “It doesn’t do anything for Holly.”

“What’s wrong with revenge?” Rose asked. “Maybe it’s time someone taught them what this feels like.”

“Y’all,” Fern said. “Have you looked at this cover?”

“I think I feel differently than you do about controlling other people,” Zinnia said.

“Because you,” Rose said, “don’t want to help Holly.”

“You don’t want to help Holly either,” Zinnia said. “You just want to get back at your PF.”

“Y’all,” Fern said. “I think this is Miss Parcae.”

Everyone turned. She was holding up Groovy Witch, the young model on the cover giving them smoky eyes.

“That’s some girl they hired,” Zinnia said.

“Look at her eyebrows,” Fern said.

Holly took the book, and Rose looked over her shoulder. Zinnia pushed herself up onto her knees and they all studied the picture, trying to lay Miss Parcae’s face over the model’s. Rose didn’t have much of a comparison because she didn’t really notice other people, but Holly knew. So did Zinnia. The strong jaw, the small mouth, and, the most damning detail of all, the wart in her left eyebrow.

“It’s a coincidence,” Zinnia said.

“And that dimple on her chin,” Fern said. “They both have real straight noses with that little bump, their nostrils flare the same way, her hair’s styled different and it’s gray now but it’s the same thickness. They both have blue eyes. Look at her. They’re the same.”

They all looked.

“What year did this come out?” Zinnia asked, her voice quiet.

“There isn’t a copyright,” Fern said.

Zinnia took the book out of Holly’s hands and flipped to the front, looking for the copyright page.

“What’s this?” she asked, voice gone cold.

Fern leaned over and saw where she was pointing. In the table of contents, at the bottom, after Facts about Familiars, it now read Glossary. Zinnia quickly turned to it, almost tearing the pages.

“‘Sign of the Rending of the Veil,’” she read, her voice slowing with each new word. “‘To make the sign, extend your hands in front of you and move them away from each other as if you are opening a heavy curtain. Do this in each of the four cardinal directions—north, south, east, west—squaring the circle as you go. To form the sign of air face east and hold your arms up and out, elbows bent at right angles, wrists bent and splayed outward as if holding’—”

Zinnia threw the book onto the carpet and pushed herself away.

“That wasn’t in there yesterday,” she said. “It wasn’t. There wasn’t a glossary. I’d remember that. We were looking for one and it wasn’t there. Those words are new. That glossary is new.”

They all stared at Groovy Witch lying innocently on the floor between them.

“You think that book won’t help Holly now?” Rose asked.

“This is wrong,” Zinnia said, not looking at her.

“It’s just a book,” Fern said. “It can’t hurt us.”

“Yes, it can,” Zinnia said. “I think it can hurt us a lot.”

Rose lit a bippy and shook out her match.

“This is how we’re going to save Holly,” she said. “We don’t have any bread, we don’t have a car, we can’t even send a letter they don’t read. But we’ve got this.”

She pointed at Groovy Witch.

“This is power.”

Zinnia pulled herself up off the floor using a bentwood chair.

“Count me out,” she said. “I’m sorry, Holly, I want to help you, but I can’t be a part of this.”

“Get back here, you chickenshit coward!” Rose hollered after her. “You can’t split on Holly! I’ll tell Wellwood you snuck out last night with me!”

But she was talking to Zinnia’s back and then she was talking to no one at all.

Fern found Zinnia downstairs in the music room, sitting on the bench of the busted piano, dancing her fingers across its dead keys, absorbed in playing some soundless piece of music. Fern watched her noodle for a while.

“What’re you playing?” she finally asked.

Zinnia stopped, fingers on the keys, looking straight ahead at an oil painting of Dr. Wellwood standing in front of a patient lying draped on an examination table.

“Did the book really change?” Zinnia asked.

“There wasn’t a glossary there before,” Fern said. “Now there is.”

Zinnia went back to playing. The only sound in the room was the soft clunking of the keys.

“Have you ever seen a book do that?” she asked.

“No,” Fern said.

Zinnia’s fingers tripped over a complicated section. She reset them and tried again.

“Me neither,” she said. “I might have stopped getting sick anyway. That might have been a coincidence, but that book changed. I saw it. It was magic.”

She stopped.

“I don’t believe in magic,” she said. “But that book changed and that means magic is real. And that means everything I’ve ever learned is a lie.”

She turned on the bench to face Fern.

“I’ve read the books,” she said. “You play around with witches and you get burned. Maybe not at first, but they trick you, and they lead you on, and before you know it you’re in too deep to find your way back. We need to walk away from that thing now.”

“But that’s just books,” Fern said. “It might not be how it works in real life.”

“The only place witches exist is in books,” Zinnia said. “We just always thought they were fiction. Now we have to believe those stories are true, and if they are, then I’m sorry I ever said the Lord’s Prayer backward, because I think I may have started something that’s not going to end well. I’m sorry, Fern, I want to help Holly, but I’m never going in the same room with that book again. And if you’re smart, you won’t either.”

She turned her back on Fern and played her silent music again, keys clunking inside the piano, and no matter what Fern said, or asked, or begged, Zinnia acted like she wasn’t even there.






How to Be a Groovy Witch

In the Christian religion, Heaven is depicted as a place of eternal stability, where nothing ever changes, but our world constantly changes, revolving eternally on its axis. You cannot stop change any more than you can stop a tree from growing or the tide from coming in. A witch knows that she is of the world, and therefore she cannot escape it. A true witch does not fear change. She is in an eternal state of revolution.

[image: Two hands extend towards a crescent Moon against a starry background. Small crystals hang from the Moon.]
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Chapter 16

When Fern got pregnant, she thought she’d ruined everything, but Diane had told her she’d been given a second chance to have the baby, give it away, and go back to her normal life. Fern wanted her normal life back so bad, but she’d promised Holly. And Rose was right—the only thing they had was witchcraft.

But Zinnia told her if she was smart she’d walk away. Zinnia said it would end ugly. Fern knew in her gut that books weren’t supposed to change. She knew that witches were evil. She knew in her soul that this was wrong.

But she’d promised Holly.

Fern knew she was supposed to want to stick it to the Man and be a witch and save Holly, but why? Why couldn’t she just walk away and have the baby and go home and have everything go back to normal? She liked normal. She liked when her mom had her sewing circle over for coffee and cake. She liked going to the drive-in and to pep rallies and doing Backwards Day and the Splashdown Whoop-Up. Why had Holly ever opened her mouth?

A bottomless pit of despair widened in her chest like a sinkhole and she barely made it back to their room. She lay there for the rest of the day, crying into her pillow. Holly tried to talk to her, but seeing Holly just made her cry harder, so eventually Holly gave her Precious Pup, and Fern clutched the stuffed dog to her, wishing with everything she had that she was back in Huntsville, watching Gilligan’s Island with Midge, drinking their mom’s lemonade that was always too sweet. She wished as hard as she could that she had never gotten pregnant.

Precious Pup smelled like Midge’s stuffed animals, and Fern remembered sitting in Midge’s room the day after Christmas, watching her play with the Baby Walk Alone she’d been talking about for months. She was eight, completely absorbed in mothering that baby doll, teaching it, coddling it, telling it how to behave.

Then, Fern had a flash of Guy, on top of her for the first time, wedged in the back seat of his dad’s car, his sweat dripping on her face. She felt the quick cut between her legs, the feeling of something bruised down there, and she remembered him stopping just when she was getting used to it, realizing he was done.

Is that what everyone goes on and on about? she’d thought. Is that it?

She hugged Precious Pup to her and wondered if Holly was holding him when Reverend Jerry took her virginity. When she’d been eight. Midge’s age the Christmas she got Baby Walk Alone.

Fern remembered blood in her underwear when she got home that night, and she wondered how much Holly bled when it happened. How much did an eight-year-old bleed? Did she only bleed the first time, or did she bleed every time?

And no one believed her. And everyone thought she was crazy. And they sent her here, where she wouldn’t bother anyone.

Fern realized that what Reverend Jerry had done to Holly was the most evil thing in the world.

And they were the only ones who could do anything about it.

Her mind cleared. It was like Rose said: Everything they told them was evil was good. And everything they told them was good was evil. Fern decided that even if this did end ugly, even if the witch did trick them, even if this was wrong, she couldn’t unhear what Holly had said. She decided that no matter what, she wasn’t letting Holly go home.

After dinner she forced herself to walk upstairs, into the darkening attic, reach beneath the bundle of canes in the baby carriage, and pull out the book. Its cover felt warm, like someone had been holding it close to their body.

She opened the first chapter and started to read. She sat on the floor and read until Nurse Kent called lights out downstairs. Then she hid the book and went to bed. Zinnia still wouldn’t talk to her.

The next morning, as soon as they were done cleaning, she crawled upstairs and got the book again. Something hiding behind its pages lured her forward. She wanted to find a way to keep Holly from going home . . . but it was never on that page . . . maybe on the next? Or the next? She had to keep reading.

The book rewrote itself when she wasn’t looking, adding a word here, a sentence there, inserting explanations, giving definitions, anticipating her questions. She’d wonder what an athame was and the next chapter would describe it as a black-handled ritual knife, like the kind Miss Parcae used to slice their thumbs. She’d turn to the glossary to look up besom and below it she’d see cingulum, a word she’d been wondering about but hadn’t seen in the glossary before.

Fern kept reading, weighing each new spell as it materialized on the page, evaluating how likely it was to save Holly. Invisibility? Spiritual protection? The power of flight? There were spells for Finding That Which Is Hidden, spells for Understanding the Hearts of Men, spells for Necromancy, spells for banishing and binding and raising a storm, spells to Leave the Body, and spells To See Who Will Die.

But there wasn’t anything that told her how to get a fourteenyear-old girl and her baby to another city and set her up in a pad with a job and a new identity, especially if she didn’t have any money.

She consulted the Zoric Cleaning calendar on the back wall of the Cong where Nurse Kent wrote all their due dates. Rose was due first, on the fifth of July. Fern’s due date wasn’t until August fourteenth, and then came Holly a little over a week later. She had sixtyfour days to figure out how to save her. But no matter how much she read, she couldn’t find the right spell. They were running out of time.

She needed to talk to the librarian.

Monday, June 29 came, and Miss Parcae’s bookmobile rumbled into the front yard. Fern forced herself to wait until almost all the other girls had gotten their books before she walked past Mrs. Deckle guarding the bookmobile door. She wanted to be alone with the librarian.

“Five minutes,” Mrs. Deckle said as Fern stepped into the bus’s cool interior. “It’s too hot for lingering.”

Fern’s eyes adjusted and she saw Miss Parcae sitting at the far end behind her tiny desk. Today her suit was emerald green. She smiled when she saw Fern.

“How are you enjoying your books?” she asked.

“I need help,” Fern said. “You know we want to help Holly, but I can’t find the right spell. I don’t know what to do. The book . . . keeps getting bigger.”

“I’d be happy to help you find a book,” Miss Parcae said, projecting like she was onstage. “What were you interested in reading?”

“You don’t understand,” Fern said. “It’s the book about magic you gave us.”

“That’s right,” Miss Parcae said, standing. “It was books about magic you particularly liked, wasn’t it?”

Then she spoke to someone behind Fern.

“We’ll be done in just a minute.”

“I don’t have all day,” Mrs. Deckle said from the door. “We’re very busy this week.”

“I’m sure you are,” Miss Parcae said, and pulled down A Wizard of Earthsea and handed it to Fern.

She sat at her desk to enter it into her ledger and whispered through her hostess smile without looking up, “They’re watching me. Some girls snuck out of the Home and now they’re worried about strangers. I’ll send Decima to fetch you again.”

Then she handed the book to Fern and smiled.

“How I do wish you could come visit me sometime,” she beamed. “We’d have some tea and a nice long chat. Wouldn’t that be lovely?”

Fern woke up in the middle of the night to the sound of a dog barking somewhere in the distance. It went on and on and every time she thought it was about to stop it kept going. Finally, she gave up and pushed herself onto her knees and looked out the window. It was pitch-black outside, but sitting by the edge of the woods, watching the Home, was one of Miss Parcae’s enormous black dogs.

She told Rose the next morning.

“She said she’d send Decima to bring us to her. That’s her dog’s name, I think?”

“And now we can’t get outside,” Rose said. “Terrific.”

Rose had been getting updates on the book from Fern. Rose was too impatient to read it herself, but the two of them were united in their belief that it was their best chance of doing something for Holly. Now they didn’t know what to do.

Every night that week, Decima came and sat patiently by the tree line, and when the sky began to lighten, she stood and trotted back into the woods. Fern and Rose were desperate to get out of the house and follow her, but then came the Fourth of July, and they forgot all about the witches.

Friday, July 3 was the hottest day on record in St. Augustine. While they helped set out breakfast, Hagar said that the weather forecast on the front page of the paper that day didn’t list a temperature; instead there was just a picture of a sweating elephant with its trunk in a glass of water and big letters that read HOT!

President Nixon declared that Saturday, the Fourth of July, would be Honor America Day. Billy Graham and Bob Hope invited the entire country to the Lincoln Memorial, where Pat Boone and the New Christy Minstrels would sing about how the War was going to be over soon, and it was A-OK to bomb Cambodia.

The holiday sent excitement buzzing through the Home. Dr. Vincent had finally come back from the hospital—a little skinnier, much frailer, but alive—and even Miss Wellwood seemed infected by the good vibes. She told the girls that any of them who so desired could go into town the next night and see the fireworks. Mrs. Deckle and Diane volunteered to drive and pretty much everyone decided to go, except Rose and Briony.

Rose wasn’t going because she refused to participate in a warmonger’s holiday. Briony wasn’t going because she’d gotten a letter from her PF calling off their engagement.

“He promised,” they heard her wailing through the door of her room. “I already sewed one hundred and eighty hankies and the ring bearer’s cushion! What am I going to do?”

Fern actually felt bad. Everyone felt bad. Briony had talked about her wedding as much as Rose talked about Blossom. They all knew her colors (cream and rose), what was being served at the reception (barbecue and fried chicken), and her bouquet (bouvardia and orchids). Briony might be a stuck-up snob, but they had no doubt that she was a Quality Girl. Now she was just pregnant trash like the rest of them.

On Friday the third, they sat in the Cong after lunch, playing yet another game of Hearts. Even Zinnia was playing because they needed four people and Rose and Fern had promised not to say anything about the book. Clem was curling Daisy’s hair with orange juice cans, and Iris and Flora sat on the sofa making paper chains out of red, white, and blue construction paper. A mood of harmony and goodwill prevailed, and everyone was as excited about tomorrow as a bunch of pregnant teenage girls with heat rash could be. Which was when Nurse Kent came in and said, “Rose, go get your things.”

Rose didn’t even look up from her cards.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because Miss Wellwood’s driving you over to the hospital this morning,” Nurse Kent said.

“I’m not due until Sunday,” Rose said, going back to her hand.

“The doctor says you’re going today,” Nurse Kent said, an edge creeping into her voice.

Rose played the two of clubs to start the hand.

“Go,” she said to Holly.

“But you need to pack,” Fern said.

“No, I don’t,” Rose said. “I feel fine. I’m not sitting in the hospital all weekend for no reason. Are you going to play?”

Not knowing what to do, Holly put a two of diamonds down over Rose’s two of clubs.

“You won’t be sitting in the hospital all weekend for no reason,” Nurse Kent said. “Dr. Vincent doesn’t do things for no reason. Now quit giving me lip and go pack your things. Or I can pick you up and put you in the car with no going-home clothes.”

“The System perpetuates the use of force because the System only respects force,” Rose said. “All I’m saying is I want to know the reason.”

“I don’t know why Dr. Vincent has you going early,” Nurse Kent said. “Probably because of the holiday weekend. Now quit clowning around.”

“I don’t see what Richard Nixon’s All-American War Pageant has to do with my daughter,” Rose said. “It’s your turn, Fern.”

Fern made herself look at her cards. She put down a six of clubs, which was stupid because she’d probably just pulled the trick, but she really wasn’t focused on her cards at the moment.

“Miss Wellwood’s waiting,” Nurse Kent said.

“If Dr. Vincent wants me to go to the hospital so badly,” Rose said, “he can come tell me why.”

“He just got back from sick leave and I am not asking him to come up here because you’re being a brat,” Nurse Kent said.

Normally Nurse Kent was an okay individual, but they could tell she was starting to lose her cool.

“Then I’m not going to the hospital,” Rose said. “Zinnia?”

Nurse Kent made a decision and headed for the door.

“Don’t move an inch,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll be here playing cards with my friends,” Rose said. “Zinnia?”

Zinnia had to be even more rattled than Fern because she put down a ten of clubs. All the girls making star-spangled decorations were whispering to each other. Laurel drifted in the door and Flora gestured for her to come over quick.

“You take the trick, Zinnia,” Rose said, then raised her voice to address the girls making decorations. “And y’all need to buy tickets if you want to see the show.”

Laurel lowered herself onto the sofa and pretended to make decorations.

“Why won’t you go to the hospital?” Fern whispered.

Rose handed three cards to Zinnia.

“You start,” she said.

Fern handed three cards to Rose and took three from Holly.

“Babies come when they’re ready,” Rose said. “I’m not in labor yet, so I don’t need to go anywhere.”

“But it might be air-conditioned,” Fern said.

“Blossom isn’t ready,” Rose said.

Fern took the next trick because she could barely drag her attention away from the door. Word had gotten out and the Cong was filling up with girls. Daisy was over by the couch, orange juice cans dangling from her head. Flora and Jasmine waved each new girl over and filled them in, then they all sat down to make decorations and wait for act two to begin. Fern had just taken three cards from Zinnia when Dr. Vincent came in the door.

“Now, what’s all this I hear about you not wanting to go to the hospital?” he asked.

“It sounds like you’ve pretty much got the picture,” Rose said, reorganizing her hand. “Fern?”

Fern put down the six of spades. Dr. Vincent hovered over their table, one hand on the back of Rose’s chair. He had definitely lost weight. Fern could see it in his drawn cheeks and chicken neck.

“Why don’t you be a good girl and stop this fooling around,” Dr. Vincent said. “I know it’s scary when a baby’s time comes, but you’re making a fuss over nothing.”

“It’s not scary at all,” Rose said. “I’m not in labor, so there’s no need to go to the hospital.”

“Now look here,” he said, making himself chuckle and shake his head as if Rose was just about the darnedest donkey he’d ever had to harness. “This is a medical matter. We need to get you admitted today.”

“Why?” Rose asked.

“Well,” Dr. Vincent grinned. “It’s Friday and tomorrow is the Fourth of July. We’re going to just run you over and give you a little shot of something that’ll make the baby come a little earlier. It’s all perfectly safe. There’s absolutely nothing to worry about.”

“You’re the only one who’s worried,” Rose said, and played the queen of diamonds. She turned to Zinnia and said, “I don’t have anything else.”

“That’s not really a choice you get to make, darling,” Dr. Vincent said.

“Unless you’re willing to pick up a pregnant woman and throw her over your shoulder,” Rose said, “it seems like it’s exactly the choice I get to make.”

Dr. Vincent stopped chuckling.

“A due date is not a precise science,” he said. “For all we know your labor pains might start in five minutes, in five hours, or maybe not even until Monday morning. This is just an advanced medical technique we use to put the process a little more on our terms.”

“I’ll wait,” Rose said. “Fern, are you going to play?”

Fern took a quick glance at her cards and put something down. She wasn’t even sure what it was.

“This is no joke, young lady,” Dr. Vincent said.

“You’re the one treating my baby like a joke,” Rose said, and she fixed him with a hard stare. “You want me to go in today so some doctor can cut my baby out early and go to his country club tomorrow and see his fashion show and eat his hot dogs without some pregnant woman interrupting him with the birth of her child. Well, tell him I don’t need a doctor. I’d rather have Hagar deliver my baby, anyway. I bet she’s delivered lots more of them than some fat-cat doctor with a set of gold-plated golf clubs who probably sent his secretary to a home just like this one when he knocked her up.”

Across the room, Fern saw Laurel’s shoulders stiffen and her head went down fast, focusing on cutting a bald eagle out of yellow construction paper.

“Young lady,” Dr. Vincent said. “You are being deeply disrespectful.”

“Old man,” Rose said, “the only one being disrespectful here is you and your golfing buddy who wants to slice me open so he can clock out by five.”

Fern was terrified to look at Dr. Vincent, but the silence went on for so long that she finally stole a glance. His earlobes were dark red and there was nothing friendly about his smile anymore.

“This doctor is the best in the field and a close personal friend and I will not have a common tramp disparage him,” he said in a steel-edged voice. “You are going to the hospital now and you are having this baby today.”

He turned and marched out of the room, the tails of his white coat flapping. By now, the other girls in the Cong had given up all pretense of doing anything other than staring.

“Rose . . .” Fern tried.

“Play,” she said.

“Why don’t you just go?” Zinnia whispered, lips barely moving, terrified at how close they were to being in trouble.

“Because,” Rose said. “I am not letting them take Blossom before she’s ready just because they don’t want to mess up their weekend plans.”

The four girls played cards and waited for the next actor in this drama to come onstage. Odds were good it was going to be Miss Wellwood. Instead, it was Diane. She crossed directly to the card table, center stage.

“Okay, Rose,” Diane said, and stopped right behind Fern. “Can you tell me what’s going on?”

“No,” Rose said. “I don’t talk to you.”

“Relax, Rose,” Diane said. “No one’s trying to make you do anything you don’t want to do. But you’re causing a scene, so I feel like you owe us an explanation.”

Fern realized that as long as they played cards they were protecting Rose. It was like their game formed an invisible force field that kept her safe. Rose put down the king of spades. Fern put the ten of spades on top.

“Go, Holly,” she said.

“I didn’t ask you to come here,” Rose said to Diane. “And I don’t owe you a thing.”

“That’s true,” Diane said. “But you did ask Dr. Vincent to come, and he asked me to talk to you. So would you at least tell me why all the static? Because I can’t believe that a girl as smart as you would be flipping out over such a small thing as going to the hospital a day early to make a whole lot of people’s lives a whole lot easier.”

Holly put down a ten of diamonds.

“It doesn’t make my baby’s life any easier,” Rose said. “And that’s all that matters.”

“It’s getting real close to your due date,” Diane said. “They can monitor you at the hospital and make sure nothing goes wrong. It seems to me that if you really cared about your baby you’d want her to be in the safest environment possible.”

Zinnia put down a three of diamonds.

“Don’t try to play head games with me, you big phony,” Rose said. “The only thing you care about is how much you can sell my baby for.”

She went to play a card but before she even laid it down, Diane leaned over Fern fast, knocking her head aside, and grabbed Rose’s hand. For a moment they wrestled over the card.

“You sanctimonious fake hippie,” Diane snapped.

Fern had never heard Diane like this. She scooted to the side to get out of the line of fire. Diane gripped Rose’s wrist and Rose pulled back. They strained so hard their hands trembled and their tendons stood out.

“Ladies!” Dr. Vincent called from the sidelines. “Relax! Relax, ladies!”

Rose stood, yanking Diane toward her, and the table caught Diane in the stomach and she let go. Rose threw her crumpled card and it hit Diane in the face and landed on the table, face up. Queen of hearts. The two of them breathed heavily for a moment, staring at each other. Diane swallowed and held up one hand.

“I’m sorry, Rose,” she said. “I lost my cool. I work really hard to be fair to you girls because I know this is a difficult time but I don’t like getting accused of being some kind of black market baby peddler. That’s a low-down thing to call someone in this field. Now, I know you don’t respect me, I know you don’t have much respect for anyone, but I care about you, Rose. Believe it or not, I truly do.”

“Save it, sister,” Rose said.

“I know what that Sinclair boy did to you,” Diane said, and the name was like she’d slapped Rose across the face. “I know it made you feel small that he threw you over for a check, and I know that the person you’re really angry with is yourself because now you have to face the consequences of your actions.”

“Fuck you!” Rose screamed, and it echoed off the walls of the Cong.

A big vein pulsed down the middle of her forehead.

“Rose, I want you to get the best medical care possible,” Diane said. “I want your baby to be healthy. And if you want to keep your baby, that’s your decision. Based on my experience I don’t think you’re going to want to live with your mistake for the rest of—”

“She’s not a mistake!” Rose shrieked across the table. “She’s my daughter!”

Diane had the upper hand now and she knew it. She played it cool. Rose was the one blowing her stack.

“I’m here for you,” Diane said. “And if you change your mind, I want you to know that I found a couple who would love to give your baby the best chance in life she deserves.”

“No!” Rose said, shaking her head wildly.

Diane kept going.

“They’re a professional couple,” she said. “He has a computer science degree.”

“What do computers have to do with being a parent?” Rose said.

“They can give your baby a future,” Diane said. “You and I sat in my office that first day and we both agreed that you could only give it one thing: love. And that’s a nice slogan on a sign, but it doesn’t put food on the table.”

Diane started toward Rose as she talked, her arms out as if she was going to give her a hug.

“Don’t you come near me!” Rose shrieked, backing away. “You keep your filthy hands off my Blossom! You just want to sell her!”

“No one’s going to sell your baby,” Diane said. “But look at yourself. Look how quickly you’ve blown your cool. Do you want your baby to see you like this?”

“Stay away from me!” Rose yelled.

At first Fern thought someone had knocked over a glass of water. In the silence of the room, the splatter was loud. Everyone watched as clear liquid ran down Rose’s bare legs and puddled onto the floor.

“No!” Rose shrieked when she saw it, when she understood what was happening. “No! No! No!”

“Okay,” Dr. Vincent said. “That’s enough.”

“No!” Rose shrieked. “I’m not going with you! I’m not having this baby! This isn’t her time! You can’t make me!”

Diane kept advancing on Rose, who was bent over, protecting her stomach with both arms, occasionally lashing one out to keep Diane away.

“Rose,” Diane said over and over again. “Relax. Relax, Rose. Just relax.”

Fern noticed Diane was backing Rose toward Nurse Kent, and that was when Nurse Kent stepped forward and wrapped her big arms around Rose, lifting her up.

“No!” Rose screamed, and then Dr. Vincent was beside them, pulling up the short sleeve of her dress, a hypodermic in his hand.

“No!” Rose shrieked. “Not like this! Not like this!”

He slid the needle into her arm and Rose kept repeating, even as her speech slurred, “Not like this . . . not like this . . .”

Between them, Nurse Kent, Dr. Vincent, and Diane got Rose out of the Cong and downstairs. Everyone watched from the windows as they slid her limp, drugged body into the back seat of Miss Wellwood’s station wagon, Diane on one side of her, Nurse Kent on the other, like she was their prisoner.

Fern had never seen Diane like this before. She’d said exactly the things that would punch Rose’s ticket. Almost like she was trying to make Rose blow her top so they could give her a shot. Almost like she’d calculated it that way from the start.
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Baby is experimenting with swallowing and breathing! Painful irritation and itching is to be expected.
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Chapter 17

After that, all anyone could talk about was Rose. When Honor America Day disintegrated into a smoke-out in front of the Lincoln Memorial and naked protesters waded through pot smoke and tear gas in the reflecting pool, everyone took it as a sign that Rose was an inevitable force of history.

“If Rose was there, she’d be blowing grass with Blossom on her hip,” Jasmine said.

“Blossom would probably be blowing grass, too,” Iris said.

It had taken three adults and a needle in her arm to make Rose go to the hospital, they said. If she’d been up north she’d be taking over administration buildings and throwing banners out their windows reading They Can’t Kill Us All. Everyone agreed: Rose was an obnoxious loudmouth, but she was also the one thing none of them were— strong. Even Briony seemed to have nice things to say about Rose now that she wasn’t around.

The next night, Diane and Mrs. Deckle drove them downtown to the Fourth of July fireworks with its mob of Ozzies and Harriets in their red, white, and blue outfits, shaking miniature flags, cheering for the Shriners in their tiny cars and the veterans sitting in the backs of big convertibles, waving carefully like they were trying it out for the very first time. A marching band played the “Marines’ Hymn,” and an American Legionnaire in a wheelchair with a sign reading It’s Your Country—Love It or Leave It! got sustained applause. After the silence and seclusion of Wellwood House it felt too loud, too crowded, too chaotic for the girls, so they clustered by the seawall, far from the streetlights. Jasmine pointed at the lit windows of Flagler Hospital.

“She’s in there right now,” she said. “She and Blossom are watching the same fireworks we’re watching.”

None of them wanted to be Rose, but all of them were proud to know her.

They all knew she probably wouldn’t come home on Sunday (although with Rose you never knew), but on Monday morning everyone waited for her to come home the way mothers waited for their sons to come back from the War.

“Do you think they’ll let her bring Blossom?” Tansy asked.

“I don’t think anyone ‘lets’ Rose do anything,” Ginger said. Even Ginger was in on it by now. “I think Rose does what Rose wants.”

They were all hungry to see a baby. Just the thought of having Blossom in their arms gave them a buzz. Blossom was what this was all about. She was the end result of all the sore backs, and sleepless nights, and morning sickness, and gas.

Everything sounded like a car pulling up outside. Girls in the Cong kept stopping what they were doing to waddle to the front windows. Rose must have come home a million times by dinner. But she never arrived.

“Tomorrow,” Jasmine pronounced. “I feel that Rose will bring Blossom back Tuesday.”

She was half right.

Iris saw her first. Tuesday afternoon she was out back, working on her tan, when she spotted Nurse Kent smuggling Rose down the path into the Barn. She immediately came reporting back to the Cong.

“What did Blossom look like?” Daisy asked. “Did she let you hold her?”

“Nurse didn’t let her stop,” Iris said. “She just stuffed Rose inside.”

“She could have been bundled up real tight?” Iris said. “Babies are little, y’all.”

Fern went straight to Nurse Kent, who told her it was impossible to visit Rose.

“Out of the question,” she said. “She’s resting. She doesn’t need you girls bothering her.”

Zinnia, Fern, and Holly spent so much of their kitchen shift standing at the window staring at the Barn that Hagar threatened to take a hot spoon and scoop out their eyes if they didn’t get back to work.

After dinner, they assembled in their room.

“What if she leaves and we never see her again?” Holly asked.

“She wouldn’t leave without her lava lamp,” Zinnia said.

“We could sneak out and tap on her window before Miss Wellwood locks up tonight?” Fern said.

“You don’t even know which window’s hers,” Zinnia said.

“She’s the only one in the Barn,” Fern said.

“You’ll see her at Wednesday clinic,” Zinnia said. “She won’t leave before then.”

“No way,” Fern said. “We need to see her now.”

“Well,” Zinnia said. “You can’t.”

“Here you go,” Holly said.

Holly held out a plain silver house key.

“Nurse Kent uses it on the side door,” she said.

“How’d you get that?” Fern asked.

“No one pays any attention to me,” Holly said. “They all think I’m stupid.”

They sat around the Cong that night, half watching some underwater movie while Nurse Kent smoked and read magazines in her overnight room. After lights out, Fern crept downstairs. She slid the key slowly into the lock on the side door and it turned smoothly. She swung the door open and slipped outside.

Fern hauled herself across the backyard as fast as she could, praying no one looked out the windows. As she got closer to the tree line, she picked out Decima’s shadow, sitting under the trees. Her tail didn’t pound the grass, she didn’t stand or move, she just watched, her fixed, unblinking stare making Fern’s skin tingle.

“I’m sorry,” Fern whispered to her as she passed.

All the venetian blinds in the Barn were closed. Rose might have been the only girl inside, but it still seemed reckless to start randomly knocking on windows. Then Fern realized only one window-unit air conditioner was on. She stood in its intolerably hot exhaust and tapped on the glass.

Nothing happened. She turned her tapping into knocking, and suddenly the door of the bungalow opened so fast Fern almost bolted.

“Come on,” Rose whispered from the doorstep.

Fern walked to her as fast as she could. They stepped inside the dark reception area, and Rose closed the door behind her. The air was A/C-cool and Fern felt sweat crusting her skin. She started talking in the dark.

“You’re back! Are you okay? How was it? Did it hurt? Do you remember anything? How’s Blossom? Is she the most beautiful baby in the world? Is she still in the hospital? We were worried! Everyone wants to see her. Even Ginger.”

Rose snapped on the desk lamp and sat in Nurse Kent’s chair.

“They took her,” she said.

Fern didn’t understand.

“She’s still at the hospital?”

“No.”

Rose’s throat sounded dry.

“Well,” Fern said. “When do we see her?”

“Never.”

“Never?” Fern asked, confused.

Rose looked up from behind the lamp, and her face looked like skin stretched over bone.

“Get this through your thick skull, you dumb shit,” she rasped. “They took the baby.”

Fern had never heard Rose call Blossom “the baby” before.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean.” Rose didn’t take her eyes off Fern. “They took my daughter. Because I told them to. Because I begged them to. Because I’m just like everyone else.”

Fern felt something come unplugged inside her brain.

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“I told them I was taking Blossom home,” Rose said. “And they said I wasn’t thinking straight. They said they’d put me on the locked ward until I came to my senses. I told them to go to hell and they took her out of my arms and she started to cry and the woman from the adoption agency couldn’t get her to stop, and I said ‘Let me,’ but they acted like I didn’t exist and they took her away like they’re going to take all our babies away and there’s nothing we can do about it. Don’t you understand, stupid? They’re stronger than us.”

“But,” Fern said, because this didn’t make any sense, “you didn’t sign the papers.”

“They wheeled me down to the locked ward,” Rose said. “They said my wanting to keep Blossom was proof I couldn’t make rational decisions. They said a girl my age couldn’t raise a baby. They said it was for my own good. They said if I didn’t sign the papers by Monday the judge would declare me incompetent and I’d be on that ward until they decided I was no longer a danger to myself or others.

“They put me in a room with a girl who looked like she was forty. She had gray hairs and they had her so doped up she talked real slow, but she talked straight. Turns out she’d come in the week the Beatles broke up. Don’t you get it? She’d only been in there three months and she looked like an old hag. She said she wasn’t getting out for a year and a half. She told me I was stupid because if I hadn’t been declared incompetent yet I could still get away, but once they wrote that in my file it was all over. She said if all I had to do was sign a paper for a baby I didn’t want anyway then maybe I really was crazy.”

Rose’s hands lay on the desk, twisting over themselves, wringing each other.

“You’ve never heard what it’s like on the locked ward at night,” Rose said. “The next morning I begged them to let me sign. I begged so hard. The woman from the adoption agency came and I wrote my name where she told me. I asked if I could see Blossom one more time to tell her I loved her and to say goodbye and the woman from the agency didn’t say a word. She just packed up her stupid little briefcase and left me alone in that room and I was so scared they weren’t going to come back and get me that when Diane came in the door I hugged her like she wasn’t the one who did this to me in the first place. But it wasn’t just her. It was all of them. They’re all Wellwood’s little soldiers.”

Fern couldn’t help herself. She’d had so much wrapped up in Blossom that the words just jumped out of her mouth.

“How could you?”

Rose’s eyes were skinned raw.

“I was scared!” she screamed. “I was scared they’d lock me up and dope me up and I’d never get out again. I’m supposed to be her mother and I didn’t even hold out forty-eight hours and she’ll grow up and never know I loved her. She’ll never know I existed. She’ll think I threw her away like trash.”

But Fern wasn’t listening to Rose anymore. She knew how to fix this.

“We have the book!” she said, leaning over the reception desk. “Rose, listen, Decima is right outside! We can learn the spells to get her back.”

Rose looked at Fern like she was stupid.

“And go where?” she asked. Then she repeated it, like hammering in nails. “And. Go. Where.”

Then Fern saw it, too. How far could Rose and Blossom go with no bread, no job, no place to stay? Rose was as trapped as Holly. Until they were eighteen, adults moved them around like checkers, stuck them wherever they wanted, made them do whatever they wanted, made them give away their babies if they wanted. No one cared what they wanted. And that’s just how it was.

The lamplight gleamed off Rose’s wet eyes. Something slipped down one cheek and fell to the desk. Rose ground the heel of her hand into her eye socket then stared at the wetness.

“I don’t deserve to cry,” she said.

She slapped herself across the face so hard Fern jumped.

“I don’t deserve to cry.”

Rose slapped herself across the other cheek, leaving it red. She raised her right hand again but it was shaking too hard; she put it down on the desk and held it in place with her left. Still staring at them, she spoke.

“It’s too late,” she said. “They’re going to take our babies and give them to strangers and there’s nothing we can do to stop them. We can’t protect Blossom. We can’t protect Holly. We can’t even protect ourselves.”

Fern sat, not moving, heart hammering against the inside of her ribs. She didn’t want to see Rose weak. If they could break Rose, none of them stood a chance.

“Fern,” Rose said, voice thin. “That dog’s still here?”

The lamp light made shadows around her eyes.

“Yeah,” Fern said.

Rose took a ragged breath.

“Then help me,” she said.

“How?” Fern asked.

“They took my Blossom,” she said. “She was a part of me, and I need her so bad or I won’t ever feel like a whole person again but that will never happen.”

Fern could smell Rose’s stale sweat and unwashed hair.

“So now I’ll hurt them,” Rose said. “I’ll hurt them real bad. Will you come with me to see that witch?”

They stood in front of Decima. The dog stared straight ahead, not moving. Fern looked back at the Home, waiting for lights to snap on in Miss Wellwood’s office or the floodlights to come on in the backyard. Overhead, the clipped fingernail of the moon hung in the sky.

“Giddyap, little doggie,” Rose said to Decima. “Take me to your leader.”

Nothing happened for a moment, then Decima stood, turned, and trotted into the woods. Rose followed. Fern looked back at the house and found their window. She thought she saw Holly’s pale face pressed to it. She raised one hand, then followed Rose.

Every time she looked back there were more branches between her and the Home, until finally all she saw were branches. The ground rose and fell in gullies and hummocks, and Rose’s white T-shirt floated up and down them in the dark up ahead. No matter how fast Fern waddled, Rose walked faster. Fern kept her eyes on the ghost of Rose’s back as they stumbled through the trees, following Decima.

The sound of them crashing through the undergrowth drowned out all other noises. Sometimes she’d get close to Rose and could hear her panting and muttering angrily under her breath, cursing herself, driving herself on. Sometimes Rose disappeared into the dark up ahead.

A conviction settled on her that someone was pacing them, moving parallel to them, watching them from the shadows. A bush rustled off to her left and Fern tried to catch up with Rose. She didn’t want to be here. She wanted to be home in bed. Sweat sheeted down her face and tickled her belly. She needed to rest, but Decima didn’t stop, so Rose didn’t stop, so Fern couldn’t stop either.

Something caught the edges of her hearing and Rose’s T-shirt stopped, hovered, and started moving forward again. The new noise became clearer, some kind of giant, higher-pitched cricket, but its sound traveled up and down too fast. Something moved and Fern saw the shadows of everything shifting softly around her and realized the tree trunks were now illuminated faintly on one side.

A long slide and a metallic bang that Fern recognized: a van door sliding shut. At the same moment, the noise of the giant cricket organized itself into a banjo. They followed Decima out of the trees into a clearing with a campfire, and banjo music surrounded them for a moment before it stumbled to a halt. And they stumbled to a halt. And Fern saw where they were.

They’d found the people in the woods. The hippies, the Mansonites, the cult, the killers.

Sitting around a fire—dark shapes and shadows, firelight cupping the side of someone’s face, someone’s shoulders, a pair of hands. One of them climbed to their feet, massive and dark, outlined against the flames. At first Fern thought they held a banjo, then the woman’s low voice spoke.

“I think,” the woman said, “you’d better tell us what the hell you’re doing out here.”

Which was when Fern realized she was holding a rifle.




Chapter 18

Fern thought about the Manson family. She thought about the Zodiac Killer. She thought about Richard Speck. They were surrounded by strangers, and the strangers were adults, and one of the strangers had a gun. She clutched Rose’s arm, trying to shield her belly with Rose’s body.

“Get up here where we can see you,” the woman with the rifle said.

Something popped in the fire but they didn’t move. Behind them came a crash of branches and a girl said, “They’re alone.”

“You sure?” the woman with the gun said.

“No, I’m making it up, Pagan,” the girl said.

There was a softer crash in the underbrush and the tall woman— Pagan?—spun toward it, rifle springing to her shoulder.

“Holy Mother,” another woman said. “Pagan, it’s Mags.”

An old woman, topless and dirty, wearing a cloth diaper, emerged from the bushes behind them. She grinned toothlessly, then seemed to focus on Fern and came straight for her. Thin hair floated around her skull, a wispy beard clung to her chin, her eyes were glassy and black like a doll’s, and her tongue danced across her lower lip, leaving her chin hairs wet.

“Choco bars?” she asked. “Yums?”

The old woman reached Fern and stood too close, smelling like dirt and urine, her breath reeking of raw garlic. Fern cringed back as the woman’s hands ran over her duster, grabbing at her body, searching for pockets.

“No, Mags,” the girl behind them said, and Mags looked at her. “They didn’t bring you any yums. How about it? You two Blundering Betties brought anything for Mags?”

The old woman licked her lips, glittering eyes running up and down Fern.

“Would you put that down,” another woman snapped at Pagan. “You just about poked a hole in Mags.”

The woman lowered her rifle but turned back to Fern and Rose.

“Names?” she said.

“Decima brought them,” the girl behind Fern and Rose said, walking between them. “So, you know, they’re cool. She’s a good dog.”

She crouched down and scratched Decima’s heavy skull.

“Aren’t you a good dog, Deccy?” she cooed.

The dog squinted in pleasure and her tongue lolled. The girl was the scrawniest thing Fern had ever seen, like a shaved squirrel. Her small, sharp face looked older than her body, like it had done some hard living.

“If we’re through being unpleasant,” an older woman said in a calm, tea-party voice, “why don’t you two girls come introduce yourselves.”

The two of them approached the fire. Around it sat women, most of them young, but the woman with the tea-party voice looked the age of Fern’s mother, sitting primly with a straight back, hands folded. A dark-skinned woman built like a football player sat with a banjo in her lap. Firelight flickered over her like she was carved from stone.

Behind the fire, a big tan VW camper and a blue van were parked. Clotheslines were strung between them, and logs piled up beside. A rough kitchen had been set up around an old tree stump. Farther back in the darkness Fern made out a big canvas army tent.

The woman holding the rifle sat, laying her gun across her knees, but she kept her eyes on Rose and Fern. Across the fire, an earth mother with an Indian blanket draped over her shoulders nursed a baby. Immediately, Fern felt the threat evaporate. Killer hippies wouldn’t have a baby with them. The woman gave Fern a smile.

“Her name’s Sparrow,” she said, and looked at Fern’s belly. “When are you due?”

“August fourteenth,” Fern said.

“Does anyone here know the librarian?” Rose asked. “What’s her name, Fern?”

“Miss Parcae,” Fern said, watching the baby’s tiny fists clutch his mother’s breast.

He looked so peaceful.

“What’re your names?” the older woman asked politely.

“I asked first,” Rose said.

Fern realized she needed to intervene. She pulled her eyes away from the baby.

“I’m Fern and this is Rose,” she said. “We’re not allowed to use our real names. We’re from the Home, back in the woods, out by the highway.”

“Very smart,” a bone-thin woman said from across the fire. There was no meat on her skeleton. Fern could see ribs xylophoned down her chest. “Names have power.”

“Miss Parcae told us to come,” Fern said.

“Where is she?” Rose asked.

“She’s here, man,” the kid who’d followed them out of the woods said. “You strolled right into the middle of her coven.”

Fern looked at the women sitting in a circle, their faces softened by firelight: the proper older woman sitting up straight, the nursing mother, a heavyset girl with an open face still dusted with pimples sitting shoulder to shoulder with the skeleton girl. The big woman with the banjo, ignoring everyone. The scrappy little squirrel who’d followed them out of the woods, cutting up an apple with a Boy Scout knife and feeding a wedge to Mags, who crunched it eagerly but with great difficulty, between her back teeth, juice running down her beard. The woman with the rifle, the hand of the frizzy redhead beside her resting on her knee.

“Take them over to Miss Parcae, Periwinkle,” the prim older woman said. “I’m sure she’s expecting them.”

“As if she’d bother to tell us,” Pagan grumbled.

A college-looking girl, cleaner than the others and wearing bellbottomed jeans and a brocade vest, sprang to her feet.

“Come on, you guys,” she said. “I’ll take you to her lair.”

She led them away from the firelight. It had killed their night vision so the woods around them looked black. Something squirmed into Fern’s left hand and she looked down. The girl was holding her hand, pulling her forward. She looked over at Fern and grinned.

“Periwinkle,” she said. “I’ve been with these yo-yos for about a year. They’re pretty intense.”

“Who are they?” Fern asked.

All this walking through the woods made her short of breath.

“We’re witches,” Periwinkle said, like it was the most natural thing in the world. “Molly and Polly are the quiet ones. They used to be hopheads, but witchcraft keeps them straight. There’s Dolores and her daughter, Joy, who was playing the fiddle. There’s Star and her baby. Journey, with the banjo, and you got the twenty-twocaliber welcome from Pagan. Her old lady’s Celestia.”

“Who was the hag with the beard?” Rose asked.

Periwinkle’s face got serious.

“That’s not cool,” she said. “We all take care of Mags.”

Ahead of them, an enormous black shadow emerged from the darkness, and relief spread through Fern as she recognized the bookmobile. It was parked on a dirt road. Soft yellow light glowed through its screen door.

Periwinkle stepped up on the floating step, pushed open the door, and led them inside. The librarian’s desk had a camp bed in front of it now, covered in blankets and handmade pillows. The floor was covered with candles stuffed into the necks of old bottles and dropped inside grimy jelly jars, casting shifting light over the spines of the books.

The skylights were open and cooler air flowed down the main aisle. Propped up in the camp bed, her back against the desk, was the librarian. She wore a white shift and her hair hung loose. She had a maroon blanket woven from strips of rag pulled over her shoulders, but she didn’t look warm. She saw Fern and her face creased into a smile.

“At long last,” she said. “Only, I’m afraid you’ve caught me on one of my low nights.”

Periwinkle let Fern and Rose step past her.

“Sit,” Miss Parcae said. “Do you want water? You must be parched.”

Periwinkle handed them a damp canteen and Fern took a sip. The water was cold and tasted like metal. Fern held Periwinkle’s hand for support as she lowered herself to the floor.

“Cut the baloney,” Rose said, still standing. “We’ve got business.”

Miss Parcae chuckled, which turned into a coughing fit.

“Are you all right?” Fern asked, offering her the canteen.

The librarian waved it away.

“Oh, you know how it is, my poppet,” she said. “You get to be ninety and it’s a good day when you see the dawn.”

“You don’t look ninety,” Fern said, because it’s what her mother had taught her to say.

“Well, my treasure,” the librarian said, “being allied with the forces of darkness helps. Would you please sit, Rose? You’re making yourself nervous.”

Rose tried to stare the librarian down, then gave up, put one hand on Fern’s shoulder, and painfully lowered herself to the floor.

“Now,” Miss Parcae said. “Flattery aside, what can I do for you? I don’t have much strength tonight and they keep you girls under lock and key. I’m sure we don’t have much time.”

Rose opened her mouth to say something sharp, and Fern jumped in.

“I’ve been reading the book every day,” she said. “And, like we told you, we’re reading it to find out how to help our friend Holly. You met her that night? She did the ritual, too?”

“The older I get, the less patience I have with beating around the bush,” Miss Parcae said.

“I need to know how to hurt them,” Rose interrupted. “They took my daughter away. My heart’s desire was to have her, so cool, you’re another liar. But now I need a spell to hurt them back.”

Miss Parcae’s eyes drifted, and she seemed to think about something that had nothing to do with them for a moment, then they flickered back into focus.

“Peri,” she called. “Be a dear and bring some tea. I could use a little fortification.”

The girl left the bus.

“A spell is a funny thing,” Miss Parcae said. “Especially for one’s greatest desire. It takes the time it takes. Sometimes it takes a lifetime to notice its effects. It’s not all hey presto, dear.”

“We don’t have a lifetime,” Rose said. “They stole my baby.”

“A mother’s grief is a terrible thing,” Miss Parcae said. “I could make you forget the child. What you don’t remember doesn’t hurt.”

For a moment Rose didn’t seem sure of herself. Faint banjo music wafted through the bookmobile’s screen door. A fiddle joined in. Fern felt 1970 fade away around them. They could be in a campsite a hundred years ago, talking to a witch.

“No,” Rose said, shaking her head like she was chasing away a fly. “The pain’s all I have left of her. I want to make them feel it. I want to hurt them. Bad.”

“But,” Miss Parcae said, “power without mercy is cruelty. And isn’t that what you’re subjected to now?”

“Don’t give me that ‘both sides are equal’ crap,” Rose said. “Show me how to fight.”

Miss Parcae leaned forward, locking eyes with Rose. Fern thought she looked excited, but it might have been the way the candles reflected in her eyes.

“What is it you want, Rose?” she asked. “Be clear. Be precise. Say it out loud.”

Rose didn’t speak for a long moment. Then she said, “I want to show them what it feels like to be helpless. I want to show them what it feels like to be me.”

Miss Parcae fell back against her pillows. The bookmobile bounced slightly as Periwinkle came in the door. She slipped past them and sat on the edge of the camp bed. She didn’t carry a tea tray. Instead, she handed Miss Parcae an enormous, loosely rolled cigarette. She struck a wooden kitchen match and held it to one end. Miss Parcae sucked it gratefully, then let out a mouthful of tarry, resinous smoke that smelled like Christmas trees.

“That hits the spot,” Miss Parcae sighed, then held out the joint to Rose and Fern. “Would you girls like some tea?”

Fern shook her head.

“Are you going to help us or are you going to sit there all night and get high?” Rose asked.

Miss Parcae smiled.

“I’ll help you,” she said. “I’ll show you how to use power as you ask. I don’t think you’re ready, but what does that matter to me? You’ll either learn to control it, or it will control you. And, Fern, dear?” She looked at Fern sadly, but that might have been the grass. “Is this what you want?”

Fern felt the room getting cloudy. She didn’t know if it was the smoke or the night, but everything felt like it was changing too fast and she knew she was being asked to make a serious decision.

“I just want to save Holly,” she said. “Like, I’ll help Rose with whatever she wants, but I just want to save Holly and then I want to go home and have everything go back to the way it was.”

“You’ve come too far for things to go back to how they were,” Miss Parcae said. “But I can see you haven’t realized that yet. Periwinkle, take Fern to the fire. I think this should be between Rose and myself.”

“But I can help,” Fern protested, feeling like she was being sent to the little kids’ table.

“No, dear,” Miss Parcae said. “This is where Rose’s path diverges from yours. You lack the heart for revenge.”

Periwinkle helped Fern up as Rose pulled herself closer to Miss Parcae. The last thing Fern saw as she went out the door was Miss Parcae taking an enormous drag on her joint, then holding Rose’s hands. Fern felt like she’d been judged and found wanting.

Periwinkle helped her stumble through the dark.

“It’s okay,” Periwinkle said. “She has reasons for what she does. Mostly.”

“I could have helped,” Fern said.

“She may be old,” Periwinkle said, “but one thing she doesn’t need is help. Even if she should ask for it sometimes.”

The banjo and fiddle music got louder as they approached the fire, and Periwinkle helped her sit down on a blanket. She handed her the canteen again, and Fern gratefully drank the metallic water and let the music wash over her. The big dark woman played banjo, and a young woman who looked like she could be Fern’s neighbor back in Huntsville played the fiddle. The fiddle chased the banjo through the song, caught it, and the two tangled, then the banjo lay down, the fiddle ran away with a scamper, and the song came to an end.

No one clapped, but they all seemed at peace. The nursing baby had fallen asleep in its mother’s arms. The rifle was gone. Fern had been raised to feel like she needed to offer something when she was in company.

“Thank you for letting us interrupt your evening,” she said. “I didn’t get your names.”

No one spoke and she wondered if she’d said the wrong thing, then the proper older woman said, “I’m Dolores, and this is my daughter, Joy.”

She nodded to the fiddle player, who gave Fern a nod back.

“You met Mags,” the skinny squirrel girl who’d followed them through the woods said. “I’m Little Robin. Big Robin got busted up near Myrtle Beach.”

No one else introduced themselves and the conversation lapsed again. Fern tried to think of something.

“So you’re Miss Parcae’s coven,” she said. “I guess you’ve all pledged obedience and loyalty to her, too?”

“As long as it suits the coven,” the nursing mother said.

The logs shifted and a swirl of sparks rose into the air. Across from Fern the old, half-naked woman snored against the shoulder of Little Robin, completely abandoned to sleep.

“Is she all right?” Fern asked.

“Mags carries a heavy burden,” Dolores said. “We all do our best to help.”

“Not all of us,” Periwinkle said.

Dolores gave her a look and Periwinkle gave it back. Fern sensed tension run around the circle like an electric current.

“So,” she said in a cheerful voice. “Do y’all live in the woods all the time?”

Everyone turned to stare at her, even, after a moment, the skinny woman. Little Robin spoke.

“We’re always moving,” she said. “Because they’re always looking for us. We never stop.”

“Who’s searching for you?” Fern asked.

“They hate us,” Periwinkle said. “We’re loathed and despised in every time, in every country, in every culture. In New Guinea they say we dig up the bodies of dead babies and eat them. In Zambia they say we sleep with our brothers and fathers and murder newborns. The Hopi say we kill our kin to prolong our lives. In Germany they say we steal men’s penises and hide them in birds’ nests.”

A surprised laugh escaped Fern.

“Gretta von Reid was strangled for that,” Dolores said primly.

“I’m sorry,” Fern said.

“They say we spoil milk and steal children,” Periwinkle continued. “That we murder the innocent and ruin crops. That we bring disease and eat human flesh. You know why they say all this?”

“Because you’re witches?” Fern asked.

“Because we’re women,” Periwinkle said. “Muslim, Christian, Hindu, Jew—the one thing they all have in common is that they hate us. For hundreds of thousands of years, they’ve hated us. So we have to live in the shadows. And still they hunt us. From Nigeria to Salem to Madagascar, they come and round up old women and little girls. Sometimes they force them to drink poison. The ones who die are clearly witches. The ones who only get sick are allowed to go home until the men show up at their houses hunting witches again.

“In Indonesia, they make little girls reach into pots of boiling water and pull out burning stones. If their hands blister, they’re guilty and are killed. They throw us into rivers and ponds and if we dare swim to save our lives, we’re guilty. They hang us and burn us, they beat us to death and leave our bodies where they fall. They bury us alive and drag our families from their homes. They torture us, and strangle us, and hack our corpses to pieces and feed them to their dogs.”

Mags gave a sudden cry and lurched up, eyes wide, seeing something that wasn’t there. Her toothless mouth flopped open.

“Oh!” she cried. “We’re running! Always running! We can’t let them find us! Run, Mother!”

Everyone looked at her, but no one moved. Her voice dripped with terror. She looked across the fire and locked eyes with Fern.

“They chained you to the post, Mother,” Mags said, her lips working around her toothless gums. “I was only little and they chained you to the post and Father made me watch. He used his thumbs to hold open my eyes and I saw your face through the flames. The lips that kissed me sputtered like sausages, and your eyes, you always had such pretty eyes, even Father said you had such pretty eyes, they boiled and steamed in their sockets and your hands that braided my hair shriveled into black claws. And you were still alive, Mother. You were still alive until the smoke covered my face and suffocated me. Smoke made of you, Mother. Oh! Oh!”

She began to sob, pathetically and shamelessly. She turned her face into the shoulder of Little Robin, who wrapped her arms around the old lady’s shaking shoulders.

“How old is she?” Fern asked, very quietly.

The women looked at each other, then Dolores spoke.

“Mags was born at the end of the last century as best we can tell,” she said. “But she’s one of the lucky ones. Her mother lives inside her, and her mother’s mother, and her mother’s mother’s mother, going back long before the Burning Times. She carries the line of the Sibyl in her head and her heart, preserving their collective memories until she one day passes them on. But all those voices and memories make her confused sometimes. For most of us, it can be quite lovely.”

Fern looked at the old woman, weeping like a child.

“It doesn’t look lovely to me,” she said.

Dolores got up and came to Fern. She knelt in front of her. Her hair was long and tied back, but her fingernails were clean and her face was freshly scrubbed. She could have been one of Fern’s mother’s friends, only without any makeup or jewelry.

“Imagine,” she said, “being able to talk to any woman who came before you in your line. Imagine never having to be alone. In your darkest hours, your mother and her mother and her mother are there to guide you. Their wisdom stretches back hundreds of years. Only a few of us carry our line, and Mags had difficulties when it was her time. She took the Sibyl’s line, but not easily, and it broke something inside her. But not all of us are like that. With myself or Miss Parcae, the memories and voices in our heads are sources of strength.”

She smiled at Fern.

“I carry the line of Diana,” she said. “I can remember so much. I remember sitting in the doorway of my house, carding wool and watching the road for my boy to come home, and how blue was the sky, and how warm was the sun, and all my neighbors were worried about their sons fighting over the seas, but I’ve seen it in my morning milk that he’ll come safely home. Before that, long before that, I walk in the wildwoods, Fern, surrounded by hazels and oaks older than man, a wood so enormous that you can walk from one end of the country to the other and never feel a drop of rain. But it wasn’t a wood to me, it was my apothecary. The elder leaf cures coughing, the burn jelly stops infection, wormwood and bishopwort for headaches, and lady’s mantle for spasm. I could read the woods.” She laid a hand on Fern’s belly. “Imagine if death was not the end, Fern. Imagine if you could stay with your daughter and lead her through the dark times long after your body is gone. There is nothing more beautiful. Truly. I don’t know how lonely I would be without my line living on inside of me, sharing my life.”

Fern didn’t know what to say. She looked through the fire at Mags, who still sobbed. Dolores’s daughter, Joy, came and stood beside her mother, one hand on her shoulder, holding her fiddle by the neck.

“And one day, Mom’ll be gone, but she’ll still be with me,” Joy said. “As long as there’s one of us left, our line never ends.”

“Miss Parcae isn’t a librarian,” Dolores said. “She is the library.”

Journey plucked a banjo string. Joy helped her mother stand.

Fern tried to think of something to say after that.

“So what brings you all to Florida?” she asked.

“Miss Parcae has her reasons,” Dolores said. “She wanted us here and we respect that. She’s only been wrong once or twice before.”

“More and more often these days,” Periwinkle said, real quiet.

“Hey,” Rose said behind her.

Fern thrashed around and saw Rose in her white T-shirt. She looked glum.

“Did you get it?” she asked.

Rose nodded.

“I’ll take you back,” Little Robin said, and passed Mags to Celestia beside her.

Her weeping had died down, and now her lips moved soundlessly as she stared into the fire with wide, frightened eyes, mumbling responses to voices that no one else could hear.






How to Be a Groovy Witch

Whether she knows it or not, every witch belongs to a powerful night-flying army, the ones who came before her and the ones who practice our Craft today.

When you are at your lowest, when you feel your least powerful, know that this dark legion is there for you. Witches will catch you when you fall, carry you when you are tired, heal you when you are broken.

This is the first truth of our Craft: a real witch is never alone.
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Chapter 19

Mark a circle nine feet across. Power may be drawn out of a witch’s body to work a spell, but unless it is confined in a circle it will trickle away before it can be used. For best results, take a string four and a half feet long, anchor it in the center of what will become your ritual circle, tie it to a stick, and move it around the central axis.

The next night they used Holly’s key and went to the river. They found the fallen tree. They carried what they needed in Fern’s pillowcase. They had to move fast. Rose’s parents picked her up the day after tomorrow. She needed to unleash her anger while she was still at the Home.

Clouds covered the stars. The moon shone through them, a crescent the color of old bone. The river slid by like a great silent snake. It was a night for curses.

Fern grunted as she squatted and held one end of the string while Holly walked around her in a circle, using a stick tied to the other end to scratch their circle into the dirt. It was lumpier than the one they’d drawn with Miss Parcae.

“That’s nine feet, more or less,” Fern said.

Rose walked the edges, looking for breaks. She squatted to inspect a section. She didn’t grunt.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s do the altar.”

Holly and Rose piled up mud to make a rough altar in the middle of their circle. It was only a few inches higher than the ground, but it would do. Like Rose’s anger, it was theirs.

On the altar place a sword, a cord, a clay bowl of fresh water, and another of salt.

They opened the pillowcase and laid the rusty, wooden-handled steak knife they’d stolen from the kitchen, the string they’d used to draw the circle, and two decorative candy bowls taken from the music room on the altar. Holly filled one bowl with water from the river. In the other she dumped a paper packet of salt from McDonald’s they’d gotten from Tansy. It had cost them the rest of Rose’s bippies. Then Fern laid out the pliers she’d stolen from the downstairs hall closet. The knife should be enough, but they’d brought the pliers just in case.

Crown the altar with an animal heart, pierced by nine daggers.

Tomorrow night’s dinner was chicken hearts in gravy. Fern unfolded a square of wax. Inside was a tough, dark muscle the size of her thumb. She couldn’t believe something so tiny could keep a chicken alive. It was too small for even one dagger, let alone nine, so they’d settled for sewing needles. Rose worked them through, one at a time, each one bending as it pierced the tough muscle.

Cleanse yourself and go skyclad. Put nothing between yourself and the moon.

They washed in the river. Fern saw that Rose still carried her belly, but it hung slack and empty. Fern ducked her head beneath the surface of the water and shut out the sight. Underwater, the baby pulled her hands toward it like a magnet.

Zinnia should be there, but she wouldn’t come. She said they were wasting their time. She said the only thing that mattered was finding a way to save Holly and that playing witchcraft was a fool’s game. But Rose had asked them to avenge her daughter, and Fern and Holly had to help. They were her coven.

Fern’s hands settled on her stomach. She and the baby shared the same body, shared the same skin, sometimes even shared the same dreams. Fern thought about Blossom surrounded by strangers, kept away from her mother. Maybe it was for the best. Maybe it was for Rose’s own good. But they’d drugged her, and dragged her to the hospital, and she hadn’t given her baby up, they’d stolen Blossom, as surely as if they’d snatched her off the street. A dark fist closed around Fern’s skull. She emerged from the river, simmering with Rose’s rage.

Arrange yourselves around the circle, standing at the points of the compass as your coven leader lights the fire before the altar and invokes the Triple-Faced Goddess.

They stepped onto the rim of their circle and Fern felt a circuit close. They stood in their places—north, east, south. Zinnia would have been west. They stood naked, dripping, and Fern felt like a key in a lock, waiting to be turned. Rose squatted in the center and lit a fire before the altar with a pack of matches, then she dipped the rusty steak knife into the bowl of water and pointed it north.

“I exorcise thee of all impurities,” she said. “In the name of Aradia and Cernunnos.”

She scraped the wet knife through the salt. The firelight flickering over her folded belly made her look young one moment, old the next.

“Blessings upon this salt,” she said. “May it purify us, in the name of Aradia and Cernunnos.”

She picked up the pierced chicken heart and dropped it into the flames. It made a single loud pop and spat sparks. Rose dumped the salt into the bowl of water, then she walked around the inside of the circle clockwise, sprinkling the water as she went, some of it onto the ground, some of it onto their bellies, their chests, their thighs.

Rose reached into the pillowcase and took out a metal World War I helmet they’d found in the attic. She placed it on the fire, upside down. Then she took out the poppet.

Holly had sewn it, just a small, rough figure stuffed with cotton balls and one of Miss Wellwood’s kerchiefs that Fern had lifted from her office. Rose had wrapped the poppet tight in a string they’d soaked in a half-drunk cup of Miss Wellwood’s coffee. Rose placed the poppet in the helmet.

“I give it the name of Wellwood. Let the pain she visits on me be returned threefold.”

She held the knife in front of her like a sword.

Steel, earth, water, fire, darkness—the scene felt primitive and powerful to Fern.

“I summon thee, Ancient Ones, to guard this circle and witness our rites,” Rose said, then she addressed Fern and Holly.

“Hold the space,” she told them.

Fern imagined herself getting bigger, turning into a giant, the top of her head brushing the stars. Her feet rooted to the earth and her thighs grew like tree trunks. Her stomach became a mountain. Fern saw herself blotting out the sky.

It was time.

If anything was going to go wrong, this was when it would happen. Holly and Rose kept forgetting all the words but Fern was used to memorizing lines, so she’d lead. They looked to her. She knew this by heart.

Fern faced north, where Holly stood. She reached out her arms and moved them apart as if opening a curtain: Rending the Veil. Then she held her right arm up, pointing to the sky, and her left down, pointing to the ground, making the sign of the element Earth.

“Adni,” she said.

“Adni,” they repeated.

She turned east, facing the river. She Rent the Veil, then held out her arms by her shoulders, elbows bent, wrists splayed out, like she was holding up the sky, making the sign for Air. She looked up into darkness.

“Eh-ee-eh,” she said.

“Eh-ee-eh,” they repeated.

She turned south, facing Rose, and this time when she Rent the Veil, they all moved in unison. They held their hands to their foreheads, making the shape of a triangle, the sign for Fire.

“Al-him,” they said in unison.

They turned west, facing the emptiness where Zinnia should have been. Rending the Veil, forming their hands into downward-pointing triangles over their bellies. The sign of Water. They couldn’t see beyond the pale glow of the fire, but Fern sensed the massive river, flowing quietly and full of power nearby.

“Agla,” they said, with one voice.

Fern felt the world turn beneath her feet; she saw the river without seeing it, feeling its entirety. She felt its tail, all the way back in marshes two hundred miles south; she felt it flowing deeper into swamps, seeping down through cracks in pond beds, through cracks in the bedrock, down into caverns and tunnels honeycombing the state, pulling water from Georgia, South Carolina, Virginia, Alabama. There were no rivers, no lakes, no ponds; it was all one great sunless sea beneath the earth’s crust. She felt Huntsville, she felt Mississippi. She stood on the surface of this nocturnal ocean and felt its echo in the smaller sunless sea inside her womb.

They turned to face Rose, who raised the steak knife to her forehead.

“I pay the price,” Rose said. “I and no other.”


Blood is no more than the measure of the sacrifice, the weighing out of its worth to the witch, the sign of her sincerity.

Pain is the real price, not blood.

How much pain are you willing to endure to achieve your heart’s desire?



Rose dropped to her knees in front of the fire and slotted the tip of the steak knife beneath the fingernail of her ring finger. She heard the sound of Blossom crying, growing fainter and fainter as they carried her away down the hall.

She pushed the blade under her nail.

Fire crackled up her arm, an electric bolt seared her skin from nail bed to shoulder. Her body went numb but she managed to hang on to the knife and worked its triangular tip back and forth, rocking it from side to side, pushing it toward her cuticle, hacking at its root. She twisted the blade hard and half her nail lifted off with a tearing sound somewhere between paper and meat.

Rose dropped the knife. Her nail stuck up in the air, half off, but she needed it all the way off. That was why they’d brought the pliers.

Rose groped blindly in the dirt for them, then clamped them around her protruding nail and yanked. The pain was enormous, then replaced by a hard throb like someone hitting the tip of her finger with a hammer in time with the beating of her heart.

One nail wasn’t enough.

Body short-circuiting with pain, she went for her middle finger next.

By the time she’d finished, Rose was grunting sounds that weren’t words, and blood pattered to the sand in heavy drops from her mutilated left hand. She stood and the pain made her knees buckle and she almost fell. Fern caught her around the waist, and Holly took her other side, and the two of them walked her to the fire, where Rose threw her fingernails into the pot with the poppet. Then Fern held Rose’s hand over the fire and let her blood drip into the flames, hissing where it landed, falling onto the poppet, marking it with Rose’s will.

“With my pain, I call Hecate,” Rose mumbled through numb lips. “See me standing in pain and flame, asking for your ear.”

The heat from the fire tightened the skin over her unprotected fingertips, and she felt her heartbeat in them. Fern took the knife from Rose’s limp right hand and threw it in the fire, where the flames sniffed the wooden handle, then began to gnaw.

“Pale Hecate, add your will to mine,” Rose said through gritted teeth. “By all the power of iron and fire, by all the might of moon and sun. What I do say, it shall be done.”

She turned to Holly. “Now we will be free. Evohe.”

Holly had forgotten her lines, but not Fern. She never forgot a line. She caught Holly’s eye and said, “Ieo veo veo veov.”

And Holly, prompted, said back, “Orov ov ovovo.”

Fern stepped right, pushing Rose in front of her, and Holly joined, saying, “Aeiou!” and they moved around the circle clockwise.

“Eheie!” Fern said.

“Eheie,” they repeated.

“Evohe!” Fern shouted, and as one they switched direction and began circling the other way, going widdershins, chanting, “Ieo veo veo veov orov ov ovovo!”

The alien syllables lifted their bodies, made their feet light on the ground. Fern saw her far-off shadow on the long grass as she went by; she saw all their shadows, and they looked like giants, they looked like monsters, they looked like goddesses. They looked like witches.

“Ho Ho Ho,” Fern chanted.

“Ise Ise Ise,” they replied.

IEO VEO VEO VEOV OROV OV OVOVO

They lost themselves in the chant, feet scuffling and dancing in the dirt and they had always been doing this dance, they had danced like this for centuries, danced like this for thousands of years. They knew this dance from before they were born.

IEO VEO VEO VEOV OROV OV OVOVO

Fern’s chest got hot like she was standing in front of a stove and the wet smell of mulch filled her skull, but it didn’t smell dirty or wormy, it smelled fresh, and clean, and alive.

IEO VEO VEO VEOV OROV OV OVOVO

Rose’s eyes rolled back in her head until Fern could only see the whites. Behind her, Holly grunted savagely with every step.

IEO VEO VEO VEOV OROV OV OVOVO

Living things watched them from the darkness, the firelight catching their glittering animal eyes, and in the black sky overhead swallows and seagulls circled and wheeled, going widdershins like the witches on the ground.

IEO VEO VEO VEOV OROV OV OVOVO

All the wild things were drawn to their power, things on the land, things in the river, things in the sky, and Fern saw on the ground all the crawling creatures erupting from the earth—centipedes and earthworms and thin green snakes—forming a living carpet beneath their feet.

Fern felt something invisible hook her pelvis and lift and her foot came down, missing the ground, and she almost fell, lurching to one side, and panic squeezed her heart, and she threw out her other foot to catch herself and it missed the ground too and then she pushed herself forward in their wild dance and saw snakes and centipedes beneath her feet but her feet didn’t crush them, her feet didn’t touch the ground.

IEO VEO VEO VEOV OROV OV OVOVO

The soles of her feet didn’t stomp on the dirt, they stepped on air, like walking up stairs, and as she danced forward she rose, Holly behind her and Rose in front, all three of them dancing higher into the warm night air.

Gravity released its grip from their ankles and they spiraled up into the night sky like sparks, surrounded by wheeling birds, and they all seemed to turn together, laughing at the poor creatures bound to the earth, screaming with joy at how good it felt to be free. In this wild, abandoned place, hidden by darkness, there was no one to tell them to stay on the ground, no one to make them stop, no one to even see them, and so they flew. It was a secret between the girls and the sky.

Something noticed them. Something enormous. Something vast. Something that would take thousands of years to turn its three faces. Fern danced closer to it, higher and higher, and it began to open one leviathan eye and she knew that even being seen by it would destroy her and she welcomed her own destruction and danced on and up, circling with the birds, with Holly, with Rose, dancing faster, rising in midair, the river turning under her like a disc, the forest and the horizon whipping around, and whatever force had hooked her pelvis pulled her up to face the sky and she could hear something coming from behind the stars, and she leaned back her head and shouted as everything inside her raced out into the cosmos and then back into her body like a cold column of mountain water, crashing back through her as she spun, floating, soaring, flying, and she opened her eyes.

She lay on the ground. The air was turning gray over the river. It was dawn. She was dirty, and naked, and cold. Holly sat up across from her on the other side of the fire, which had burned down to white ash.

Rose rolled over and sat up, her skin streaked with clay, leaves in her hair. She cleared her throat and spat. Holly and Rose and Fern looked at each other through drifting scraps of smoke, and they couldn’t help it. They remembered what the sky felt like against their skin. They grinned.

“Did we . . . ?” Fern started.

“Don’t,” Rose croaked. “Don’t talk about it. Talking makes it cheap.”

She touched her mutilated hand, and a loud sob tore itself from her throat as she pressed it to her chest. Fern wanted to get up but she felt too weak.

“It’s all different,” Rose said. “Everything is different now.”

“Look,” Holly said, pushing herself shakily to her feet.

She pointed at the helmet in the smoldering ruins of the fire. The poppet had burned down to a mound of brown powder, as fine as cinnamon. Rose limped to the fire and picked up the still-warm helmet with her good hand.

“This is it,” she said. “This is the magic.”

“Come on,” Fern said. “We have to get back before Mrs. Deckle arrives.”

Rose went back to the Barn, taking the powder with her, and Fern and Holly went up the stairs as quietly as they could, the sound of Mrs. Deckle’s car pulling into the driveway sending them flying to their room, where Zinnia pretended she was still asleep.

In a few minutes, Mrs. Deckle would walk the halls ringing her bell, so there was no time to close their eyes. Holly and Fern sat on their beds in the early-morning gloom, staring at each other, wondering what exactly they had done.

The bell rang and their daylight lives began. They dragged themselves through the sunlit hours, and each minute felt like days. Every time Fern tried to tell Zinnia about it, Zinnia told her she wasn’t interested, and if Rose was crazy enough to cut up her hand she didn’t want anything to do with her, so eventually Fern stopped trying. Holly kept yawning wide enough to dislocate her jaw. Rose told Nurse Kent she’d caught her fingers in a door and for the rest of the day the bright white flash of her bandage reminded the girls of what they’d done.

After dinner, Rose pulled Fern aside.

“Later, you’ll need to do this,” she said. “Zinnia ditched and Holly might flake.”

“Do what?” Fern asked.

“Just wait for me outside Wellwood’s office,” Rose said, then went into the kitchen.

Fern heard her talking to Ginger, and then Ginger came slamming out the kitchen door. A minute later, Rose emerged, carrying Miss Wellwood’s silver coffee tray, its left side propped against her bandaged hand. She pushed it at Fern, who took it, not knowing what else to do.

Rose pulled a folded page from a magazine out of her pocket, clumsily opened it, and tapped half the brown powder into Miss Wellwood’s coffeepot and stirred it in. As the spoon tinkled against the china, Fern’s arms began to shake. She’d seen movies. She knew what it looked like to poison someone.

“Tonight she gets half,” Rose said, holding her eyes. “And then on the twenty-second, thirteen days from now, she needs to get the other half. The librarian told me.”

Rose took the tray from Fern and went into the outer office. She pushed open Miss Wellwood’s door.

“I wanted to apologize,” Fern heard her say. “I know we’ve had our differences, Miss Wellwood, but I realize everything you’ve done has been for my own good. And before I left I wanted to say thank you.”

There was a long pause, then Fern heard Miss Wellwood say, “That’s very mature of you, Rose. You may leave the tray there.”

She heard Rose put the tray down, heard china clink against china, coffee pouring, a spoon stirring, a cup being lifted.

“You may go, Rose,” Miss Wellwood said.

“I just wanted to make sure the coffee is hot enough,” Rose said, the perfect little maid.

Fern heard Miss Wellwood take a sip.

“It’s fine, Rose,” she said. “Thank you.”






How to Be a Groovy Witch

The consequences of a working should scare you. Unleashing the power of a coven’s will is not for the weakhearted. But everything worth doing is accompanied by fear.

[image: Two hands extend towards a cat against a starry background. The cat’s hair is risen.]
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Chapter 20

They came for Rose just before noon. A blue Cadillac pulled up out front, so glossy it reflected the Home in its sapphire hood.

Fern, Holly, and Zinnia were working in the kitchen when they saw Rose come out of the Barn dressed in her going-home clothes. She didn’t look fallen, or fast, or like one of them anymore. She looked like any girl you might see on the street.

Fern drifted to the kitchen door when she heard Rose’s parents coming down the hall. They were walking fast like they already wanted to be gone, then they burst into view, Rose’s dad wearing a tan suit and looking like a game show host, Rose’s mom with her hair pinned up and huge sunglasses like a movie star.

“You’d better get back to peeling those potatoes,” Hagar growled behind her.

Rose came into the hall from the side door, wearing sunglasses, and their lenses slid over Fern’s eyes and skated off her face. She looked like a stranger. She stepped into Miss Wellwood’s office and Fern heard smooth adult voices coming from the open door. Fern realized that this wasn’t Rose anymore. She was whoever her name had been before.

“Thank you for everything you’ve done for me, Miss Wellwood,” she heard the girl she’d called Rose say.

Fern wiped her muddy hands on the apron draped over her belly and crept into the hall.

“In the future,” Miss Wellwood was saying, “I hope that you shall strive to lead a more moral life.”

“Yes, ma’am,” a docile Rose said.

Fern poked an eye around the corner. Miss Wellwood looked down on Rose, beaming in triumph: another girl rescued and redeemed. Rose’s mother pulled Rose to her with one arm around her shoulders, while her dad grinned a Colgate smile: a perfect all-American family, saved from shame. They started to leave and Fern retreated to the kitchen door.

They came out of Mrs. Deckle’s office and headed for the front door, but the girl she’d called Rose saw Fern hovering. She broke away from her parents and came back until she was standing so close to Fern their foreheads touched. Fern saw herself doubled in the lenses of Rose’s sunglasses, and realized they were standing in the exact spot where they’d met nine weeks ago.

“Don’t let me down,” Rose whispered.

“I won’t,” Fern said.

“I’ll send money for Holly,” Rose said.

Fern nodded.

“Jo—” Rose’s mother said, and her dad touched her forearm. Her mom corrected herself. “Sweetheart, let’s not linger.”

Fern understood. Now that Rose was their daughter again they didn’t want her associating with wayward girls like Fern anymore. Rose met Fern’s eyes. An emotion flickered across her face like the shadow of a bird flying over water. Then she leaned in close to Fern’s ear and filled it with her hot breath.

“Make her pay,” she whispered.

She pulled away and walked up the hall without looking back, and Fern heard the girls sitting on the stairs cheer, “Fingers and legs! Fingers and legs!”

It was what they said whenever a girl left the Home: keep your fingers crossed for good luck, and your legs crossed so you don’t wind up back here.

They kept up the chant until Rose got into the Cadillac, then they pressed against the front windows, watching it pull away. Fern thought about Rose’s real name. Jo something. Joanne? Josephine?

“You want me to snatch you bald?” Hagar said behind her. “Get back to work.”

But Fern wasn’t listening; she was heading up the hall, around the corner to the stairs, finding Jasmine, who was going back up.

“Can you do the thing?” she asked her. “With your necklace?”

Jasmine nodded and she and Fern went up to the Cong and Fern lay down on the sofa, swollen belly raised high, and Jasmine held her necklace over it and they both waited. It hung, motionless, and Fern studied that stone harder than she’d ever studied math. Her eyes drilled right through it. She was ready to wait as long as it took.

It didn’t take long.

At first it seemed like wishful thinking, then she realized it really was trembling, then swaying, nudged by a nonexistent breeze. It picked up speed, then settled into a pattern, swinging from side to side, harder and harder, back and forth, like a pendulum marking time.

Fern wasn’t having “the baby” anymore.

She was having a boy.

The July sun cooked Wellwood House. Girls took cold showers in the middle of the day but started sweating again as they toweled themselves dry. The days felt endless, every movement felt impossible, gravity dragged their pregnant bellies down. Fern hadn’t known she could sweat so much—from her wrists, from her earlobes, from her elbows. Mopping the bathroom floor took forever because she had to keep mopping up drops of her own sweat that plopped onto the linoleum.

The days crept by, each tick of the big iron clock whittling down the moon, slice by slice, shaving it toward full dark, toward the thirteenth day, toward the twenty-second, when Fern had to poison Miss Wellwood and finish the spell for Rose.

At night, Fern stared at the lava lamp, grateful Rose had left it behind. Nothing zonked her out like the lamp. Nothing else took her mind off the folded page of Southern Living hidden under her mattress with the powder inside. She’d already made the mistake of telling Zinnia.

“You’re not going to give it to her, are you?” Zinnia asked. “Because that would be crazy, and I know you’re not crazy.”

“But I promised Rose.”

“Rose isn’t here anymore,” Zinnia said.

“If Miss Parcae gave it to us, it can’t be poisonous. She wouldn’t make us kill someone.”

“She’s a witch,” Zinnia said.

“We flew! We—”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Zinnia said.

“But you did it, too,” Fern said. “You cut your finger. You signed the book.”

“They’re witches and they lie,” Zinnia said. “We don’t need to be playing at spells. We need to figure out how to actually help Holly.”

“We could ask Miss Parcae,” Fern said.

“Good doesn’t come from bad,” Zinnia said. “She wants you to poison Miss Wellwood.”

“It might not be poison,” Fern said.

And around and around they went.

Fern watched the blobs in the lava lamp ooze over each other. She had made a promise. But she might be poisoning Miss Wellwood? But maybe she wasn’t? She roasted in the heat and her indecision and wished she could throw the powder in the trash. But she had to be loyal to Rose, because she was part of her coven.

At night, girls cracked their bedroom windows to let in a breeze. Most of them slept in their underwear now, pulling on a T-shirt when they had to go to the bathroom. During the day, they sweated through their bras, and when they got up off the sofa in the Cong they left damp spots behind. Fern got a rash between her thighs where they chafed together, and it spread all the way down to her knees. And she wasn’t the only one. The house stank of cornstarch and baby powder.

Fern’s little boy ripened and grew in her stomach. Now when he kicked she stroked and soothed him. She started calling him Charlie Brown because he had a big bald head and nobody wanted him. She rested one hand on his head when she hid from Zinnia in the front parlor to read Groovy Witch, desperate for it to tell her what to do.

“‘In the practice of our Craft we have a saying,’” Fern read. “‘Three is greater than one, five is greater than three, nine is greater than five, and thirteen is the greatest of them all. I won’t discuss the power of these numbers here but only tell you the larger meaning: no witch walks this road alone.’”

Fern couldn’t abandon Rose. She kept reading.

“‘Everything must be faced,’” the book said. “‘You cannot hide from your problems nor can you rely on witchcraft to solve them. In fact, witchcraft will create more problems for you, because a witch is responsible to her coven and their problems become her own. But so does their will. And no obstacle can stand in the face of a witch’s will, or the will of her coven. Nothing can resist them. No problem remains unsolved. No wrong goes unavenged.’”

Fern felt like the book was telling her that she had promised Rose, and a promise made between members of a coven was sacred. Wellwood House was the end of the road for all of them. They were the only ones who knew what this felt like, the only ones who saw each other, the only ones who wouldn’t forget. If they didn’t have each other, what did they have?

Fern kept reading.

A short girl named Willow arrived to replace Rose. She didn’t get a work assignment because she had heart trouble. She’d brought a chess set from home and kept asking other girls to play, then she wouldn’t let them win a game. Pretty soon, no one would play with her.

“Typical Aries,” Jasmine observed.

The heat made Laurel get headaches and see double. Arguments broke out over what stitch should be used to properly hem a bib, and who was taking too much time in the shower, and what rerun they were going to watch next on TV.

There was nothing left in the sky now but a thin wedge of moon. Then the big iron clock ticked once more and it was the twentysecond. Thirteen days. It was time for Fern to poison Miss Wellwood.

Maternity dresses didn’t have pockets, so Fern hid the folded page of Southern Living in her left sock and tried not to limp on her way to dinner. She sat at the far end of the table from Zinnia, crunching through her frozen salad with cranberry and pineapple, convinced Zinnia could see through her sock with X-ray vision.

She’d promised Zinnia that she wasn’t going to put the powder in Miss Wellwood’s coffee, and she still wasn’t 100 percent sure she could go through with it, so she wasn’t exactly lying, but she was still kind of lying.

Fern ate her deviled-ham-and-spaghetti scramble while she watched Miss Wellwood eat her cottage cheese salad, convinced her ankle had a spotlight trained on it, convinced that any minute Miss Wellwood would lift her head and say, “Fern, what is that in your sock?”

Someone would discover her, Zinnia would stop her, but dinner ended and Zinnia said she’d see her upstairs, and Fern helped clear the table, and then she went to the kitchen, trying so hard not to limp on her left leg that she wound up limping on her right.

Hagar stood at the stove pouring coffee into the china pot. She didn’t look up when Fern came in. Ginger stepped into the kitchen right behind her.

“Miss Wellwood asked me to bring her tray tonight,” Fern said.

“When?” Ginger asked.

“Just now,” Fern said. “She didn’t want to wait on you.”

“But I’m here,” Ginger said.

Hagar put the lid on the coffeepot and picked up the tray.

“I don’t care who takes it, but you’d better get moving before it goes cold,” she said, and shoved it into Fern’s hands because she was closest.

Fern turned, the tray almost clipping Ginger’s stomach.

“Excuse me,” Fern said, and felt a pang when she saw how sad losing this tiny privilege made Ginger.

Fern edged around her and stepped into the hall, but now she didn’t know how to get the powder into the coffeepot. There was nowhere to set the heavy silver tray down.

“I always take Miss Wellwood her coffee,” Ginger said, coming out of the kitchen.

Fern didn’t know how to shake her, so she walked toward the office.

“Everyone keeps changing their minds about who’s doing what around here,” Ginger complained, following her.

She had no choice but to go forward. Fern stepped into the office and used her foot to close the door in Ginger’s face. The air conditioner rumbled in the window and gooseflesh raced up the back of her arms and circled her stomach.

She placed the tray on Mrs. Deckle’s desk. She didn’t have to do it. She could just take Miss Wellwood her coffee and Rose would never know, but this was the end of the road for all of them, and everyone lied to them, and they were in a coven, and she’d made a promise.

“In here, Ginger,” Miss Wellwood called from her office.

Fern fumbled the packet open, spilling powder onto the scarlet carpet. She got the lid off the pot, careful not to bump it or make a sound. She scraped the remaining brown powder in and it floated on top of the coffee, making a beige scum. Fern stuck one finger in and stirred.

“Ginger?” Miss Wellwood called. “I’m waiting.”

Fern stirred her finger faster and the powder slowly sank into the coffee and disappeared. She pulled out her finger and almost stuck it in her mouth to clean it, then remembered she had no idea what this powder did and wiped it on the seat of her dress. She replaced the lid, left the page from Southern Living on Mrs. Deckle’s desk, picked up the tray, and walked into Miss Wellwood’s office.

“Where’s Ginger?” Miss Wellwood asked.

She knew. She could see it in Fern’s body language, in her face, in her not-dry-yet finger, because she knew everything that happened in her home, because Fern had stupidly stirred the poison into her coffee barely eight feet away.

“She asked me to do it,” Fern said. “She wasn’t feeling well.”

Fern placed the tray on Miss Wellwood’s desk.

“What were you doing out there?” Miss Wellwood asked. “I heard you in Mrs. Deckle’s office.”

Fern’s heart kicked into double time. She picked up the silver sugar spoon.

“I dropped your spoon,” she said. “It took a moment to pick it up again in my condition. Would you like me to get another for you?”

Miss Wellwood considered Fern, from the spoon to the top of her head then back again.

“Well, how else am I supposed to put sugar in my coffee?” she asked. “With my hands?”

Fern got her another spoon, and on her way out she dropped the page from Southern Living in the trash.

Upstairs in the Cong, Zinnia asked, “Where’d you go after dinner?”

If Fern could lie to Miss Wellwood, she could lie to anyone.

“I had to take Miss Wellwood her coffee,” she said. “Ginger asked me.”

Zinnia’s eyes zoomed into her.

“And?” she asked.

Fern made her decision. This was between her and Rose.

“I said I wouldn’t,” she told Zinnia. “And I didn’t.”

For a long moment, she didn’t know if Zinnia believed her.

“Good,” she finally said.

The sun entered Leo. Briony went to the hospital the day the Manson trial began, leaving like she was off for a little rest and relaxation. She didn’t need to pack her things in a paper bag from Hagar because she’d brought her own overnight case. It matched her purse.

“I’m sure everything inside is perfectly folded and pressed,” Zinnia said.

Daisy woke up on Saturday to a soaking wet mattress. Flora made fun of her for wetting the bed until it turned out her water had broken, and they had to pry her hand out of Flora’s when Nurse Kent put her in Miss Wellwood’s station wagon to go downtown.

The car came back from the hospital with Briony inside, and she looked as smooth and unrumpled as ever. The only thing different was that she lived in the Barn now. Fern overheard her in Ginger’s room that night, sitting on her bed.

“I was so confused,” she said, genuinely upset. “I forgot to give him his blankie. I just left it in my room and forgot all about it. Now he doesn’t have anything to remember me by.”

She sounded unsure of herself and on the verge of tears, not at all like Briony anymore. Because she wasn’t Briony anymore. She had another name now.

Flora went to the hospital Sunday morning, four days early.

“They may as well put a bus stop in the front yard at this rate,” Zinnia said. “It’d sure save them on gas.”

Ginger went to the Barn on Monday morning to see Briony, but she was gone. She’d packed up and left before any of them were even awake. Fern had always assumed there’d be a brass band and speeches on the day Briony went home, but she’d snuck out without telling anyone, like she was ashamed.

At first, Fern didn’t notice anything different about Miss Wellwood. Then, on Wednesday morning, they were in the kitchen making cheesy tuna bunwiches when Fern looked up and saw Miss Wellwood standing in the door, trembling with rage.

“Where did you get that tuna?” she demanded.

Fern had never heard her talk like this about the food before, and she didn’t know what to say, so she looked at Hagar.

“Out of a can,” Hagar said.

Miss Wellwood’s face twisted with disgust.

“It’s gone bad,” she said. “I can smell it all the way in my office.”

Hagar leaned over the bowl of tuna and sniffed.

“Smells all right to me,” she said, not loving the idea of throwing out work.

“Then you clearly have no idea what proper fish should smell like,” Miss Wellwood said. “This fish has gone bad. It is rank. Putrid. Throw it away and make something else. Am I clear?”

The girls all stared. Miss Wellwood had never dressed Hagar down before.

“Yes, ma’am,” Hagar finally said, jaw tight.

Miss Wellwood left. Hagar stared at the bowl of tuna like it was her worst enemy, then grabbed the refrigerator door and yanked it open.

“Put that tuna fish in the trash,” she snarled at them. “You don’t even know what bad fish smells like.”

That night, they trooped into the dining room for dinner and waited at their seats for Miss Wellwood to come in. Instead, Mrs. Deckle entered and stood behind Miss Wellwood’s chair.

“Bow your heads,” she said.

A hot prickle ran down Fern’s sweaty spine.

“Lord God, Heavenly Father,” Mrs. Deckle prayed as the girls looked at one another. “Bless us and these gifts which we receive from your bountiful goodness, through Jesus Christ our Lord, amen.”

They mumbled “Amen” but stayed standing as Mrs. Deckle sat. She looked up, annoyed.

“Be seated,” she snapped.

“But where’s Miss Wellwood?” Iris asked, electing herself spokeswoman.

“She’s ill,” Mrs. Deckle replied.

A cold hand shoved itself into Fern’s stomach. Zinnia stared at her from across the table so hard Fern thought she’d leave a bruise.

“What’s wrong with her?” Ginger asked.

“She’ll be back as soon as she’s better,” Mrs. Deckle said. “And that’s all you need to know.”

Thursday morning, Mrs. Deckle took Miss Wellwood’s seat at the breakfast table again, and by lunch everyone felt like they were on vacation. Hard work became easy, they all had something to gossip about, and Mrs. Deckle had no interest in lecturing them. She barely came out of the air-conditioned office.

But Fern burned. She had thought the powder would make Miss Wellwood sick like Dr. Vincent, but now she was home . . . dying? Losing her hair? Turning into a frog? She lay on her side and stared at the lava lamp and wondered how everything had fallen apart so fast. She’d been a normal high school student who was bad at math and good at English and the lead in The Miracle Worker and she was supposed to graduate in two years and go to Mount Holyoke and nothing bad was supposed to happen to her yet.

But all of a sudden she was expecting a baby and playing hooky and shoplifting books and getting thrown out of her aunt’s house, and being sent to a Home where no one knew her real name, and she was doing witchcraft, and she’d poisoned Miss Wellwood. Of course she was unfit to be a mother.

“What’re you crying about?” Zinnia asked from her bed.

“Nothing,” Fern said.

But she had to know: Was she a criminal who was poisoning someone because another girl told her to, or was she a witch helping her coven work a spell?

She had to talk to Miss Parcae.






How to Be a Groovy Witch

Magic is the opposite of intellectual thought. Magic springs from your emotions, unrestrained by the rules of the everyday. Logic says you cannot, you should not, you must. A witch obeys only one command: I will.

[image: Two hands extend towards a cauldron against a starry background. A dollop of liquid is at the rim of the cauldron.]
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37 WEEKS
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Baby’s hearing is extra sharp now and he will respond to your voice!

Vaginal discharge may be streaked with blood.

[image: An illustration of a baby rattle with a round head and handle.]



Chapter 21

Monday came, and Fern counted down the minutes until four thirty, when the bookmobile would arrive. It came twice this week, collecting all the girls’ books before shutting down for the rest of August, and then lessons with Mrs. Conradi began again at the end of the month. It was Fern’s last chance.

Her leg jiggled, Charlie Brown kicked, and she could barely swallow water. By the time the bus rumbled into the drive, Fern needed all her willpower to wait until the last of the girls were coming back. Fortunately, Mrs. Deckle wasn’t about to leave her air-conditioned office to supervise. Fern had the bookmobile all to herself.

She stepped through the door. The last time she’d been here it had been Miss Parcae’s nighttime lair, glowing with candles, shimmering with the smell of smoke and pine needles and spice. Now it was brightly lit, smelling like a conveyor belt, no trace remaining of its other life. Miss Parcae sat behind her desk and Fern walked over and held out her copy of A Wizard of Earthsea.

When Miss Parcae reached for it her hand trembled. Standing this close to her, Fern smelled something stale. Sweat beaded the librarian’s upper lip. Her skin looked waxy.

“Are you all right?” Fern asked.

“I seem to have more low days than high this summer,” Miss Parcae said. “Please excuse me if I don’t get up.”

“The powder Rose gave Miss Wellwood?” Fern said, diving right in. “What did it do? Did we poison her?”

Miss Parcae looked past Fern to the door.

“She’s in the office,” Fern said, and panic crept into her voice. “Miss Wellwood’s out sick. She’s never been sick a day in her life.”

“You gave her the powder?” Miss Parcae asked. “You finished the spell? You tied it up in a bow?”

“Yes,” Fern said, and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Did I kill her?”

Miss Parcae smiled. Her gums looked white. Under her lipstick, her lips were chapped. The whites of her eyes had a yellow tinge.

“Don’t start anything you can’t finish,” she said. “Every spell must be seen through to the end or it will metastasize and grow into something terrible. But if you finished the spell there’s nothing to worry about.”

Fern had been so scared for so long that a pat answer like that wasn’t going to satisfy her.

“What did it do?” she asked.

“Rose showed her what it was like to be her,” Miss Parcae said. “Nothing more, nothing less. Did Rose die?”

“No,” Fern said.

“Then neither will Miss Wellwood,” the librarian said.

Fern suddenly felt exhausted. She had been boiling with worry all week, and now it swirled away, leaving her empty. Then a fresh question bubbled to the top of her mind.

“Is that you on the cover?” she asked. “Of the book?”

Miss Parcae smiled. It took effort.

“You’re the first girl to recognize me through my glamour,” she said. “We’ve given that book to so many girls but you’re the first to ever look so close.”

Fern felt flattered that she’d done something no one else had, but she didn’t like being one of dozens of girls who’d been given the book.

“How many people have you given it to?” she asked.

“Oh, a few here and there,” Miss Wellwood said, and coughed into a tissue. Her lungs sounded wet. “We wanted to see how far they would take it. You’ve taken it very far, my girl.”

“That was Rose,” Fern corrected.

Rose was the one who did the spell. Rose was the one who made them fly.

Miss Parcae’s face went slack.

“Rose went in her own direction,” she said, then she brightened as if she’d remembered good news. “But you’re the one who actually read the book, you’re the one who saw me through my spell. Most girls don’t want to take it. The ones who do try a few charms, read a few pages, and give up. But not you, my poppet. You dove in. You were called to it, weren’t you?”

Fern tried to be honest.

“I think so,” she said. “It’s like I can’t stop reading it, even when I want to.”

Miss Parcae nodded.

“I remember that feeling,” she said, smiling. “It means you could travel with us, if you wished.”

“You’d let me come?” Fern asked.

“Now is the time of the furnaces,” Miss Parcae said. “And only light shall be seen. The enemy is distracted by his many battles and he’s loosened the noose from our necks. They’ve forgotten about us for the moment and left our cell door unlocked. We have a few years before Dolores sees another Burning Time arriving. A few years to practice our Craft and increase our numbers and prepare to survive the next harrowing.”

“Will it be bad?” Fern asked.

Miss Parcae kept talking like she hadn’t heard.

“We take women who need us,” she said. “They all have their reasons. Maybe they’ve had enough of this world and its heartbreak. Maybe they wish to live far from the laws of men. But they must be strong enough to turn their backs on this world, strong enough to live as we do. We don’t lead comfortable lives, Fern, but we find our pleasures where we can. We live in the margins, the in-between places, and push back against this world as the opportunities arise.”

She broke off into another coughing fit. Fern waited for it to stop but it went on and on, getting wetter. Miss Parcae pawed at her purse and Fern helped her get it open. Miss Parcae pulled out a silver flask and Fern unscrewed the top for her. Miss Parcae drank, gratefully.

“I’m dying, Fern,” she said, her lips wet and shining. “You see, we can cure so many things—blindness, clubfoot, diseases of the heart, fever, warts—but we never got around to liver cancer. They say there’s a witch in Hokkaido who knows something about it, but try finding a witch in Japan—they make us look like absolute blabbermouths.”

Fern didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know death. All her grandparents were still alive.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“So am I,” Miss Parcae said. “One shouldn’t fear change, but this body has been my home for more than ninety years. I shouldn’t be so frightened to leave it behind, but I’m only human.”

“Your coven said you were a library,” Fern said. “How can a library die?”

“In me lives my mother and her mother before her and on, back and back,” Miss Parcae said. “Not always bound by blood, sometimes bound by affection. I contain the memories of mothers, and mentors, and teachers who were like mothers to me. We pass along our memories to another when the time comes for us to walk into that eternal wood that knows no winter. We pass along memories and lives in an unbroken string reaching all the way back to that temple on the hill, looking down over the river, where they came and left us offerings under the cypress-scented breeze. I am the last of the long, long line of Hecate, and now it’s time for someone else to carry the flame. I’m not dying, Fern, I’m simply becoming part of something new. Someone new.”

“Who?” Fern asked.

“I have an idea,” Miss Parcae said.

So did Fern. It streaked across her mind like a meteor. She didn’t want to live with the witches, sleeping in campers, sleeping in the woods. She didn’t want to see a Burning Time. She wanted to go home, back to a house with a refrigerator and a TV and air conditioning. Back to a world that had rules and you always knew what to do, where everything wasn’t a riddle all the time. But Holly didn’t want any of that.

“Miss Parcae,” Fern asked. “Could Holly come with you?”

“Holly?” Miss Parcae asked.

“Could she join your coven? And travel with you? Could she be the one who took the memories?”

“The little one?” Miss Parcae asked, putting it together. “With the star-kissed face? She could, under certain conditions.”

“She could come?” Fern said, so excited she talked right over Miss Parcae. How could Zinnia be mad at her if she’d figured out a way to save Holly? This was what she needed to make everything okay again. “Her life at home isn’t any good. She wants to run away.”

“That’s sweet of you, my dear,” Miss Parcae said. “But there are women who need us, and women we need. Show me that we need her, show me she’s strong enough, and of course she can come.”

“How?” Fern asked.

“She hasn’t performed a working,” Miss Parcae said. “Show me she can. Show me her strength.”

“She did turnabout with Zinnia,” Fern said.

“Pishposh,” Miss Parcae said. “A hedgewitch charm.”

“We flew,” Fern said.

“That was Rose’s spell,” Miss Parcae said. “You helped and the child helped, but it was Rose’s will. Show me her strength, Fern. Show me she has the will.”

“What can she do?” Fern asked.

Miss Parcae smiled.

“I’m very parched,” she said. “Why don’t you ask her to break this heat? Why don’t you ask her to make it rain?”

That night, Fern waited until Holly went to the bathroom before she told Zinnia. She knew Zinnia would be excited she’d found a solution to Holly’s problem.

“They’re lying,” Zinnia said.

Fern felt the rug snatched out from under her.

“How are they lying?” she asked. “They’ll take Holly with them. You haven’t seen their camp. They travel all over the country. They said she could come.”

“We got rid of my morning sickness and almost killed Dr. Vincent,” Zinnia said. “Rose poisoned Miss Wellwood and even though she only got half the dose she’s out sick. All they do is hurt people.”

She pulled her nightgown on and started taking her elastics out of her hair.

“But he didn’t die,” Fern pointed out, and then, because Zinnia’s know-it-all dismissal of her solution pricked her pride, she said, “And I gave Miss Wellwood both doses and she’s fine. Miss Parcae said she’s just going to be sick but she’ll be back soon.”

Zinnia stopped unwrapping an elastic and stared at Fern.

“You lied to me?” she asked.

The hurt on Zinnia’s face made Fern realize she’d done the wrong thing again.

“But she’s going to be fine,” she said.

“You told me you didn’t do it and you lied to me,” Zinnia said, and Fern couldn’t tell if she had started to cry or was sweating.

“I had to,” Fern said. “I had to finish the spell for Rose. Miss Parcae said—”

“You believe a word that woman says?” Zinnia cut her off, her voice furious. “They lie. I bet she said Holly had to do something to come?”

Fern didn’t want to admit Zinnia was right.

“No,” she said.

“Of course not,” Zinnia said, pulling out her second elastic. “She’s a liar and you’re lying for her now. She’ll say anything to get what she wants from you.”

“She doesn’t want anything from me,” Fern protested.

Couldn’t Zinnia see that this was Holly’s way out?

“Of course she does,” Zinnia said. “Do you think witches are a charity? She’s probably already told you what she wants and you were too excited about magic to hear.”

Holly came in the room and Zinnia stopped talking. She wouldn’t talk to Fern again, even after lights out. Fern knew Zinnia was wrong, but Zinnia was too stubborn to admit it. There was only one way to help Holly and Fern had found it: Holly had to run away with the witches.






How to Be a Groovy Witch

The atmosphere teems with invisible influences and energies, some malign, some not. Over thousands of years these influences have been given various names: demon, devil, goddess, witch.

Approach these influences with humility and respect. They were here before you and will be here long after you are forgotten. Offer them the sacrifices they request, make yourself open to their will, and know that if you call them forth, you must deal with the consequences.

[image: Two hands extend towards a row of Moons in different phases against a starry background.]
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Chapter 22

The end of everything started on Tuesday.

That morning, Fern went to the Barn, got weighed, peed in a cup, and was led into Dr. Vincent’s office. Sunlight cut through the blinds and brought out his bones. He was a skeleton wrapped in a white coat. He bared his teeth and Fern realized he was smiling.

“As of this moment, you are officially on two-week warning,” he said, the loose skin on his neck wobbling. “In exactly ten days, on August fourteenth, you are going to deliver the baby. From this moment forth, I hereby pronounce you excused from all housework, and you should only perform minimal exercise. Take the stairs as little as possible, avoid sudden movements, and no baths. Showers only. I’d warn you not to drive an automobile, but I hardly think that’s a consideration.”

He laughed to himself at his little joke.

Fern wasn’t laughing. Everything was moving too fast. In ten days Charlie Brown would arrive and she’d scream so loud the corners of her mouth would tear and she’d bleed like Myrtle. Then Holly would have her baby. Then Reverend Jerry would come and take them away.

The clock in Miss Wellwood’s office ticked on, slicing away the hours until she gave birth. Until Reverend Jerry arrived. Until it was all over.

Holly had to run away with the witches now.

Tuesday night, Hagar lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Miriam lay beside her, but she could tell from her breathing she wasn’t asleep. Hagar listened to the crickets and the frogs outside. She heard a screech owl hoot twice, deep in the woods. She listened to the fan turning back and forth on the other side of the room. Way off, a dog barked. Finally, she sat up.

“I can’t lie here and do nothing,” she told Miriam. “Do you want to come?”

In the little bit of light coming through the window she saw her sister shake her head.

“I don’t blame you,” Hagar said. “But last night I dreamed Mother was knocking on the window again, trying to tell me something I couldn’t hear because of a train going by. I can’t pretend to sleep.”

Miriam understood.

“Take your rest,” Hagar said, getting out of bed. “No point in both of us ruining ourselves for work tomorrow.”

Worry pushed on Hagar, but she wouldn’t let it get the better of her. She got dressed, got her purse, walked up the road, and knocked on Mr. Jean’s door and asked to use his car. Of course he said yes without asking any questions. He knew the only two facts that mattered: if Hagar or Miriam needed to borrow Martha in the dead of night it was because they had to take care of important business, and that business wasn’t any of his.

Mother had gotten run over by a farm truck in downtown St. Augustine twenty-one years ago, which gave Hagar and Miriam a lifelong aversion to automobiles, but even so, Hagar usually liked the way the big old Plymouth drove, gobbling up the road and asking for more. Tonight, enjoying the drive was the last thing on her mind.

She’d been at the Home for nineteen years and in all that time Miss Wellwood had missed exactly one day of work, when she’d had to get a piece of cancer cut out of her womb. She’d been gone now for a week and acting squirrelly and short-tempered before that. Hagar believed it was a sure sign of trouble coming when people stopped acting like themselves.

Now these dreams about Mother at the window, knocking on the glass, her lips moving, but she couldn’t hear what she was saying over the whistle of a passing train. Aunt Sally’s said a train whistle meant a dangerous undertaking that would only be successful through nerve and boldness. Lucky numbers four, six, eight, and sixteen. Mother had been forty-six when she died on the sixteenth of August, the eighth month. The numbers were adding up. Something bad was afoot.

The headlights of the Plymouth picked out the front of Miss Wellwood’s little brick ranch house sooner than Hagar expected. She’d been woolgathering and lost track of time. She’d better get her head on straight. She needed her wits about her now.

She parked on the street and walked around back to Miss Wellwood’s kitchen door. A dark night like this and a neighbor was liable to mistake her for an intruder sneaking through the bushes and shoot her, but it wouldn’t do to knock on her employer’s front door at eleven thirty at night.

Hagar saw a light on deep in the living room, and that made things easier. She knocked on the back door, real gentle, trying to attract Miss Wellwood’s attention without rousing her neighbors. She could have telephoned from Mr. Jean’s house, she supposed, and cursed herself for not having her mind enough on the matters at hand.

A shadow moved across the living room carpet and Hagar stopped knocking, but nothing happened so she started again. Someone switched the living room light off. She couldn’t see a thing inside the house. A moment later a voice from the other side of the door said, “Did something happen at the Home?”

“The Home’s still standing,” Hagar said. “But I came to see you.”

“It’s very late,” Miss Wellwood said from the dark.

“I’m concerned about your health,” Hagar said.

There was a pause, and then Miss Wellwood said, “I’m slightly under the weather. I’ll return shortly.”

Hagar saw her mother’s lips moving soundlessly beneath the scream of the passing train.

“I’m afraid that won’t do, Miss Wellwood,” she said. “I’m not leaving until you let me get a look at you.”

“Nonsense!” Miss Wellwood snapped. “Go home. I won’t have you ordering me about and waking my neighbors.”

“I’ll go home just as soon as you open this door,” Hagar said.

“Hagar—” Miss Wellwood began.

“I’ll start knocking, too,” Hagar said. “Might even go around front and ring the bell. You know me, Miss Wellwood. I’m not leaving until I’ve gotten my way.”

The silence stretched on and Hagar got ready to start knocking again. Then she heard the lock snap open and the sound of Miss Wellwood’s slippered feet scuffing away from the door. Hagar turned the knob and stepped into the cool kitchen. She crept forward in the dark, not wanting to walk into the counter like a fool. She felt the walls for a light switch but her hands ran over smooth surfaces.

“Miss Wellwood,” she called. “You need to turn on a light before I break my neck.”

The lamp clicked on in the living room, throwing the kitchen into dim outlines, enough for Hagar to make it to the door and step through. Miss Wellwood sat at her secretary on the other side of the living room, hidden in the shadows. She wore slippers and a housecoat with a high collar. Hagar thought her face looked strange.

“There,” Miss Wellwood said. “You’ve seen me. Now go home. I’d like to return to bed.”

“You look like you haven’t slept since I drove you home,” Hagar said.

Miss Wellwood’s face looked too fleshy on her. It was a familiar look.

“We’ve known each other for almost twenty years,” Miss Wellwood said. “And I appreciate your service, but do not let that encourage a sense of overfamiliarity. I can find another—”

Her lips spasmed and she pressed them together for a moment, bringing out the lines around her mouth, looking down at something on the carpet in front of her.

“I—” she tried again, and again something stole her breath away.

Hagar reached for the switch to the overhead light.

“Don’t!” Miss Wellwood almost shouted.

But Hagar was used to ignoring people, and she flipped the switch. She recognized the shape of Miss Wellwood’s face. She saw it all the time.

“Stand up,” she commanded.

She’d never have spoken to Miss Wellwood like this if the woman wasn’t in pain. If she wasn’t pressing both hands to her belly. If she wasn’t in a condition Hagar saw a dozen times a day. Even then, all the words flew right out of her mouth when Miss Wellwood rose shakily to her feet and stood there swaying, her housecoat draping a familiar shape.

Hagar dragged her feet across the carpet to Miss Wellwood. She forced herself to stand before her and rest one hand against Miss Wellwood’s swollen stomach. She felt something move beneath her palm and jerked her hand away.

“I’m getting Sister,” she said. “You hold on.”

She drove that Plymouth like the wind back to her house and yanked the string on the light in their room, shouting at Miriam to get up and put on her clothes.

“Get your bag,” she said. “Miss Wellwood is having a child.”

They didn’t speak on the drive back, but Hagar had done the math in her head. Miss Wellwood was born in 1912 and that made her fifty-eight years old. Too old to be having a baby. She had no man around, not even a sometimes friend, and she’d gotten too big, too fast. Whatever was in her womb was no natural child. Whatever was inside her was the work of the devil.

They reached the house and this time, Hagar pulled into the carport. She didn’t want anyone to see Miriam going into Miss Wellwood’s house this late at night carrying her baby-bringing bag. Miss Wellwood waited for them on her sofa, and she’d turned the overhead lights off again, leaving only the table lamp lit. She didn’t want to catch sight of herself in the mirror. She’d stopped washing four days ago, and when she went to the toilet she did so in the dark. She couldn’t bear to see her reflection. It was obscene.

Hagar turned on the overhead light and Miss Wellwood shrank into herself.

“We’re going to help you into your bedroom,” she said, and she and Miriam each took an arm and lifted her to her feet.

“Do, Jesus,” Miriam whispered when she saw Miss Wellwood’s stomach.

They got Miss Wellwood to her bedroom door, but she gripped the doorframe with both hands and wouldn’t let them push her inside.

“Is . . .” And she didn’t know what to call this abomination in her stomach. “. . . it coming?” she finally asked.

A sheen of sweat slicked her face and her skin had turned the color of maggots.

“It is,” Hagar said. “Sister’s going to brew a tea to make it come quick.”

Miss Wellwood gave a sharp nod.

“Not in there,” she said, pointing into the bedroom with her chin. “Guest room.”

She jerked her head down the hall. Hagar understood. Even in her condition, Miss Wellwood needed to be in charge. Besides, she’d never want to sleep again in the bed where she was delivered of this thing.

Supporting Miss Wellwood between them, she and Miriam walked her down the hall and laid her on the brown bedspread in the guest room. It was barely furnished and what furniture there was looked simple. The only decoration was a sculpture of two hands clasped in prayer on the dresser by the door. Miss Wellwood kept her eyes on it while Hagar piled cushions up behind her and Miriam went into the kitchen to brew her tea. Hagar studied the older woman. Given the size of her stomach, she didn’t see this going easy tonight.

When Miriam came back, she handed Miss Wellwood her tea. She took it, then stopped, scared to lift the cup to her lips.

“We’re right here,” Hagar said. “Drink your tea.”

Miss Wellwood looked at the teacup. This had been her mother’s everyday china. She had always loved its red and blue pansies. She focused on them as she drank.

She got half of it down before her pains changed. The abomination in her stomach had twisted and writhed like a nest of snakes all day, but now the pain changed to something sharper, like it was sinking in its teeth.

“Oh, Lord! Christ my savior, protect me in my hour of need,” Miss Wellwood gasped.

She had known this moment was coming. She had known since that first time she saw her gently swelling stomach in the mirror last Wednesday morning and it had clicked into place what was happening to her body.

By the time Hagar had brought her home that afternoon it was almost too late. Her stomach had swollen to the point where it was becoming visible beneath her blouse. If it continued she’d look like one of her charges. She couldn’t go back to the Home like that. She couldn’t parade her condition in front of her father. She couldn’t let the girls see her in something resembling their pitiful circumstances.

So she’d stayed home. She’d managed to call Mrs. Deckle and tell her she had mononucleosis and must remain in strict isolation, and she thanked heaven that Mrs. Deckle didn’t have the imagination to entertain the thought that she might be telling a lie, then she hung up the telephone and her mind stopped working properly.

She’d sat in the dark, mostly, peering between drawn curtains, terrified a neighbor would visit or Reverend Fellowes might drop by. Every ring of the telephone frightened her; every time she heard a car slow down she was paralyzed with fear that it might turn in to her drive.

Her stomach had gotten tighter and larger and she knew there was only one way this would end, but she refused to accept it. She absolutely refused. She sat in the dark and read her New Testament, the way she’d sat that other time, so many years ago, sitting alone in that dark room reading her Bible, only this time, instead of finding comfort in the word of the Lord, the scriptures felt like hollow things made of sawdust and paste. Compared to whatever was in her stomach they felt false. But still she sat and read because she had nothing else to do as day after day the skin on her stomach stretched, and tightened, and itched, and the thing inside her grew.

She knew Hagar was talking now because she could hear someone making sounds, but she was not on her bed in her guest room listening to Hagar, she was in another room where everything was made of pain. Her bulging stomach was a sloshing cauldron full of black foam and it clenched tighter and she felt her muscles pinching down on her soft intestines.

Then it stopped, releasing her so fast it took her breath away.

“Can you . . . get it out?” she asked Hagar.

They had a blanket up over her knees so she couldn’t see what they were doing down there, but Miriam was bent lower than her sister. The bright overhead light was on and the curtains were pulled tightly shut. Thank you, Jesus.

Thank you for not letting anyone see my sin.

Miss Wellwood kept her eyes on the Hands of Faith standing on her dresser.

“Save your strength,” Hagar said. “This is going to be a fight.”

Miss Wellwood lost control of her muscles again. Whatever was in her stomach squirmed, it slithered, it thrashed, and Miss Wellwood’s mouth sagged open.

“Heavenly Father,” she moaned. “Do not . . . abandon me . . . in my hour . . .”

The thing in Miss Wellwood’s stomach picked her up and dragged her into the pain room. Her entire body was made of pain. Two massive hands reached into her stomach, and pulled out her intestines, and twisted them. They stretched her stomach and squeezed her liver, pinched her colon, and wrapped the loops of her large intestine around their knuckles and pulled them tight.

Miss Wellwood was at the mercy of these hands.

Sometimes she was dimly aware that Hagar and Miriam were tugging on her, pushing her legs apart or holding down her wrists, then the hands came and seized her stomach again, or lower, down around her private parts, scoring her soft meat with their ragged fingernails. Sometimes she was aware of Hagar putting a washcloth in her mouth as she bit down, then a black wave roared in and delivered her into the giant hands again and they twisted her body, they shaped it, and squeezed it, and she was sucked backward into the red darkness behind her eyes and the hands pressed down on her until she realized that the voice begging to die was her own.

She felt the hands take their massive thumbs and place them on either side of her skull and squeeze, and she cried and bargained and begged them to stop, but the pain was a storm that blew her backward into the room made of pain.

Miss Wellwood tried to tell herself it wasn’t real, it was only some kind of illness, or a tropical disease; she tried to tell herself that the Lord God would not have sent her any tribulation she could not endure, then the muscles around her pelvis flexed and rippled and tore, and Miss Wellwood’s insides shifted. They moved. They slithered out of her body. And she screamed.

She felt something deep inside her bowels knot and snap and she didn’t know if she was bleeding or not, but she hoped she was because the human body only contained five liters of blood and once those were gone she would finally be with Jesus.

Her jaw ached from screaming for so long. Miss Wellwood couldn’t remember a time when she wasn’t screaming, when she wasn’t in the room made of pain, when everything didn’t hurt.

She couldn’t take much more of this, but it was out of her hands. What happened to her body was no longer her decision. She had no power over it, no control. She couldn’t stop this because she was only a vessel for the pain.

Something wet burst inside her and her lower parts caught on fire. She thought the pain had been bad before, but now she gasped a strangled scream and sat up in shock. All dignity fled. She was naked before this red sun.

Between her legs she heard Hagar say, “Get the bucket.”

Everything inside her body came unglued and her guts slid in all directions. Burning kerosene filled her stomach, and her muscles tightened and tightened until they began to shred, and then they relaxed, and everything pushed down at once.

Roots attached to her stomach lining ripped themselves free, and when Miss Wellwood looked down, Hagar was pulling something out of her in squirming handfuls. Wet, solid sounds slopped into the bucket. A stink filled the room, and thick, pustulant afterbirth pattered onto the carpet like hail. Black screaming static filled the inside of Miss Wellwood’s head and all the bad moments came out of her, all the ones she kept in a box buried deep.

She is standing in the corner of the yellow room where the girl, Clara, lived when she stayed in the house and she likes Clara because Clara always gives her stick candy and now Clara is staring at little Florence Wellwood standing in her bedroom door and Daddy is between Clara’s legs and blood drips from the saturated counterpane onto the floor and Daddy is working very hard lifting a tiny pair of limbs from between Clara’s legs, holding their ankles in his hand, but little Florence Wellwood knows that Clara is dead because she’s looking right into her eyes and they are dead eyes.

She is twenty-eight and pregnant with Charles’s baby and her father is sitting on the other side of the desk in his office which is her office now and she has come to tell him that Charles is not a “traveling handyman” but he repairs the organs in churches and they will be married and her father is telling her that he will not honor their marriage, that she should have been born a son or not been born at all. He is telling her that he is glad her mother is dead because she would not survive this humiliation.

She is writing a letter to Charles to tell him she can no longer see him. She is writing a letter because she is not brave enough to tell him in person. She is taking the train to Columbia alone and no one knows where she will be for five months until the baby comes and then she will never think about it again.

She sits in that dark room, rocking in her chair, reading her Bible month after month with the curtains drawn and now she is still rocking but she is nursing her baby. She has to nurse him for three weeks before they will take him away. She is nursing him and her nipples ache and she is crying quietly, forcing herself to look at his face and hands, and he is the grandson her father would have wanted, but they will never mention him, he will not exist, and her tears are dropping onto his face, mixing with her milk, and she makes herself look at him because this is her punishment for spreading her legs to a traveling handyman, and slowly, day by day, she kills that good feeling she gets when she sees his tiny, perfect toenails on the ends of his tiny, perfect toes, every day she crushes that feeling between her hands like a snake’s skull. This is her punishment. This is her curse.

She is coming home from her father’s funeral and she cannot sleep and she is at his desk which is now her desk and she is looking at his ledgers and trying to make them make sense but the columns sway and waver and don’t add up. She is stupid, she is ignorant, if she were the son he’d wanted she could force them to make sense, but the Home doesn’t make enough money and she has a black headache trying to figure out a way to make it work, and she can’t because she is a woman and she is weak, and she vows, she promises, she swears she will not let this house die. She will prove that she can do this, like the son she should have been.

These memories made her feel small and cheap but she would stay in them forever if someone would make the pain stop. Please. Make it stop.

Miss Wellwood looked away from the praying Hands of Faith and down at her body, punishing herself, making herself look, and Miriam was standing between her legs, handing Hagar the heavy bucket, and as Hagar went to the door she saw into the bucket for one clear moment.

It was splattered up its sides with black water, and the bottom contained a shiny, writhing nest of bone-white eels. They twisted and churned in the brown foam, squirming around each other, and their muscular coils lashed out like clubs, drumming the sides of the plastic bucket, and then Hagar was gone, and she took them into the kitchen and she crushed their skulls with a hammer, one by one, and flushed their bodies down the toilet.

But all Miss Wellwood could hear was the hollow, frantic drumming of their bodies whipping against the sides of the plastic bucket— the only sound she’d ever hear of the last children she’d ever have. It filled her head, blotting out the world, and Miriam held her while she sobbed and screamed.






How to Be a Groovy Witch

Power cannot be given, it must be taken. It is the ability to enact your will upon the world and it must be earned by the spilling of blood.

[image: Two hands extend towards a skull against a starry background. A candle burns on the skull.]
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Chapter 23

That same Tuesday night, Fern waited until the house settled around them, then sat up in bed.

“Come on, Holly,” she whispered, swinging around and putting her feet on the floor.

“You’re going out there again,” Zinnia said.

Fern knelt on the floor and pulled out the pillowcase containing everything they’d need. She’d spent all day collecting it.

“It’s the last time,” she said.

“It’s never the last time,” Zinnia said, and rolled over and gave Fern and Holly her back.

They carried their shoes as they slipped downstairs and crept out of the side door of the house to conjure up a storm.

Daisy and Flora were staying in the Barn, but Fern didn’t see any reason why they had to go all the way to the river. The book said they just had to be skyclad and able to see the moon. Besides, she felt full of Charlie Brown. Every unsteady step she took, she took for two. Before they even made it across the backyard her breath was coming short and high in her chest. She heard Holly clumping along behind her, breathing just as hard.

By the time they entered the trees, her breath felt like a blowtorch in her throat. She needed to sit down, but it’d be too hard to get back up. She saw a patch of moonlight between some pines up ahead. That’d be good enough.

“Let’s do it . . . over there . . .” she gasped to Holly, and they plodded toward it.

They’d be done with this in an hour and back in bed. And then it would rain and finally break the heat, and she’d make Miss Parcae honor her promise to take Holly with them, and this would be over, and Holly would be safe.

Then they walked into the blackflies.

At first, Fern thought she was bumping into some branches with her face, then all at once they were on her. Swarming her face, pecking her cheeks, tapping her forehead and the sweaty back of her neck, crawling over her lips.

She pressed her mouth tight and walked faster, waving her free arm wildly, trying to brush them away, but they were crawling over every inch of her sweaty, exposed skin. They clotted in the corners of her eyes; she slapped her ears and heard them crunch and their juice ran down her earlobes. They flew up her nose, and she had to open her mouth to breathe and immediately they crawled in there, too.

She spat, trying to get them out, but when she inhaled, hard lumps of blackfly stuck to the sides of her throat. They were all over her, crawling, tickling, scratching. They squirmed down the collar of her duster and landed on her pregnant belly in clumped masses. They covered her eyeballs like crust.

Fern ran. She blundered forward, not caring if she went face-first into a tree, because anything would be better than this itching, prickling swarm. She heard something crashing through the branches beside her and hoped it was Holly but her ears were so filled with blackflies everything sounded far away. In a panic she slapped at herself, crushing their bodies between her clothes and her skin.

The ground got soft beneath her feet and she smelled the iron stink of tea left out too long, and the smell seemed to scrape the blackflies away and Fern sobbed in relief as a cool breeze lifted them from her skin and she stumbled out of the woods.

She held one nostril closed and blew through the other, expelling a clot of crushed blackflies, and then she did the same to her other nostril. Her skin prickled with their bites, and she scooped dead blackflies out of the collar of her duster, but at least they weren’t on her anymore. She spat crushed blackflies out of her mouth and Holly stood beside her, scooping bits of blackflies out of her ears. Fern got her breath back and saw the river up ahead.

“Well,” she said when she could finally breathe again. “I guess we’re supposed to go to the same old place.”

Scraps of the circle they’d scratched into the dirt were still there. They gathered firewood and found two fallen pine branches and stripped all their needles except for a cluster at one end. These would be their brooms. By the time they’d stacked the firewood and redrawn the circle they were beat.

They stripped off their clothes and waded into the river and it was a soft kiss on their skin. The river sucked their sweat away and sent it swirling toward the ocean, and Holly and Fern emerged dripping and reborn. The dark line of woods was still, and Fern stopped, listening, letting herself drip dry. It felt like something was waiting for them in there, then she put her finger on it: somewhere between leaving the backyard and getting here, all the crickets had stopped.

Fern lit the fire with a book of matches she’d found hidden in a drawer in Rose’s attic room. The dry summer branches caught and flames gobbled them up, twigs crackling in their mouth.

“Okay, Holly,” Fern said. “You’ve got to lead this time.”

Holly had been studying the book all day. Fern had explained to her that the witches would take her with them if she could do the spell, and Holly hadn’t hesitated. She’d spent hours reading this part of the book over and over again.

“Let’s greet the elements,” Holly said, walking to north, the position of Earth.

“We have to Rend the Veil first,” Fern reminded her.

“Oh, right.”

Together they Rent the Veil and greeted the elements in each direction of the compass (or as best as they could figure without Rose or Miss Parcae). Fern scraped a hollow into the ground across from the fire and laid Iris’s hand mirror (stolen from the bathroom) on the bottom so it reflected the sky. They waded into the river, cupped their hands, and carried thirty-three handfuls of water back and dumped them in the hole until the mirror glimmered darkly at the bottom of a small subterranean pool.

They’d brought a thumbtack from the Cong and each of them pricked her pointer finger, making little hisses through their teeth at the pain, then dabbed their blood on the ends of two long sticks.

They held their sticks over the flames and Holly said to the night, “With my pain, I call Hecate. See us standing in pain and flame, asking for your ear.”

Then they both struggled down onto their knees and put their sticks in the water and began to stir, going clockwise, their sticks knocking into each other.

“Pale Hecate,” Holly said. “Find us by the smell of our blood. Add your will to ours. Help us stir the sky.”

They had to stir the water exactly three hundred and thirty-three times and repeat the same sentence. By the time they got to one hundred, Fern’s right shoulder burned. They kept stirring. By two hundred she wanted to cry. They kept stirring. By the time they reached three hundred and thirty-three Fern’s arms felt like they were going to fall off.

The two of them peered down into the hole. This was when the real work began: they had to call all the names of the Queen of the Night.

It took Holly two false starts before she had them right.

“Aidonaia, Apotropaia, Chthonia, Dadophoros,” they chanted. “Enodia, Kleidouchos, Kourotrophos, Melinoë, Nyktipolos, Perseis, Phosphoros, Propolos, Propylaia, Skylakagetis, Hecate, Great Goddess, stir the skies.”

They repeated this over and over until the words didn’t make sense anymore. They were supposed to repeat it sixty-six times, and they tried to concentrate on the surface of the mirror while keeping count, but her throbbing shoulders, and squirming Charlie Brown, and the complicated syllables that didn’t mean anything filled Fern’s skull with sand, and the names ran together, and she stared into the black mirror reflecting her dark silhouette against the starless sky, the rippling water occasionally catching a flash of firelight, and the sounds stopped making sense, what they were doing stopped making sense, and the fire burned down to embers, to shifting shadows, but they kept up their chant.

Finally, they were finished. Fern’s shoulders ached and her knees hurt and she wanted to scratch the bug bites all over her legs. Instead, she pushed herself to her feet and she and Holly marched around the circle with their brooms, evergreen needles pointed up, waving them back and forth, sweeping the sky.

“My will with yours, Hecate,” they said in unison. “Stir the sky.”

Every stroke made her shoulders groan and the bottoms of her feet feel bruised. She wanted to sit down, but they had to make thirtythree circuits of the circle before they could stop. She told herself this brief agony, this little period of pain, would save Holly. She told herself it was worth it.

“My will with yours, Hecate. Stir the sky.”

Their voices felt like one voice, their footsteps matched, their hips swayed together.

“My will with yours, Hecate. Stir the sky.”

Sweep, step, sweep, step.

Fern imagined the sky unleashing cool rain, felt its chill coming through the screens, heard raindrops on the roof.

“My will with yours, Hecate. Stir the sky.”

She could almost feel the rain on her face, she could almost smell wet bark and pine sap. They kept marching, they kept stirring the sky. Holly could do this.

On circuit twenty-six, Fern felt the gentlest brush of moisture against her lips, a light mist, congealing in the air around them. It was working. Holly was making it rain.

The next seven circuits felt like dancing as the storm thickened around them, as the air got heavy, as moisture dewed on her skin. Finally, she and Holly stopped and stood on the rim of their circle, panting, hands on their knees. Fern looked at Holly, and Holly looked back at Fern through her bangs, the birthmark on her face resembling war paint, and she stuck out her tongue and tasted the storm. They grinned.

Out over the river, Fern thought she could see the air getting darker, like rain might start coming down any minute, but she held her hand out, palm up, and nothing landed in it. The dirt at their feet stayed dry.

The book had said to bring an umbrella. The book had said it would pour down for days. The book had said it was going to be biblical. Fern felt the storm straining to be born, she felt it on her fingertips, but it wouldn’t come through.

“We did everything,” Holly said. “We did it exactly right; I put in thirty-three handfuls of water and said Hecate’s name sixty-six times, and walked around the circle forever, and did the blood and everything and it’s not working.”

Fern could feel it, just out of reach.

“We cut ourselves for nothing!” Holly said, frustrated at how close they were. “We have to make it work!”

Something moved in the darkness outside the firelight, and a bit of shadow separated itself and approached the circle: Decima. She trotted along the riverbank, then stopped and sat on the edge of the grass. She watched the two of them and Fern felt like Miss Parcae was there, watching Holly fail.

Then she remembered the book.

Blood and pain are the midwives to every spell. When a working struggles to be born you must lubricate it with pain—the greater the working the greater the pain required.

Then she remembered her dad.

“I have an idea,” she said.

She pulled out a pair of scissors from the pillowcase. She’d brought them along, just in case. She handed them to Holly.

“Holly,” Fern said. “You need to pay a bigger Sixpence.”

The girl stared at her as Fern explained what she had to do. After a moment, Holly nodded.

“Okay,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” Fern told her.

In the guttering firelight Decima watched with glittering eyes as Holly raised the silver scissors to her face.

“Close your eyes,” Fern said. “Don’t look.”

Holly closed her eyes. She opened her mouth, put out her tongue, and fitted it into the beak of the scissors. A small whine escaped her throat.

If Zinnia had been there she would have told them this was a trick. That this was what happened in all the books and stories about making deals with the devil: the devil tricked you. All they’d wanted to do was stop Zinnia from being sick all the time, and somehow here they were, Holly about to cut off the tip of her tongue.

The most painful thing Fern could imagine.

Holly took a deep breath.

Zinnia would tell them to stop, to come home, to find another way, but the storm was so close. Fern could feel its coolness on her fingertips, just out of reach, and this storm would save Holly. They had to do this. They’d come so far. They were so close.

Decima licked her chops with a hollow slobbering sound.

The tendons on the back of Holly’s hand flexed as she slowly closed the scissors, the hard line of the blade pressing slowly into her pink tongue. She needed to speed up. She needed to do this fast before she thought too much about it.

Holly bore down from her shoulder and Fern saw the sharp steel bite into her exposed muscle and then Holly splayed her fingers open and threw the scissors in the dirt.

Her eyes streamed with frustrated tears. “I can’t!” Holly wailed.

“I can’t do it!”

Something solid hit flesh and fur and Fern heard an alarmed yelp and Decima scrabbled to her feet and charged a few feet away, spun around, and froze.

“Go on!” a woman shouted. “Get out of here! Get!”

Hagar strode after Decima, a shovel in one hand, and swung it at her again. The dog dodged out of the way, then turned tail and ran toward the woods, disappearing into the long grass. Hagar turned on the girls.

The firelight picked out the lines of exhaustion carved into either side of her mouth, the sweat staining the front of her housedress. Hagar looked at the two naked, pregnant teenagers standing by the fire, a pair of scissors lying on the ground between them. She threw the shovel at them. It landed in the dirt.

“Put out that fire,” Hagar said. “Clean yourselves up. Then get your clothes on and meet me in the kitchen. You’ve got some explaining to do.”




Chapter 24

The second Hagar walked away, Holly grabbed Fern’s arm.

“Do it,” she said. “You have to do it for me!”

But Fern felt the storm receding, pulling away, dissolving into mist. She wanted to lie to herself but the emptiness couldn’t be denied.

“It’s over, Holly,” she said. “You had to do it yourself.”

“No!” Holly demanded, but she felt it, too.

Hope drained from Holly. It only took a few seconds for her to go back to the way she’d looked before, slouched and silent. Holly was familiar with not having any hope.

The whole walk back Fern tried to figure out how Hagar had found them. Then they straggled out of the tree line into the backyard, and through the kitchen window she saw Zinnia standing by the fridge in her nightgown. Hagar stood at the sink, watching them come in out of the dark.

Fern propped the shovel by the back door and pulled the screen door open and went inside. She couldn’t be mad at Zinnia. Even if Hagar hadn’t come, Holly hadn’t been able to do it. They had failed. She and Holly stood by Zinnia.

“I’m sorry,” Zinnia mumbled.

Fern shrugged.

She put her pillowcase on the kitchen table with a clank and waited for Hagar to turn around. Hagar ran the tap and filled a jelly jar with water but she didn’t drink.

“Zinnia had nothing to do with this,” Fern said to Hagar’s back. “She didn’t even want us to go out there tonight.”

Her voice sounded small in the silence. Hagar drained her jelly jar, then put it in the sink and braced her hands against its edge.

“Little girl,” she said. “I have seen things tonight that would make your hair fall out and your liver turn white. Do not test me.”

She turned, and her face was an exhausted knot.

“What stupid notion got into your empty heads?” she asked.

As usual, Fern lied.

“It was just a game,” she said. “We were bored and we saw it in a magazine so we decided to do it. I know we weren’t supposed to sneak out, but we really wanted to go swimming and please don’t tell Miss Wellwood. We won’t do it again.”

Hagar pushed herself off the sink and stalked toward them, coming around the kitchen table. Instinctively, they backed away.

“Don’t,” Hagar said. “Move.”

She stood so close Fern could smell her laundry soap and something else, something like river mud beneath it. Hagar sniffed once over Fern’s head, then she loomed over Holly and did it again. She stood practically on Zinnia’s toes to smell her.

“You’ve all got the stink of witch work on you,” she said. “Don’t think you can play me for a fool. Now tell me what it is you’ve done so I know how bad a mess I’m going to have to clean up.”

Zinnia looked at Fern. This had been Fern’s idea, so Fern knew she had to face it.

“It was the bookmobile,” she said, but she knew not to trust an adult, so she polished it slightly. “There was a book on witches we checked out and it had spells in it. We decided to try them because Zinnia was throwing up all the time, and it worked.”

She looked at Hagar to make sure she was following. Hagar stared at her, not blinking. Fern stumbled on.

“And then we thought that the weather was so hot and there was a spell in the book about making it rain and I thought that would be perfect, so Holly and I went out tonight to do it, but Zinnia didn’t want to come.” And as Fern said it out loud, none of it sounded powerful or mysterious; it all sounded ridiculous and childish. “And we started to do that, and that’s when you came and, uh, that’s it.”

Hagar wasn’t having it.

“I want everything,” she said. “What did you do to Dr. Vincent? That man didn’t get ill over nothing. Not with the three of you smelling like screech owls.”

Fern didn’t know what to do, so finally she told the truth, about the bookmobile, and Miss Parcae, and the witch’s book, and Dr. Vincent.

“We gave him Zinnia’s morning sickness,” she said. “Zinnia was sick all the time and no one was doing anything to help her and he said it was all inside her head and so we made him feel like she did.”

“And Miss Wellwood,” Hagar said, disgusted and tired. “I know that was you all.”

This was the first time they’d heard anything about Miss Wellwood.

“What happened to her?” Fern asked. And when Hagar didn’t answer, she asked, “Is she okay?”

“If you cared about that woman you wouldn’t have put the bite on her the way you did,” Hagar said. “No human being would do what you did to a dog, let alone a grown woman who let you into her home.”

“She doesn’t care how we feel!” Holly said. They all turned, even Hagar. Holly’s voice had a brittle edge. The skin around her birthmark had flushed darker. “She puts us on restriction, she tells us we’re sinners, she took Rose’s baby, and she’s going to send me home! She doesn’t care how we feel!”

They all waited for Hagar’s reaction, but she simply appraised Holly.

“I guess you’re not the halfwit they say you are,” she said after a moment.

Hager pulled out a kitchen chair and Fern thought she might throw it at them, but instead she lowered herself down. Fern wished she could sit. Her body felt like it was all broken bones held together by string. But she knew they were in trouble, and you always took your trouble standing up.

“That’s what y’all are here for in the first place,” Hagar said, sad and quiet. “To give up your babies. And maybe Miss Wellwood’s high-handed but she carries this place on her back. Y’all shouldn’t have done what you did to that woman.”

Holly was vibrating like a scared dog. Zinnia stepped closer and put an arm around her. No one said anything for a minute.

“What did we do to Miss Wellwood?” Fern asked.

Hagar shook her head.

“You don’t want to know,” she said.

“Will she be okay?” Fern asked.

“You didn’t kill her, if that’s what you tried,” Hagar said. “Sister’s with her now. We’ll know more come sunup. But this nonsense stops. Y’all don’t even know what you’re doing, running around, playing witches, calling up a storm and leaving it half undone. Making people sick? Doing that to Miss Wellwood? How long did you think no one would notice? You looking for attention? Your parents didn’t give enough of it to you back home? What do you think people do to witches when they notice them? They get burned.”

She let her words hang in the kitchen. Fern felt some small satisfaction that at least Hagar was taking them seriously.

“I’m going to clean up this mess,” Hagar said, “because that’s my job. But from now on, your conjure days are through. Let me hear it.”

She stared at Fern, who realized this was yet another time when she needed to obey.

“Yes, ma’am,” she said.

Hagar turned to Zinnia.

“Yes’m,” Zinnia said.

Then Holly. Her shoulders snapped up and she balled her fists. “They were going to help!” Holly said. “They were going to help me get away!”

“No, ma’am!” Hagar barked, then softened her voice. “Anything they promised was a trick. Nothing good comes of witchery. And you’re not doing it again.”

They stared at each other for a moment, then the fight went out of Holly.

“Okay,” she said.

Hagar relaxed a little, and Fern saw the slump in her shoulders and the puffy pouches under her eyes.

“You still got that book?” Hagar asked.

Fern reached into her pillowcase and brought out How to Be a Groovy Witch. She held it out to Hagar, who didn’t take it, so Fern laid it on the kitchen table. Hagar looked at the cover, eyes moving left to right. Fern was conscious of how cheap the paperback looked.

Hagar stood up and pinched the book between her fingertips, letting it dangle. She walked to the back door, stopping at the drawer by the sink to take out a big box of kitchen matches. She held the screen door open with one shoulder and struck a match against its frame. The sulfur flared to life and she thumbed open the book and held the match to its pages.

“No!” Fern said, instinctively, but Hagar gave her a look that rooted her to the ground.

She’d never seen someone kill a book before, and it was awful. They smelled the char blowing through the room. Zinnia looked pleased. Fern felt sick.

Hagar fanned the book until it was a fireball at the end of her arm, then she brought the burning wad of pulp back inside, held it under the tap, and turned on the sink. The fire went out with a single angry hiss. A few pieces of char danced near the ceiling.

“Now for the rest of it,” Hagar said.

“What else is there?” Zinnia asked.

Fern expected Hagar to bite off Zinnia’s head, but instead she nodded at an empty Nehi bottle sitting beside the sink. Fern hadn’t noticed it before. Brown string was wrapped around its neck and knotted in a complicated pattern, then dribbled over with red wax.

“I had to bottle up that baby storm so it wouldn’t hurt anyone,” Hagar said. “Never leave anything half-done.”

Fern remembered the book.

Do not start anything you cannot finish.

“Are you a witch?” she asked on impulse.

Hagar looked so angry she immediately wished she hadn’t.

“I’ve lived around these woods all my life,” Hagar said. “I know what witchery smells like. I know what fools who play with it look like. I know how to take care of myself. Now, get three teaspoons and come with me. I’m not getting my hands any dirtier than they already are.”

She made Holly rub wet ashes from the book all over the Nehi bottle, then led them out the back door and around to the front porch. She ordered Zinnia and Fern to dig a hole with their teaspoons in front of the steps, making sure it was exactly one foot deep. When they were done she placed the Nehi bottle in the bottom and said, “Cover that up.”

They buried the bottle and stomped on the dirt eighteen times.

“You bottle up a storm in ash,” Hagar said. “Tie it in knots, then bury it where feet press it down every day. You’ll never have trouble from it again. After a while someone’ll find that bottle, open it up, and get a puff of breeze, and that’s the end of the trouble you’ve caused. Now go clean up. That’s the end of your witching.”

The girls started around the side of the Home, but Fern stopped and looked back. Hagar stood at the base of the steps, smoothing the dirt with one foot, tidying up their work. For some reason, that made Fern feel like a child.

Fern made it through breakfast and, without Miss Wellwood there to enforce attendance, she skipped a lecture from Diane about Ivy and dragged herself upstairs. She didn’t want to speak, and she couldn’t face Holly, so she went to the last place anyone would look for her: Rose’s attic room. She sat on Rose’s camp bed and stared out the window at the leaves in the trees.

That was where Zinnia and Holly found her, silent and sweaty, a few hours later. They watched her for a little while, until Zinnia couldn’t take it anymore.

“Are you going to say anything?” she asked.

“I can’t handle this,” Fern said, still staring out the window. “Hagar’s mad at us. Miss Parcae’s going to be mad at us. Miss Wellwood’s probably mad at us . . .”

“Unless she’s dead,” Zinnia pointed out.

Fern put her head in her hands. It was nine days until her baby came, she had failed to save Holly, Hagar had burned the book, and who knew what they’d done to Miss Wellwood.

“I’m sorry, Holly,” Fern said, and she couldn’t bear to look at her. “I’m sorry we couldn’t save you.”

Fern felt empty and far from home. She had ruined everything. Whatever she touched turned to failure.

“Don’t listen to her, Holly,” Zinnia said. “No one was going to take you anywhere. All they wanted was to trick you into hurting yourself.” Then she turned on Fern. “And you better stop griping. Hagar’s the best thing that happened, and I only wish she’d gotten to us earlier. Because she got y’all to stop fooling around with that spell book and pay attention to what matters, which is keeping Holly from going home.”

“But,” Fern said, “the witches were going to take Holly. That was the only way.”

“That woman wasn’t going to do a thing for Holly,” Zinnia said. “She only wanted something for herself. She comes for the last time tomorrow to take back everyone’s books and we’re going to march right out there and tell her we lost it. That’s the last time the bookmobile comes and after that we’ll just read old magazines and play Yahtzee until we go home.”

“She’s going to be mad Hagar burned her book,” Fern said.

Zinnia gave her a self-assured look.

“That book was a gift,” she said. “She gave it to us. It didn’t have a library card in it, or a library stamp like the other books. It doesn’t belong to the library. It was some kind of magic book, and not a very good one if Hagar could burn it up. If she’s giving it out to people, she’s doing it at her own risk, so it’s not our fault. And if she kicks up a fuss we’ll just do what the other girls do and pay a fine.”

Zinnia spoke with total confidence.

“And after she leaves, we’re going to work on getting Holly out of here for real,” Zinnia said. “We’re going to figure it out for ourselves, because we’re smarter than they think we are. Then we’re going to have our babies, like women do every day, and go home, and forget any of this ever happened, just like they told us. You both understand?”

She turned to Holly, daring her to disagree. Holly didn’t. Then she looked at Fern, waiting for her to argue. For the first time, Zinnia didn’t look like a kid to Fern, she looked like someone who was in control. For the first time, Fern thought there was a chance everything might be okay.

“Do we have to go to the bookmobile?” she asked. “Maybe we could get someone else to do it?”

“We have to tell her ourselves,” Zinnia said. “We have to look her in the eye and tell her the book is gone and we don’t want anything more to do with her.”

It felt good for someone to be telling her what to do, Fern decided. Besides, Zinnia was right. What could Miss Parcae do about it? People had been mad at her before. She could handle that. She’d tried to be a witch and failed. Now she’d take her punishment and go home.

“Okay,” she said to Zinnia. “You’re the boss.”




Chapter 25

Fern watched the clock. Every minute was a needle slid slowly beneath her skin, until finally at four thirty on the dot the walls of Wellwood House rumbled as the bookmobile emerged from the tunnel of trees, did a slow loop around the live oak in the center of the drive, and parked with a hiss of air brakes. Fern watched from the Cong’s windows. Sunlight dappled its sides and made its psychedelic butterflies dance. Her guts contracted to the size of a single frozen pea.

“We’ll go at the end,” Zinnia said, standing beside her, and Fern nodded, grateful to put it off a little longer.

But eventually, a very pregnant Jasmine stepped carefully from the bookmobile and it was time to face the librarian. Zinnia, Holly, and Fern went out the side door of the Home and walked across the yard, the dark door of the bus getting larger with every step. Fern wished Mrs. Deckle was in her usual spot, but she was inside, enjoying the office A/C.

Ten minutes, Fern thought. All she had to do was get through the next ten minutes and it would all be over. She pulled herself up into the bookmobile with a grunt.

Orderly rows of books lined its main aisle, the light was stable and sane, and Miss Parcae stood beside her desk, putting something back into her card catalog, sliding it shut. She turned, taking off her half-moon glasses and letting them dangle on a silver chain. Her dress was pink frost today, and her hair was in its bun. Her makeup was perfectly applied. She didn’t look sick, or sweaty, or low. She looked cool and unruffled, and she gave them a hostess smile.

“Do you have books to return, girls?” she asked, and Fern’s heart gave a single hopeful beat.

“Yes, ma’am,” Zinnia said, holding out From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler.

Taking her cue, Holly held out The Old Man and the Sea and The Black Pearl. Fern held out nothing. Miss Parcae came down the bus and took them, went back to her desk, slid out their cards, and stamped them with their return dates. She stopped at The Old Man and the Sea.

“Another girl had this, didn’t she?”

“Rose went home,” Zinnia said. “We’re returning it for her.”

“How thoughtful,” Miss Parcae said. “Every book is precious and with you girls coming and going they sometimes get lost in the shuffle.”

She gave them a smile. “This is our last visit, girls. Enjoy the rest of your summer.”

“Thank you,” Zinnia said, and turned, her stomach knocking lightly into Holly’s.

Fern turned, too, feeling her skin unclench. That was it? She saw the door, right in front of her. Maybe they didn’t have to tell her they lost Groovy Witch after all.

A hook slipped from her lip and Fern wriggled free, stepping to the door.

“The weather has been so hot,” Miss Parcae said, mildly, from behind them. “I thought we were due some rain. Do you girls know anything about that?”

The hook sank in again and pulled Fern to a stop. She looked out the bookmobile door and saw the house waiting for her on the other side of the yard. It was right there. Fern could be gone in seconds, she could run back to the Home, and in a week she’d have gone to the hospital to have her baby. In two weeks she’d be back in Huntsville. But she couldn’t. Everything must be faced.

She turned back in to the bookmobile, squeezing between Holly and Zinnia.

“We tried,” she said to Miss Parcae, dropping her voice. “Holly really tried, but we couldn’t. It was too much.”

Miss Parcae’s smile froze in place. Fern saw her jaw tighten.

“It was,” she said, and put quotation marks around her next phrase, “‘too much’?”

“I’m sorry,” Fern said.

“You certainly are,” Miss Parcae agreed. “And now your friend will pay the price.”

“Could you take me, anyway?” Holly asked. “Please? I’ll learn how.”

Miss Parcae didn’t take her eyes off Fern.

“Ask Fern,” she said. “But we must have our thirteen.”

“I’m sorry,” Fern repeated, speaking to both Miss Parcae and Holly now.

She dropped her gaze to the librarian’s clasped hands resting on her midriff, her fingers clenched around each other.

“Then you have another book for me,” Miss Parcae said. “If you’re no longer finding it of use, I need it returned immediately.”

Fern felt the way she had when her dad showed up at Aunt Peggy’s, her stolen paperbacks lying scattered across the kitchen table, with no lie big enough to explain them away. Her face went numb.

“I don’t have it,” she said, unable to feel her lips. She couldn’t say what had really happened. “I lost it. I’m sorry.”

“Pardon?” Miss Parcae asked, voice barely under control. “Do you know the value of that book? Do you know there is none other like it in the world? You wanted that book. I trusted you with that book, and you lost it?”

“I’m sor—” Fern started.

“No!” the librarian said, slicing her sentence in two.

The words fell dead at Fern’s feet.

“You stupid child,” Miss Parcae said as molten anger erupted out of her. “You knew it was no normal book. You knew it was unique. And yet you lost it the way you might lose a pencil. The way you lost your virginity. Careless. Thoughtless. Selfish.”

“I—” Fern tried.

“No!” The librarian slashed her words in two again.

Fern felt her insides turn to water. Maybe if she told the truth it would keep the librarian away?

“Hagar burned it,” she said, and it sounded as bad as she’d thought it would.

“Who?” Miss Parcae asked.

“Hagar?” Fern said, her voice small. “Who works at the Home?”

Miss Parcae raised her chin slightly and sniffed the air. A tone of wonder filled her voice.

“In the kitchen?” Her eyes went wide and focused on Fern. “The cook? You let the cook burn my book?”

Fern flinched. She hated adults being angry with her.

“We don’t do witchcraft anymore,” Zinnia said from behind Fern, her voice firm. “We’re no longer interested in what you have to offer. We’re sorry about your book, and we’d be happy to pay a fine.”

Miss Parcae turned her attention fully on Zinnia.

“A fine?” she asked. “You think I want a few dollars? Do you understand what you’ve done?”

Miss Parcae’s mouth clamped shut and her face tightened in pain. She bowed her head, one hand flying to her stomach, the other to the shelf beside her for support. Her attention switched away from them. She blew out a mouthful of air. After a moment, she spoke.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and looked up, face sweaty, perfect makeup starting to blur. “I’m sorry I lost my temper, but without the book I have no other options. Fern, I now find I truly need you.”

Fern felt pathetically grateful that Miss Parcae wasn’t angry at her anymore.

“I’ll do anything I can to make it up,” she said.

“Fern . . .” Zinnia warned.

“I told you I was ill,” Miss Parcae said. “I have less time than I thought. Weeks and months, not months and years. I need you.”

“For what?” Fern asked.

Miss Parcae pushed herself off the shelf and stepped closer, eyebrows raised, voice soft, eyes wide and pleading.

“Come with me,” she said. “Bring Holly if you wish. But be prepared to leave immediately.”

“Leave where?” Fern asked. “Leave here?”

Miss Parcae gripped Fern’s sweaty hands in her cold ones.

“We’re bound to each other by your vow,” she said. “You are young and strong, and I am old and tired, and it’s time. It’s time for me to pass my fire on. To you. It’s time you became the next in the line of Hecate.”

“I’m not the right person,” Fern said in a panic, trying to step backward, but Zinnia and Holly were in the way. “We just met. I don’t think I can.”

“I know,” Miss Parcae said. “And if there were another candidate, I would take them. If I could keep looking, I would. But how can I without the book? You have so much potential, Fern. We need to make this work.”

She reached up and touched Fern’s cheek, appealing to her, begging for her help, and Fern understood. If she said yes her life would be the campers now, and she thought about those strange women taking her away, never seeing her parents again, never going home, having this woman enter her mind, having her mind no longer belong to herself, changing into someone new, living as this new person for the rest of her life, leaving her old self behind, her head full of the babbling voices and jostling memories of strangers.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I can’t.”

Miss Parcae’s eyebrows lowered and her eyes searched Fern’s face in confusion.

“You made a vow,” she said.

“I know,” Fern said. “And I’m sorry. What about Holly?”

“You read the book,” Miss Parcae said. “You’re the one who’s ready. I need you now.”

Fern looked into her eyes for a long moment and felt like a disappointment to everyone. But she couldn’t walk away from her entire life.

“I can’t,” she barely whispered.

“Not even for Holly?” Miss Parcae asked.

“We don’t need your help with Holly,” Zinnia said from behind Fern. “We’ll help Holly.”

“I seem to remember four girls dancing skyclad and calling down the moon,” Miss Parcae said. “Claiming they would do anything to help their friend. Swearing they’d do anything for power.”

“We didn’t know what it meant,” Zinnia said.

“Everything has a price,” Miss Parcae said, stepping closer to Fern. “And every price must be paid. You wanted something and I gave it to you, and this is the price.”

Zinnia stood up straighter. She was taller than Miss Parcae and she squared her body to the bookmobile aisle, her pregnant belly filling the space.

“We made a couple of people sick,” she said. “We don’t owe you anything for that.”

Miss Parcae smiled at Zinnia. It wasn’t nice.

“I’m not to blame that you wasted what I gave.” She turned back to Fern. “It’s too late to find someone else without the book, Fern. I want your permission. I want you to accept this willingly, but I don’t need it. We can force you to honor your vow. It isn’t what I want, but it can be done. That’s how it was for Mags. That’s why she’s broken.” Fern saw the old lady, spit slicking her hairy chin, eyes empty, muttering nonsense to herself. Miss Parcae stepped close to Fern, her painted face growing larger, filling Fern’s vision, and the air in the bus seemed to thicken and dim. “No!” burst from Fern’s mouth.

Suddenly, Miss Parcae was a monster, a spider waiting for her in its web, and Fern backed away from her, sickened. It had all been a trick, luring her forward, bringing her to this moment.

“No!” she repeated, and felt all the strength draining from her legs.

She didn’t care if it was rude, or if she broke her promise, or that she’d burned the book—she wanted to go home. She had school and parents and friends and she was young, she wanted to live, she wanted to stay herself.

“No!” she said again.

Zinnia caught her by the shoulders and helped her stay upright.

“She wants to be inside my mind,” Fern babbled in a panic. “She wants to live inside me, she’ll steal who I am and replace it with herself, herself and all the witches who came before her.”

Zinnia stepped back, taking Fern with her. Miss Parcae stepped into the light from the skylight and her smile looked fixed and her eyes looked desperate. She kept coming toward them.

“I gave you power,” she said. “Now you pay the price. Willingly or no.”

“Leave us alone, leave us alone, leave us alone,” Fern chanted, tears prickling the corners of her eyes.

“We can do this the easy way,” Miss Parcae said. “Or the hard. But you will do this. There is no ‘too much.’ Everything is at stake. There are hundreds of women who must survive, an entire line, three thousand years of life. You will not be their end.”

Fern felt like she was in a fairy tale. Not a cartoon like Sleeping Beauty but a mean one that tricked her and trapped her, a fairy tale that kept drawing her deeper into its twisting guts until she couldn’t get out. One that smelled like wet straw and virgin’s blood.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Fern chanted. “I’m sorry I changed my mind. Please! Leave me alone!”

Then Zinnia stepped down and she had Fern and they were outside the bus, standing in the sunlight.

“You have to leave her alone,” Zinnia said.

Fern almost sobbed when her foot touched solid dirt. She felt acorns and sticks through the soles of her sandals. Miss Parcae stood in the door of the bookmobile.

“This is no time to act like a child,” she said. “You wanted power over your bodies and over others, and I gave it to you. What you did with it was your business. But now you must honor our bargain and pay the price. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will hold you to your word.”

Then the three girls were practically running across the front yard and into the shadow of the Home. From the bookmobile, Miss Parcae watched them go.

Fern pulled away from Holly and Zinnia and hauled herself up the Pepto-Bismol waterfall, legs pumping, and she didn’t stop until she was in their room. She started to push the warm painted wood of the door closed, then stopped when she saw Holly and Zinnia coming down the hall. She sat on her bed, bouncing on the squeaky springs, watching Zinnia latch the door. She wished they could lock it.

“That stupid book,” Zinnia spat, so worked up she couldn’t sit.

The stifling room felt like a trap.

“What did you promise her?” Zinnia asked. “Tell me exactly.”

And so Fern told them, laying it all out, everything she knew. How Miss Parcae had liver cancer, how she’d said that the memories and souls of the witches who lived before her existed in her mind, how they had given her the book as a test to see if they could use her, how Fern had passed, and now Miss Parcae wanted to put all those witches inside Fern and take her mind away. How she wanted to turn Fern into someone else.

As Fern talked, Zinnia stopped pacing and slowly sat on the edge of her bed. She pulled Holly to her and when Fern finally ran out of words, Zinnia just stared off, chewing her bottom lip, eyes far away, thinking.

After a moment Holly asked, “You can’t do it? For me?”

Shame overwhelmed Fern.

“I’m sorry,” she said, barely audible.

“I wish I could do it,” Holly said. “I wish I was stronger so they’d let me come.”

“No,” Zinnia said, her mind back in the room. “It’s not about being stronger. She’s wanted Fern from the beginning. Everything else has been a trick. She lies to get what she wants, and she wants to use Fern to live forever.”

“Do you really think she can?” Fern asked, because it sounded so impossible.

“I don’t know what to think,” Zinnia said. “But I know one thing.”

“What?” Fern asked.

“We have to tell Hagar.”

They waited until after dinner. Mrs. Deckle hated staying late because she had to cook for Mr. Deckle when she got home, so she picked at a plate of ham salad and sipped sweet tea until her watch showed six thirty.

“Good night, girls,” she said, already on her feet, purse on her arm, headed for the front door.

Zinnia convinced Laurel and Iris to let them clear the table. At first Hagar didn’t notice them coming through the kitchen door carrying dirty plates until Holly put the water glasses in the sink. Hagar turned around.

“No,” she said. “Nuh-uh. Y’all aren’t my cleaners. Get out of my kitchen and get the others.”

“She came back,” Fern said. “The witch, the one who gave us the book.”

Hagar looked like she was going to tell them to get out again, then her forehead went smooth. She looked exhausted.

“What have you done?” she asked.

They told her. Zinnia did the talking and when she finished, Hagar stood and went to the freezer, took out an ice cube, and rubbed it against her temples.

“Y’all are more trouble than you’re worth,” she said into the cold, then closed the freezer door and faced them. “Clear up quick. The sun goes down in an hour.”

They cleared up fast, sometimes looking at each other to ask a question, then stopping because they knew none of them had an answer. Finally the table was wiped and the dishes were drying and Hagar turned off the sink. Miriam had come into the kitchen and she and Hagar stood beside each other, like reflections.

“A thing like that,” Hagar said, and Fern realized she was referring to Miss Parcae, “she needs to be locked out until she’s worn out. Come on. Sister and me aren’t doing all your work for you again.”

Miriam had some things wrapped in a dishcloth, and she took Holly and Zinnia to the front of the Home. Hagar told Fern to come with her. They went into the dining room and Hagar walked to the silver cabinet and pulled its bottom doors open with a grunt.

“Get that other chest,” she said, lifting out a small, polished mahogany trunk and setting it on the dining room table.

It was so heavy Fern barely managed to hoist it onto the table. Hagar lifted both lids to reveal rows of gleaming silverware against dark purple velvet.

“Take sixteen pieces,” she said, grabbing fistfuls of silverware in her enormous hands.

“Which ones?” Fern asked.

“If it mattered I would have told you,” Hagar snapped.

They took the silver, and the shovel leaning against the kitchen door, and buried four pieces of silverware in each of the four corners of the front and backyards.

“Silver’s clean metal,” Hagar said as they walked back around the house. “Witches can’t cross it. Come on, let’s seal up the back doors.”

Hagar had her hold a kitchen chair while she nailed up a horseshoe over the back door and then they did the side door, too. Everyone was in the Cong watching TV, so no one noticed the quiet hammering. When they were done they went around front to see Miriam’s handiwork. Her horseshoe was nailed up under the Juliet balcony, so close that at first Fern thought it was a piece of the metal-work.

“The silver will keep them out of the yard,” Hagar said. “And the horseshoes will keep them away from the doors. Their kind doesn’t like the smell of raw iron.”

“How do you know it’ll work?” Fern asked.

“I know a little about this and a little about that,” Hagar said. “And I know about things like that book woman. She’s toying with y’all right now but if we lock her out long enough, she’ll get bored the way a cat gets bored playing with a mouse. Sooner or later, she’ll run out of patience and leave. Like I wish I could.”

The last traces of sunlight slipped into the trees, leaving the sky dark and the air murky. The girls hustled upstairs. Silver or no, they didn’t want to be outside after nightfall.

Holly slept in Fern’s bed and, as hot and sticky as she was, Fern was grateful.

“I wish there was room for you,” she said to Zinnia.

“I don’t want to be anywhere near that window,” Zinnia replied.

They listened to the house grow quiet around them, and soon the only sound was the fan rattling away on the chair. The lava lamp slid its silent shadows over the walls and ceiling. A wind picked up outside and they could hear it pressing against the house, rattling windows in their frames. In the woods, tree branches lashed one another, like waves hitting the beach.

“Do you think Hagar can keep her out?” Fern asked in the dark.

“I don’t know,” Zinnia said.

The wind gave the Home a long, hard push, and they heard its empty halls creak and its beams pop in the empty attic.

“Fern,” Holly whispered.

Holly was staring out the window and Fern sat up quickly and looked. Dark trees thrashed wildly and all she could see were moving shadows—then she saw one, standing in a treetop, clinging to its branches. She couldn’t tell who it was, but they held on to the swaying treetop, skyclad, arms and legs braced, outlined against the night, bouncing up and down, riding the branch, watching the Home.

Fern shrank from the window, but now that she’d seen one of them, she saw them all. The trees were crawling with them—witches, holding on to the wind-tossed branches, surrounding the Home.

At the edge of the yard something moved. Decima trotted out of the woods. She slowed, sniffed the ground, and stopped at the edge of the grass, then sat. After a moment, she raised her head and stared up at the Home. But she didn’t cross the silver.




Chapter 26

It held,” Hagar said in the kitchen the next morning when they told her. “Nothing can cross silver. This nonsense is done.”

Fern didn’t believe her, so that night she, Holly, and Zinnia sat in her bed, watching the trees. They turned off the overhead light and even the lava lamp so it wouldn’t give them away, then sat in the stuffy darkness for hours. Holly fell asleep first. They listened to her snore for a while before Fern asked, “Do you think the librarian would have taken her away? If I’d let her change me?”

They both looked at Holly, the unmarked side of her face curled on Fern’s pillow, mouth wide open, snoring so loud she sounded like a chain saw swinging on a rope.

“There would’ve been a trick,” Zinnia said. “That’s what always happens in the stories. You start fooling around with things like this and before you know it you’re turned into a mouse or something.”

There was no wind. Fern scanned the tops of the trees, looking for anything outlined against the night sky that wasn’t branches or leaves.

“How can we send her back?” Fern asked, her voice so low Zinnia could barely hear it over Holly’s snoring. “I didn’t know people did things like that. We can’t send her back to him.”

“We’ll find a way,” Zinnia said.

Zinnia nodded off next, so Fern sat up alone, waiting for the witches. She dozed a bit, slipping in and out of sleep, panicked whenever she woke up, then relieved when she saw that the trees were still empty.

Miss Parcae had been nice to her at first, and she was dying, and Fern’d let her down. Fern had made a promise to her, and broken it, but then again she wasn’t really Fern. Fern was an unwed mother, hiding in Florida. She was Neva who was in tenth grade, who’d been the star of the senior play, who had friends back in Huntsville, and a mom and a dad and Chip and Midge. She’d turned into Fern just for a little while, and soon she’d turn back into Neva again, like magic. All she had to do was have Charlie Brown.

The sky turned a lighter gray, and sunlight began to creep down the trees as birds started singing. The witches hadn’t come. In barely a week she’d be gone. It would be like this never happened.

Saturday came on hot. It was always hot on Laundry Day, but that Saturday morning the air felt heavy and close, like someone had wrapped thick sweaters around their heads and soaked them in boiling water. Their lungs felt humid and full. The light felt wrong—too harsh, sunlight picking everything out in too much detail. No one could force anything down at breakfast and no one wanted to get up and go outside.

Hagar came in the dining room and looked around the table in disgust.

“Finish your plates and get moving,” she snapped. “Y’all know what day it is.”

Fern was on two-week warning but she didn’t want to be alone, so she walked through the sweltering bedrooms showing the new girls what to do—Petunia, who’d arrived the day before to replace Flora, and Violet, who’d arrived two days ago to replace Daisy. She had them stuff everyone’s laundry bags full of their damp clothes and towels and washcloths and pull them to the top of the stairs and push them down. It was too hot to drag them and Mrs. Deckle was holed up in the air-conditioned office with the door closed again.

The girls dragged the bags out back and Fern joined the twoweek-warning group (Clem and Ginger) in the Smoke Shack, where they watched the other girls work. Normally it was considered bad karma to watch, but it was too hot to be inside.

Miriam started the washers, which radiated heavy auras of humidity and brought out dark sweat stains on the girls’ dresses. The first washer buzzed and they began dragging baskets across the suncooked backyard, hanging up the heavy, waterlogged sheets. Everything felt like too much that morning: every mosquito was a helicopter, every fire ant was red-hot pliers twisting their skin, every cricket was a thrown baseball knocking them in the face.

Zinnia’s collar scratched her neck and gave her heat rash. Laurel’s socks chafed her ankles. Holly’s dress cut into her underarms and her stomach felt like it was cooking from the inside out. Violet pointed over at the girls, dimly seen, sitting in the Smoke Shack.

“If y’all’re so interested,” she called, “why don’t y’all come out and help?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Clem said, waving a hand dismissively and lighting another cigarette.

Around eleven, the girls in the yard took a break. They pressed themselves against the tiny strip of shadow on the side of the Barn and drank lemonade. It tasted bitter without any sugar, but at least it was cold.

“I don’t understand why they don’t let us into the Barn so we can stand in the air conditioning,” Violet complained.

“I don’t understand why they won’t give us sugar in our lemonade,” Willow complained.

“Salt restriction, sugar restriction, cigarette restriction, calorie restriction,” Violet complained. “Y’all sure are on a lot of restrictions around here.”

“It’s for your own good,” Zinnia said, as sour as the lemonade.

Fern wanted to do something to help, but she didn’t know what. Then, far off over the trees, she saw it. She left the Smoke Shack and went to Zinnia.

“Look,” she said, pointing.

The swimming-pool-blue sky was stained darker around the edges. Clouds.

Zinnia squinted.

“They’ll blow over,” she said.

They got back to work, and Fern went back to the Smoke Shack, but the girls slowed down as word spread. They kept checking the sky as dirty clouds piled up. For the first time all week, shoulders unclenched, and girls began to feel the knots in their necks come undone.

It was going to rain.

Fern watched the sky as girls dragged their baskets across the yard. She caught Zinnia’s eye as she went by and pointed up. Zinnia looked and now she couldn’t help it: she grinned. Holly turned her face to the sky and almost burst out laughing. Heavy clouds hovered over Wellwood House like fluffy UFOs.

A breeze came up. Warm air slashed swollen ankles and snapped the hems of dresses. Zinnia felt stronger and Holly lugged heavy baskets to the lines by herself, catching the flapping edges of dry sheets, struggling to fold them into squares and pack them away.

The sky darkened.

Hagar came out the kitchen door and she and Miriam held a consultation. As Hagar went back inside, she hollered at the girls, “Get on!”

The storm refused to break. It held out longer than seemed possible, the sky swollen and black, the wind more and more agitated. Something had to give.

Zinnia finished folding Iris’s corduroy smock and was helping Holly wrestle a blanket off the line when the first window broke.

The sound came bright and sharp. Everyone stopped and looked around, blinking. Fern thought someone must have dropped a glass, and then a single shard of windowpane peeled itself from a broken window on the second floor and semaphored sunlight as it tumbled to the grass.

Girls stared up at the broken window stupidly. Next to Zinnia, Willow reached up and ran a palm over her sweaty hair, then her legs turned to water and she dropped straight down. Zinnia thought she’d fainted and was about to call Miriam when she heard the hollow slap of raw meat dropped on a sidewalk from behind her and she turned and saw Tansy double over, clutching the top of her head with both hands. Between her fingers, Zinnia saw red.

Something gave the roof of the Barn a loud rap, then invisible knuckles drumrolled over the shingles of the Home. Things fell to the grass all over the backyard and bounced, and Zinnia felt dozens of small impacts through the soles of her sandals.

“Hail!” Iris shouted, and Miriam walked fast toward the lines of blowing sheets.

Hagar came out on the back step.

“Get that laundry in!” she shouted.

Used to following orders, the girls stepped toward the lines, arms reaching out to pull down sheets, not understanding why that new girl, Willow, was on the grass or why Tansy was slowly sitting down still clutching her head. Something stung Zinnia’s forearm as she reached for a pair of socks and a bead of blood welled up. She looked at it, not comprehending, then a white rock bounced into the grass and rolled to a stop, sparkling with zinc.

Another rock landed beside it, this one gray, maybe the size of a roller skate wheel, and now all around her girls reversed course, running away from the sheets, scattering in every direction. A second window shattered.

Rocks poured from the sky.

They punched the grass and slapped the laundry. Violet shrieked and girls ran, arms over their heads, bent over to protect their bellies. Glass shattered in the back windows of Wellwood House in an endless cascade.

Shards of chert, yellow gravel, jagged chunks of coquina, hissing into the grass around their feet, drumming the roof of Wellwood House, and bouncing off at crazed angles into the yard, zipping past their faces.

Everywhere, stones fell like rain.

Zinnia looked for Holly but the lines of blowing laundry felt like a maze, then someone had her hand, pulling her toward the Home and the endless shower of shattering glass waterfalling from its windows. Fern had her by one hand, the other held over the top of her stomach.

Rocks ricocheted off planks on the back wall of the Home and hit the girls around them with meaty smacks. Zinnia grabbed Laurel as they went by, and she caught a flash of Hagar herding Petunia and Holly through the kitchen door. Rocks smashed the wood with solid bangs, then hollow booms, then wore the boards to splinters as they rained mercilessly down.

Clem stood in the door of the Smoke Shack, screen door held wide, waving her arm in a big circle, shouting, “In here!”

A rock hit Fern in the back of the neck, and it felt like she’d been pecked by an enormous bird. She tasted blood in her throat, then Clem pulled her and Zinnia inside and they got shoved to the center by all the girls crowding in behind.

Rocks smashed the tin roof of the Smoke Shack in an endless drum solo that kept getting louder and more frantic as rocks sliced through the screens, leaving them swinging like limp curtains. Rocks cracked against the concrete floor and shot off in all directions, catching girls in the shins and the tips of their exposed toes.

Someone screamed high and clear at the edge of the Smoke Shack, cutting through the relentless thunder of stones on the tin roof, and they turned and saw Ginger pointing and screaming at Willow, still in the yard, down on her knees, trying to get up, gravel coming down hard on her back. Zinnia took a step toward the door then Miriam was by Willow, holding an open umbrella over her head, lifting Willow by one arm, and Hagar was beside them with an umbrella, too, and they picked Willow up and she was trying to move her feet as they dragged her to the Barn. By the time they reached Iris, cowering on its front step, the fabric of their umbrellas had been slashed to tatters. They crowded Iris inside the Barn and dragged Willow in after, leaving their ruined umbrellas behind them on the ground.

Rocks thundered onto the roof of the Smoke Shack, making it too loud to talk, and glass shattered above them. The tin roof sounded like someone was pouring a never-ending dump-truck load of rubble on it from the top of a cliff, and the metallic roar made everyone’s ears ring. A rock nipped Fern’s ankle and the stones kept coming, shredding sheets on the lines, smashing windows, slashing screens.

“I’M SORRY!” Fern screamed. “I’M SORRY!”

She leaned over, eyes squeezed shut, hands over her ears, and her brain wasn’t working anymore, and she screamed over and over again, “PLEASE! I’M SORRY! I’M SORRY! I’M SORRY! PLEASE! STOPPPP!!!”

It stopped.

Silence, then a lone pebble pinged off the Smoke Shack roof. Through the ringing in Fern’s ears she became aware of girls around her weeping and sniffling, and she heard someone groan in pain. Everything sounded so quiet after the fury of the stones.

Mrs. Deckle and Diane ferried girls to the hospital all afternoon. They went whimpering and crying, hands pressed to their skulls, arms wrapped around their bellies, and they came back with bandages and stitches. Laurel didn’t come back at all.

Nurse Kent treated girls with simple cuts and bruises in the Barn, which still had most of its glass intact. Zinnia and Fern waited while Holly got iodine dabbed onto the scratches covering her arms, then they gathered in the Cong with the other girls, whispering. It was the only room in the house not full of broken glass.

Slowly, as time passed, their voices got louder and they began to describe the events that morning as a heroic story, telling and retelling what they’d seen, turning themselves into clear-thinking heroines who’d done the right thing. They talked about who they’d saved and what they’d done in a crisis.

The talk turned from the sheer, mind-snapping impossibility of a shower of stones to ways it made sense. Violet said her great-uncle had seen a rain of stones when he was a little boy, and Willow said her grandmother had once seen a rain of fish. Ginger said it was waterspouts. Jasmine said it had rained stones in New Zealand not too long ago, she’d read it in the paper, and Petunia said God made it hail in Egypt in the Book of Exodus. Some of them wondered, in quieter voices, if Laurel’s baby had gotten hurt.

Zinnia, Holly, and Fern didn’t talk. They knew what had happened. They knew why. They needed to talk to Hagar, but they couldn’t find her. Miriam was sweeping up broken glass in the kitchen and she wouldn’t tell them where Hagar had gone.

Then everybody stopped talking because the sound of a familiar car engine came from outside. They looked at each other wide-eyed, then staggered as fast as they could to the front windows as Miss Wellwood’s wood-paneled station wagon pulled up downstairs. Its engine cut off and Hagar got out of the driver’s seat. A second later, the passenger door opened and Miss Wellwood stepped out, dressed neatly in a khaki skirt and blouse, her purse over one wrist. She looked thinner, and Fern thought her skin looked pale. Hagar put a guiding hand on her elbow to help her up the stairs.

As they reached the top step, three police cars emerged from the tunnel of trees. They drove around the live oak and parked all over the front yard. Big men in uniforms got out, putting on their cowboy hats, slamming their doors, calling to each other, trying not to stare at the Home.

A big-bellied man with a gray buzz cut wearing a khaki sports coat strode to the bottom step and he and Miss Wellwood talked, gesturing up at the Home, then he put two fingers in his mouth and whistled. The cops started drifting into the backyard.

“Come on,” Hagar snapped from the door of the Cong. “Sister and I’ve got brooms and dustpans. Y’all need to sweep all that broken glass up out of your rooms.”

The girls all wanted to be in the back of the house, anyway. They’d never seen this many men at the Home before, and it terrified them and excited them and they couldn’t wait to see what was going to happen next.

Mostly the policemen walked around the backyard picking up rocks, bending their heads over them, then dropping them back in the grass. They walked to the tree line, then beat a retreat as blackflies swarmed. They formed clusters and shared cigarettes, mopping sweat off their faces, chatting like Sunday social hour.

Buzz Cut hollered and waved with both arms, and the police made a ragged line facing the trees and took out their nightsticks. They tied handkerchiefs and bandannas over their faces for the blackflies, then marched into the forest, swinging their clubs at the brush. The girls watched them filter into the trees until they disappeared, then started sweeping up the glass.

Fern and Zinnia were just dumping glass off Fern’s bed when they heard raised voices outside. The rocks had torn their screen completely off, so they stuck their heads out and saw an angry Miss Wellwood pointing up over the kitchen door, Mrs. Deckle at her side. Hagar stood in front of her, shaking her head, trying to talk, but Miss Wellwood rolled right over her.

Finally, Miss Wellwood stormed inside and Hagar followed. A moment later, Hagar and Miriam came out with a kitchen chair, and Hagar got up on it and pried the horseshoe off from over the kitchen door. Then they came around to the side door and when they walked back they had that horseshoe in their hands, too.

“They can’t,” Fern breathed. “What’re we going to do?”

Immediately, Mrs. Deckle’s bell started ringing downstairs and girls emerged from their rooms, crowding around the banister, seeing Mrs. Deckle standing at the base of the Pepto-Bismol waterfall, clanging away.

“Assembly in the classroom,” she bellowed. “Immediately!”

The girls jostled down the stairs and squeezed themselves into their desks. Laurel still wasn’t back. Tansy had a bright white square of tape on her forehead. Willow had a bandage wrapped around her entire skull like she’d been in a war. Everyone was speckled with Band-Aids and had patches of skin stained orange by iodine. Miss Wellwood walked to the front of the room. She looked drawn, like standing took all her strength. She didn’t move, and the conversation trickled to a halt.

“This morning,” she finally said, “Wellwood House was attacked by stone-throwing hooligans. As we speak, our local police are searching for the perpetrators. Fortunately, no one was seriously injured. Laurel is staying overnight at the hospital for observation but there is no cause for alarm.”

“Miss Wellwood,” Ginger asked, waving her hand in the air.

“What is it, Ginger?” Miss Wellwood replied, in a tone that suggested extraordinary patience.

“Why do you think people threw stones?” Ginger asked. “Those rocks came straight down.”

Girls looked from Ginger to Miss Wellwood.

“I know exactly where those rocks came from,” Miss Wellwood said, and went silent.

The long silence grew. Ginger looked like she was going to say something else, but then, through the windows behind Miss Wellwood, Fern saw the policemen emerge from the trees. Miss Wellwood saw the girls’ faces and turned.

“That is all,” she said, and left the classroom.

Fern and Zinnia just about ran to the kitchen.

“I don’t want to hear it,” Hagar said when they came in the door. “It all had to come down. She counted her silver and found those pieces missing, so we’ll have to dig them up and return that, too. She won’t tolerate root work.”

“But—” Fern began.

“Don’t ‘but’ me,” Hagar said, exhausted. “I’ll think of something. Sister and I always think of something.”

At dinner, Miss Wellwood stood at the head of the table and waited until each girl was at her place, but instead of bowing her head, she looked from one to the other.

“This Home was built by my grandfather,” she began. “And my father used it to help fallen women like yourselves. They were men of substance and character. I have been gone for barely ten days and you have run their reputation into the ground.”

Everyone listened, not sure what they’d done, but they all understood that something bad was about to happen.

“The St. Johns Sheriff’s Department has found evidence of an encampment behind this Home where hippie-class individuals have been gathering and consuming narcotics. The sheriff has received reports of youths engaged in illegal activity all summer but has not, until now, been able to locate their source. The fact that it is near my Home is embarrassment enough.

“However, to make matters even more humiliating, there is evidence that some of you have been sneaking out after curfew to associate with them. I am gone for not even two weeks, for medical reasons, and I return to find that you have dragged my father’s life’s work into the muck. Do you find that amusing, Jasmine?”

Jasmine wiped the smile off her face.

“No, ma’am,” she said.

“I keep a Christian home,” Miss Wellwood said. “I give you a refuge from the world and you stuff it to the rafters with diabolism and superstition. Tonight, your bill has come due. Eat your dinner while I scour this house of your filth. Where evil has been found once, you may always root out more.”

Miss Wellwood left the room and went upstairs. Hagar slammed plates down in front of them. Holly stared into hers, head hung so low her hair trailed in her spaghetti tuna melt. Only Willow ate, unconcerned.

“This is great chow,” she said to no one in particular.

Overhead, feet tromped through their rooms, rooted out their DS, ferreted through their hiding places, exposed their secrets. They finished eating and sat in front of their empty plates and still the search continued. Finally, Miss Wellwood came down with Mrs. Deckle and Miriam behind her, each one carrying a cardboard box. Rose’s lava lamp stuck up from the box in Mrs. Deckle’s arms.

Miss Wellwood lined up the fruits of her search at the end of the table: packets of sugar and salt from McDonald’s, Laurel’s copy of Linda Goodman’s Sun Signs, Jasmine’s garnet necklace, a paperback of Naked Came the Stranger, playing cards, Willow’s Capricorn T-shirt, a clutch of 100 Grand bars, two small bags of Pan Am peanuts, and Rose’s lava lamp.

“Disgusting,” she said. “And disappointing.”

Girls had their privileges taken away. Girls were told their parents would be called. Girls were given extra chores. There was bargaining, and complaining, and whining, but ultimately everything went in the back of Miss Wellwood’s station wagon to be taken to the dump.

Fern didn’t care about the DS, or the books, or even Rose’s lava lamp. After dinner she found Hagar and Miriam in the kitchen, polishing the silver they’d dug up, rinsing it clean of dirt.

“What are we going to do?” she asked, feeling desperate.

The sun had dropped to the treetops and the shadows were long across the backyard. It was already getting dark.

“I don’t know,” Hagar said. “Get out of here and let me breathe.”

“But—” Fern started.

“I don’t know,” Hagar repeated.






How to Be a Groovy Witch

In this world there is one truth: everything has a price, and every price must be paid. Perhaps you will not pay it today, maybe you can put it off until tomorrow, but one day there will be a knock at your door in the middle of the night, a voice in the darkness beside your bed, a letter laid upon the table when you believe yourself to be alone, and it will contain a bill that must be paid, and you will pay it in blood.
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Chapter 27

Fern watched Hagar pour a thick line of salt across the floor inside the kitchen door.

“She’ll step over it,” Fern said.

“Nothing unnatural steps over salt,” Hagar said, straightening her stiff back and putting the dark blue canister of Morton’s on the counter.

When it rains it pours, the container proclaimed.

“Can’t y’all stay here tonight?” Fern asked. “They’re going to get in.”

Hagar was out of patience.

“Nothing’s going to get in,” she said. “Sister and I are putting down salt along all the doors. In the morning, y’all have to get up before anyone and sweep it up. I wouldn’t want to be either one of us if Miss Wellwood finds out we’ve been pouring Morton’s all over her floors.”

“I don’t know,” Fern said, eyeing the straight white line. “It doesn’t look like it can keep out a witch.”

“Well,” Hagar said. “It better.”

Night came. Fern sat in the Cong, clutching Zinnia’s hand, letting whatever was on TV wash over her, dreading the moment Nurse Kent would send them to bed.

“She wants me,” Fern said, pacing the room before lights out. “She’ll find a way to get in. Those rocks were to let us know she could reach us even over the silver and now we don’t even have that. She can come right up to the house.”

“Hagar said the salt would keep her out,” Zinnia said.

“She doesn’t know!” Fern said. “And neither do you!”

Charlie Brown rolled inside her. He was coming. Any minute one of his kicks would just keep on going and going and going and she would scream until the corners of her mouth tore, and bleed like Myrtle, and the witches were hunting her.

She missed the lava lamp.

It had felt like the spirit of Rose, staying with them in solidarity, making the room less gloomy. Without it, everything looked darker. There were more shadows. They’d tacked black garbage bags over the broken window, and the night breeze made the plastic crackle and luff.

Zinnia let Fern share her bed, and Fern felt a little safer away from the window. She listened to the plastic bag crinkle and snap, ears probing every corner of the Home for the sound of a door opening, a window sliding up, a witch stepping over the salt for her.

Eventually, she fell asleep.

Fern opened her eyes in the dark, right as the sound from downstairs stopped. At first she thought it must be Miss Wellwood’s clock striking twelve, then she remembered hearing that hours ago. Her skin prickled beneath the sheet.

Light from the hall shone under the crack at the bottom of the door and she stared at its glowing line, ears straining. Zinnia inhaled deep, held it, then puffed it back out again. Holly snorted air in and out in her regular rhythm. The plastic bags rustled gently. Crickets whirred on the other side.

Something rattled downstairs, muffled by the hall carpet. Over and over—rattle, rattle, rattle. It floated up the stairs, angry, urgent. Fern thought it would wake up everyone in the house, but she didn’t hear any doors opening. No footsteps in the hall. Nothing but this urgent rattling downstairs.

It stopped.

Holly sucked in a snore, long and nasal. Zinnia released another puff of her breath. Fern sat up in bed. She had to know. Carefully, slowly, she put her feet on the floor and stood. She crept to their bedroom door and eased it open, squinting as her eyes adjusted to the bright hall light and all that pink. She crossed to the banister and listened.

Nothing.

Maybe a raccoon got on the porch, or Nurse Kent had broken something downstairs. Maybe she should—

RATTLE RATTLE RATTLE THUMP THUMP THUMP

It rushed up the stairs at her, the angry sound of someone rattling a doorknob, banging on a door.

BANG BANG BANG KLATTER BANG

The door beside Fern opened, and she jumped.

“What’s—?” Ginger started.

“Shh!” Fern shushed her.

“What’s that?” Ginger whispered.

“I don’t know,” Fern said.

Two loud THUMPS came from downstairs then turned into RATTLING again, repetitive, monotonous, getting louder and more frantic. Why wasn’t anyone coming out of their rooms?

“Someone’s trying to get in,” Ginger whispered.

She was right. It sounded like someone trying to get in the front door. Any second they were going to break the knob off. They were going to kick down the—

—it stopped. In the silence, Ginger stared at Fern, her hair wrapped in a silk scarf, and Fern stared back. Then—

KNOCK . . . KNOCK . . . KNOCK . . .

“What’s happening?” a voice whispered, and the two of them saw Jasmine coming down the hall, yawning and rubbing her eyes.

Ginger held one finger to her lips.

KNOCK.

KNOCK.

KNOCK.

Slow and deliberate, the way someone knocks when they know you’re inside, when they want you to know they hear you.

KNOCK.

KNOCK.

KNOCK.

“What is going on out here?” Nurse Kent said in a loud voice, coming around the corner at the other end of the hall.

“SSSSHHH!” all three of them hissed at once.

She reached the top of the stairs and repeated herself in a whisper.

“Why aren’t y’all in bed?”

“Someone’s at the front door,” Ginger whispered.

Nurse Kent listened. They all listened. Fern braced herself for the next knock, but the house was quiet.

“Did y’all hear a car?” Nurse Kent whispered.

They all shook their heads.

“It’s probably townies,” Nurse Kent said. “Stay here.”

She started down the stairs. She took the first steps slow, like someone wading into a cold swimming pool, but as the silence grew she picked up speed. Finally, she stood on the bottom step, one hand on the newel post, facing the front door.

Silence.

Fern gripped the banister hard enough to make her knuckles ache. Nurse Kent started toward the front door. She passed under the chandelier, then the silent fan in the hall, and was about to disappear from view when the banging SLAMMED to life, front doors RATTLING in their frame, knobs SHAKING frantically back and forth, someone POUNDING to get in, and Nurse Kent turned and ran up the stairs. Jasmine screamed, short and sharp. Ginger dug her nails into Fern’s arm. The KNOCKING turned into BANGING; whatever was outside DRUMMING on the door, SHAKING it in a rage. Nurse Kent took the steps two at a time until she reached the girls at the top.

The banging STOPPED.

Silence had never sounded so loud.

Everyone looked at Nurse Kent.

“The phone’s downstairs,” she said.

They all looked down the stairs at the door of the telephone cubby, right beside the office.

“There’s no phones up here?” Ginger whispered.

Nurse Kent shook her head.

BANG! Something hit the other side of the front door once, and the girls startled. It was the kind of bang you made to shut people up. The kind of bang you made to scare people.

It worked.

They were thirteen women alone in a house in the middle of the woods and they couldn’t get to a phone. No one ever knocked on that door after dark; no stranded motorists in the middle of the night, no friendly neighbors. They all knew about Richard Speck and those eight nurses. They all knew about Sharon Tate, pregnant with her baby, killed by people like the ones camping in the woods. Fern thought about the witches.

Nurse Kent ran away.

She pushed through the knot of girls and ran away down the hall, heading for her room, leaving them behind.

“Where’s she going?” Ginger hissed, and they all imagined her locking herself in her office, abandoning them to their doom.

“Maybe she’s going to the second phone?” Jasmine said.

“There is no second phone,” Ginger snapped.

Then, almost as rapidly as she’d left, Nurse Kent was back, looking down at her hands, checking the cylinder on a little pistol as she came striding down the hall, snapping it shut. They gave her plenty of room when she reached the top of the stairs.

“I need someone to come with me,” she said, and all the girls instinctively shrank back. She looked right at Fern. “Fern, I’ll watch the door while you call the police.”

Fern heard a high-pitched whine in her ears, and her hands and feet went cold.

“Come on,” Nurse Kent said from the end of a long tunnel.

She started down the stairs, holding her little black pistol in front of her with both hands, taking the steps one at a time, eyes glued to the front door. Her pistol looked puny. Fern followed on wooden legs, gripping the banister with both hands.

Step down. Step down. Every step revealed more of the dark front hall. They were almost there, five stairs left, and Fern was very aware of the girls watching from above, and she bet they were relieved Nurse Kent had picked her instead of them.

Nurse Kent stepped onto the hall carpet and Fern had three steps to go, two steps, one step, and now she stood on the hall carpet, too. Now she could see the front door.

KNOCK.

A single, firm knock. Letting them know she was there. The librarian. The witch. Miss Parcae.

KNOCK.

Nurse Kent pointed her pistol at the door. Her hands shook and the barrel of the gun made crazy figure eights in the air.

“Get the phone,” she said without moving her lips.

Fern’s hands clung to the banister. She couldn’t make them let go.

“I can’t,” she said.

“Bite a nail, sweetheart,” Nurse Kent said. “And get that phone.”

Fern let go and went behind Nurse Kent fast and she could smell a wild animal odor coming off the tall woman, like a quivering rabbit frozen in the eyes of a wolf. Nurse Kent pulled one palm off the butt of her pistol and wiped it down her hip, then slapped it back into place again.

“Go,” she said.

Fern made herself walk as fast as she could and flung open the phone cubby. She picked up the handset and heard its solid green body make a faint ding. She pressed the smooth circle to her ear and dialed 0 and waited for the rotary to spin slowly back into place.

She turned to Nurse Kent.

“No one’s there,” she said.

Nurse Kent was beside her in three long strides, yanking the receiver out of her hand, pressing it to her ear, quickly turning her attention to the phone, rattling the hook.

“Hello?” she said into the handset. “Hello?”

She hung up.

“Shit,” she said.

KNOCK.

Nurse Kent snapped back to the front door, raising the pistol so fast her arms knocked Fern into the doorframe.

“I need you to come with me,” she whispered.

A bead of sweat dripped off her chin. Fern whimpered real small.

“I can’t hold the gun and turn the doorknob at the same time,” Nurse Kent said.

Fern shook her head, frantically.

“Dammit, Fern,” Nurse Kent hissed. “The only other phone’s in the office and I don’t have a key.”

KNOCK.

Nurse Kent sidestepped down the front hall, carefully placing one foot ahead of the other. Fern made herself follow, feeling the eyes of the other girls on her.

KNOCK.

They passed the powder room and kept going and the ceiling cut them off from the girls upstairs, and they were passing the dining room, and the doors to the music room and front parlor were up ahead and the front door kept getting bigger, looking so innocent.

KNOCK.

Fern’s duster stuck to the sweat on her belly and the small of her back. It was dim down at this end of the hall. Fern saw the white line of salt glowing along the foot of the front door. She wanted to cry. Nurse Kent readjusted her sweaty grip on the pistol.

knock-knock-knock

It came from behind them, small and fast, all the way at the other end of the house. Nurse Kent spun around so fast Fern had to duck her stiff arms.

knock-knock-knock

They both stared back down the hall. The sound came from behind the stairs. From the side door.

KNOCK . . . KNOCK . . . KNOCK

From the front door. So hard and loud they felt the knocks concuss the air. Fern spun and saw the front doorknobs twisting slowly back and forth.

knock-knock-knock

From the side door again. Nurse Kent spun back in that direction but Fern couldn’t take her eyes off the front door.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

From off to one side, in the music room, something banging against the side of the house.

BAMBAMBAMBAMBAM

The front parlor, now, on their other side, something slapping one of the few intact windows.

KNOCK . . . KNOCK . . . KNOCK

knock-knock-knock

BANG! BANG! BANG!

knock-knock-knock

BAMBAMBAMBAMBAM

The knocking surrounded them, ceaseless, coming from all the doors, from all sides of the house, frantic, furious, desperate to get in, pounding, banging, knocking, rattling. Coming for Fern. She couldn’t take it. She had to make it stop. She had to get this over with.

Fern grabbed the front doorknob, twisted the deadbolt, yanked the door open, and pulled it back toward herself, cringing into the wall.

Nurse Kent charged forward into the chaos of sound, shouldering through the screen door, leading with her pistol, and everything

stopped.

She stood on the front porch, pointing her gun one way, then the other. Crickets screamed in the darkness, but the brightly lit porch was deserted. The steps led down into an empty front yard.

Nurse Kent stepped back inside and lowered her gun, yanking the door out of Fern’s hands and slamming it hard. She snapped the deadbolt shut.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s try the phone again.”

There was nothing wrong with it this time. Nurse Kent called Miss Wellwood first, and she sent Mrs. Deckle, whose hair was still in pink rollers beneath a flowered kerchief. She arrived when the police did and there was half an hour of confusion and excitement as they walked around the house, running flashlights over the bushes.

They left a police car parked in the driveway in case whoever it was came back. Occasionally the men inside would get out and walk around the house, shining their flashlights into the trees.

“The important thing is she didn’t get in the house,” Zinnia said to Fern. “The salt worked exactly like Hagar said.”

“They got right up to the front door,” Fern said.

“But they didn’t get inside.”

Zinnia rubbed Fern’s back. Holly huddled in Zinnia’s bed between them. They’d agreed to leave the light on.

“They want me,” Fern said. “They’re not going to stop. They’re never going to stop.”

She didn’t get in, did she?” Hagar snapped the next morning.

She’d gotten the full story, first from Nurse Kent, then from Mrs. Deckle. She was making toast and stirring up a pot of stewed prunes when they came in to ask her what to do. A wisp of her graying hair stuck out over one ear.

“Exactly what happened is what I told y’all would happen. She can’t get in, so all she can do is scare you.”

“We’re not scared,” Zinnia said, and Fern thought that was easy for someone to say who hadn’t had to open the front door last night. “We’re concerned.”

“Concern yourselves right out of my kitchen,” Hagar said, turning back to her pot of steaming prunes. “Everything binding this house will hold. Now leave me alone. I’m tired of your mess.”

Fern had to ask, though, because maybe Hagar had forgotten.

“I go to the hospital soon,” she said. “I have to leave the house.”

Hagar gave it a single stir’s worth of thought.

“She’ll grow tired of y’all long before then. I’m tired of y’all now.”

Even though she was on two-week warning, Fern stayed close to Holly and Zinnia all day while they dusted the bookshelves in the front parlor and vacuumed the curtains in the music room. When dinner was over, she and Holly and Zinnia went to the Cong to kill time until they had to go to bed.

All the other girls were excited and terrified about another night at the mercy of a possible intruder. They talked about the Miami Strangler, or where they’d been when the news about Manson came on. They all knew someone who’d been murdered, or someone who knew someone who’d been murdered, or someone whose house had been broken into. They sounded like girls on a campout, trying to scare each other around the fire. Half of them thought it was college kids playing Dixie Doorbell. The other half thought they were going to wind up on the news.

Fern felt like she was being backed up to the edge of a cliff. Second by second, the ticking of the clock in Miss Wellwood’s office pushed her closer to the edge. The witches crowded toward her. She was running out of choices.

Over by the windows of the Cong, Willow burst out crying.

“I’m so scared,” she wailed.

“You think they’ll give her something for her nerves?” Violet asked. “Because she’s getting on mine.”

Nurse gave girls who wanted it a little white pill to help them sleep, then she got some of them to help her put a chair and table at the top of the stairs. She sat there all night, pistol next to her ashtray, smoking, waiting for whoever it was to come back.

They didn’t.

The next morning, Hagar called them into the kitchen.

She handed them three red felt pouches on strings, their ends tied shut. Holly tried to open hers.

“Don’t,” Hagar said, slapping her hand away. “Sister and I made those last night. That thing won’t get in the house, but y’all go back and forth to the clinic, and y’all are eventually going downtown. As long as y’all wear these, she can’t see you or smell you. Whatever mischief she’s playing at, this will protect you.”

“Thank you, Hagar,” Zinnia said, taking hers.

Hagar blew air between her lips.

“Protecting y’all from the trouble you stirred up isn’t worth my job anymore,” she said. “This is the last I do for you. Now put those on and leave me alone.”

They took their pouches and went to the door.

“You girls?” Hagar said, behind them.

They stopped.

“Y’all let Miss Wellwood see those, she’ll snatch them off your necks and throw them away. I’m not making any more, understand me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” they said.

In the hall, Zinnia turned to Fern.

“Do you feel better now?” she asked.

Fern slipped her pouch around her neck and took a look. It was made out of scraps and string. It was light and flimsy. It felt too small to keep out a witch.




38 WEEKS
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Baby’s lungs and vocal cord development are almost complete!

Expect to pass your mucus plug.

[image: An illustration of a baby pacifier with a round base and a curved teat.]



Chapter 28

The house sealed itself off from the world.

Men from Miss Wellwood’s church came and nailed plywood over the broken windows, entombing them. Their rooms became airless and dark. They had to leave their lights on all day and when night came they sat in the glare of the harsh overhead light, occasionally drifting off, jerking awake whenever a toilet flushed. They heard Miss Wellwood’s clock chime midnight, marking their entry into the longest, hardest part of their endless, sleepless night.

Tuesday morning, before anyone else was awake, they got the dustpan Miriam had left out for them and swept up the lines of salt from inside the three downstairs doors, then flushed it down the commode. Salt. Fern had thought about it all summer—Sno Wite’s salty French fries, steaks coming off the grill while showers of salt rained down on them, crunchy potato chips, crusty pretzels—and now this thin line of salt on the floorboards was supposed to protect them? It looked like the pouches. It looked like scraps and gestures.

“But nothing happened,” Zinnia reassured her. “It kept her out.”

During the day, Fern believed her. But that night, her heart raced and her mind chased itself in circles. Miss Parcae was just outside the Home, waiting to come in and erase who she was forever. Charlie Brown squirmed inside her, so close to being born. He was coming. Miss Parcae was coming. They couldn’t be stopped.

Holly was on two-week warning now and didn’t have to clean, so she stuck close to Fern all day. The reborn Miss Wellwood lectured them at breakfast, lunch, and dinner about their generation’s godlessness, berating them for turning to witchcraft and superstition, for creating nothing but vulgarity and bad taste. Most of the girls picked their fingernails, barely listening, but Fern constantly ran her finger around her collar to make sure Miss Wellwood couldn’t see the red string.

That night, Violet told everyone she’d seen Miss Wellwood talking to her father’s portrait in the classroom. She said she kept apologizing to it.

“She even cried,” Violet said. “That woman’s cracking up.”

Nurse Kent called for lights out, and the girls retreated to their rooms. Nurse had given up her guard post at the top of the stairs and gone back to watching TV. Fern suspected she napped. In their room, she got into bed and Zinnia turned off the light.

Fern struggled out of bed and snapped it back on.

“We have to stay up,” she said.

“I have to sleep,” Zinnia said.

Fern looked at Holly, whose eyelids were swollen and half-closed.

“What if she comes?”

“If she could get in, she would have by now,” Zinnia said. “Hagar says she wants to scare us, so the best thing we can do is ignore her.”

“When did you start believing everything Hagar says?” Fern sniped.

“If I don’t get any sleep I’m going to lose my mind!” Zinnia snapped back.

She got up, pushed Fern aside, and turned out the light. Fern decided not to argue.

She couldn’t sleep. Dinner wasn’t sitting right, and she felt like she had to go to the bathroom. No matter how she lay, she couldn’t get comfortable. Being so tired made everything hurt, and her back ached, and her bones didn’t feel like they connected the way they should.

She listened to Holly and Zinnia beside her, one of them breathing deep, the other snoring hard, the fan rattling in the chair, sweat trickling down her chest. She’d never felt more alone.

She must have fallen asleep at some point because her head snapped up at a sound right outside their door. Suddenly, she was wide awake, her body on alert. Someone was in the hall. Someone trying not to be heard.

Fern rolled herself out of bed and was aware of Zinnia, eyes open, watching her in the dark.

“Hear that?” Fern whispered.

Zinnia nodded and silently whipped back her sheet. Fern didn’t know how Zinnia could be so pregnant and move so fast but in two seconds she was standing beside Fern. Holly sat up, too. Zinnia put one finger over her lips and pointed at the door.

Fern didn’t know what to do, but Zinnia did.

Before Fern could stop her she tiptoed to the door and threw it open.

No one was there.

She and Fern leaned into the hall. To their right, the stairs were empty, but to their left they saw the back of a pair of yellow pajamas sneaking away.

“Hey,” Zinnia said.

The girl’s back straightened and she turned.

“Shh,” Violet whispered. “Go back to sleep.”

“What are you doing?” Fern whispered, annoyed and angry as the adrenaline drained from her veins.

“Leave me alone,” Violet whispered.

She started to turn away again.

“What’s that?” Zinnia asked, grabbing Violet’s arm.

She wrenched her hand up. Violet held a page torn out of a magazine and twisted into a cone.

“Quiet,” Violet hissed, then looked around before lowering her voice even more. “It’s salt. A bunch of it. Y’all can have some if you don’t tell.”

“Where’d you get it?” Fern whispered.

But she already knew.

Violet rolled her eyes and made an “it’s no big deal” face.

“I saw that housekeeper scattering it in front of the door. It’s some kind of colored superstition, I guess. So I snuck down after everyone went to sleep and took some. It’s just got a little bit of carpet fluff in it.”

Zinnia’s hand struck like a snake, prying Violet’s fingers off the twist of paper.

“Give it back,” Violet whined. “It’s not yours. I pay for this place, the same as y’all.”

“You’re lucky we’re not telling Miss Wellwood,” Zinnia hissed.

Violet opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. Zinnia showed the cone to Fern and Holly.

“She just did it a minute ago,” Zinnia whispered. “We can still put it back.”

“We have to . . .” Fern babbled, trying to make her brain work because it was too late, Miss Parcae had been waiting for this moment, and her brain felt too clumsy, so she repeated, “We have to . . . have to . . .”

“We’ve got the pouches,” Zinnia whispered, touching hers, laying a hand on Fern’s. “We’ll put it back right now.”

The thought of going downstairs made Fern’s chest tight. They stared at each other. Fern took a deep breath, then she made her legs move toward the stairs.

Zinnia and Holly followed and the three of them crept down as quietly as three very pregnant girls could, grabbing each other’s shoulders when they heard the quiet click of a door, but it was just Violet going back to her room. Fern felt a pressure inside her body pushing her to gallop down the stairs and race to the front door and sprinkle the salt before it could swing open, but she forced herself to go slower, quieter, more carefully.

She dreaded getting to the bottom. She thought about getting to that last step and seeing the front door already standing wide, Miss Parcae waiting for them.

They got to the bottom. She forced herself to look.

The front door was closed.

With Zinnia and Holly by her side, she went for it, not worried about noise now. Halfway down the hall, something took hold of Fern and she stopped midstride as an invisible hand squeezed between her legs and didn’t let go. It felt like cramps but they went on longer and crept down the backs of her thighs. They wouldn’t stop and then . . . they did.

Fern leaned against the wall by the parlor door, panting, trying to get her breath back. Zinnia and Holly passed her, got to the front door, and Fern opened her mouth to say something, and the invisible thing took hold of her again.

It was Miss Parcae. She had her. It was black magic. It was a spell.

Her stomach squeezed and held tight this time. Fern had never felt her body moving against her will before. The cramps pushed down into her legs and across her back. Then, without warning, they let go. Fern’s muscles rippled back into place and she knew it wasn’t Miss Parcae.

It had begun.

Her due date wasn’t until Friday. She wasn’t supposed to go to the hospital yet, but it had started now and there was no way out. It was finally happening. It would have to be faced. She saw Holly and Zinnia a few feet away, shaking the paper packet along the bottom of the door and she was so glad they were doing that because her body was doing something that felt bigger than witches right now. There were no lines of salt or red pouches that could stop this.

“Miriam used more salt tonight,” Zinnia whispered.

She needed to sit down. She needed to get Nurse Kent. She needed to go to the hospital and turn this over to the doctors.

“There’s a lot left over,” Holly said, peering into the twist of paper.

Fern cramped again, deeper and more profound, suddenly aware of all her muscles. This cramp climaxed in a sharp jab that took her breath away.

Zinnia turned and saw Fern. A worry line sliced down the middle of her forehead.

“It’s happening . . .” Fern tried to say, but her body cut her off with a gasp.

Zinnia was at Fern’s side, holding her arm, and Fern let all her weight fall onto her. Zinnia staggered and tried to press Fern against the wall.

“Holly,” Zinnia said. “Get Nurse Kent.”

“Wait,” Holly said.

As Holly made sure the salt covered the entire width of the front door, the clock in Miss Wellwood’s office struck midnight, its chimes coming through the door behind them, muffled but distinct.

One . . . two . . . three . . .

  four . . . five . . . six . . .

   seven . . . eight . . . nine . . .

     ten . . . eleven . . . twelve . . .

                   thirteen . . .

Zinnia and Holly locked wide eyes, but Fern didn’t hear. She was lost in the next contraction. But they all heard what happened next: the door from the kitchen opened. Its knob simply turned and its hinges squealed briefly in protest. Holly looked down into the twist of paper at all the leftover salt.

“Violet took it from everywhere,” she realized.

The twist of paper slipped from Holly’s numb fingers and dropped to the red runner. Zinnia put her mouth to Fern’s ear.

“Fern . . .” she whispered.

The thing gripped Fern again, and her face squeezed shut. Were they supposed to feel so sharp? Were they supposed to hurt like this? She clung to Zinnia’s arm with both hands, fingers digging in.

At the far end of the hall, Miss Parcae stepped into view and turned toward them. She wore her trim little suit jacket open over a blouse and skirt, all in powder blue. She had her shiny black purse looped over one wrist and her hair pinned back in a bun. She wore her sensible black librarian’s shoes.

She looked directly at them.

They froze. Fern made her muscles lock as best she could, feeling them squirm and twist in her grip.

Miss Parcae stared at them. They waited for her to say something.

She wants me, Fern thought, and she came when I’m weakest. When I can’t run. Her bones creaked as her muscles tightened around them. Could she yell for help? What would Miss Parcae do if Nurse Kent came downstairs?

Miss Parcae turned away and started up the stairs to the second floor. Zinnia was the first to realize what had happened. She waited until Miss Parcae was out of sight and whispered into Fern’s ear, “The pouches. She can’t see us.”

A lightning bolt shot through Fern, from between her legs all the way up her spine. She closed her eyes and let it pass.

“Nurse Kent . . .” she whispered.

Upstairs they heard their bedroom door open.

“Nurse Kent is upstairs,” Zinnia whispered.

They heard Miss Parcae close their bedroom door. Now she knew they weren’t in bed. Now she knew they were somewhere in the house.

“We need to hide,” Zinnia whispered in Fern’s ear, trying to lift her by one arm.

Fern couldn’t hide. She could barely move. Zinnia looked to Holly for help, but Holly was edging away from them, pressing herself to the far wall, sliding along it toward the staircase. Zinnia opened her mouth to tell her to stop when they heard Miss Parcae’s footsteps coming back down the stairs.

Invisible to witches or not, they were too exposed. Zinnia pressed her lips into the cup of Fern’s ear and whispered, “Come on.”

Fern tried to press herself up along the wall, but it hurt to stand up straight. Zinnia mustered some leverage and hauled her upright. Electricity rocketed down Fern’s legs and she clung to Zinnia’s shoulder, almost pulling her over.

Miss Parcae reached the bottom of the stairs, turned behind them, and walked into the alcove where Diane’s office was. Seconds later she came back out, opened the door to the phone cubby, and looked inside, moving casually like she had all the time in the world.

Zinnia hauled Fern into the dark doorway of the parlor. There was a love seat on the other side and a little table in between. If she could get Fern past them, maybe she could lay her down on the floor and they’d be out of sight. An axe split Fern open from the back and her legs stopped working and Zinnia had to take her weight. She barely got Fern pressed to the wall beside the parlor door.

Miss Parcae started toward them. Holly flattened herself against the wall and Miss Parcae almost brushed her bulging stomach as she passed. Then she was clear and Holly continued edging away down the hall.

Miss Parcae passed the dining room door and came toward the parlor, right at Zinnia and Fern. Holly’s shoulder brushed the corner of a picture frame and everyone heard the slight hollow scrape of gilded wood against paint.

Miss Parcae stopped.

She turned, squinting up the hall, tilting her head to one side. She didn’t move, she just listened. Fern’s stomach clenched, and a little moan started to slip from her throat. She turned her face at the last second and let it escape into Zinnia’s arm. Miss Parcae turned toward the parlor door again and started walking their way.

Holly pushed herself quietly off the wall, carefully checking that she wouldn’t jostle any more pictures, then she made her way to the staircase on tiptoes. Fern came unraveled. She needed to get outside in the fresh air. She needed to walk. She needed to move. Zinnia tightened her arms around her, belly pressed into Fern’s back, feeling Fern’s stomach muscles cramp and seize.

Miss Parcae passed their doorway, and now Zinnia couldn’t see her, but she’d be looking down at the twist of paper on the floor by the front door, knowing they had to be nearby.

Fern’s muscles clenched. She struggled against Zinnia. Holly disappeared up the stairs.

“Girls,” Miss Parcae said, standing in the dark parlor doorway right beside them.

In her arms, Zinnia felt Fern double over, push back against her, try to break free. She tightened her arms. She imagined they were steel bands locked around Fern, holding her in place.

Miss Parcae spoke into the darkness.

“You’re right,” she said to the middle of the room. “I can’t see you. But I can hear you.”

Her head tracked across the dark room, scanning it from one side to the other. The shadows brought out the skull beneath her skin. A sickroom stink, poorly concealed by lavender water, came off her in waves, all sour sweat and stomach bile.

“You don’t have to suffer, Fern,” Miss Parcae said to the empty air. “If you honor your promise I can make the pain stop.”

Fern opened her mouth. Zinnia pressed a hand over it and mashed tight.

“Do you know how badly this will hurt without my help?” Miss Parcae asked.

Behind Zinnia’s hand, Fern’s mouth worked. A little sound escaped and Miss Parcae’s head whipped around, looking right at them.

Then they heard loud footsteps on the floorboards overhead. Miss Parcae looked up. The footsteps came in a frantic rush, two sets of them, coming toward the top of the stairs. Zinnia almost cried when she heard Nurse Kent’s voice float down.

“What on earth is she doing down there?” she asked, annoyed.

Miss Parcae stepped back from the parlor door, turned, and walked down the hall, vanishing the way she’d come. Zinnia sagged with relief. The cramps seized Fern again and her legs went out from under her. She needed to be in a better position. Her body wanted to be on all fours. Holly came off the foot of the stairs, practically dragging Nurse Kent, who still had her cigarette jutting out of the corner of her mouth.

“Oh, God,” Nurse said, flipping on the parlor light. “She wasn’t due until Friday. Zinnia, give her to me. Go call the taxicab. The number’s written beside the phone.”

Fern heard Zinnia’s feet clomping down the hall, and she gave up control of her body and it carried her away. She was aware of Zinnia bringing a paper bag full of her going-home clothes, and the faces of girls on the stairs, and they took her out the door to the taxicab, and she fell down the front steps into its back seat.

Zinnia helped her in. Nurse Kent gave instructions to the cabdriver and put down newspaper underneath Fern, just in case. Fern pulled Zinnia close.

“Please . . .” Fern begged, not sure what she was begging her for, but it was all she could think to do anymore.

“I love you,” Zinnia said.

Then the cab door closed and Fern felt newspaper crumple beneath her and the acceleration pushed her against the seat and mashed on her belly too hard and she groaned and tried to breathe as Nurse Kent took her downtown to finally have her baby.




Chapter 29

On the whole dark drive, everything fell away—Miss Parcae, the witches, the Home—none of it mattered. Fern’s world narrowed to her body and the hand inside it, clenching and releasing. Her muscles obeyed something more powerful than her now. Something older had taken over her body.

The taxi pulled up in front of the hospital and everything exploded: too big, too bright, too loud. After being closed inside the Home for so long, Fern felt exposed. Nurse Kent disappeared, leaving her in the idling car, the driver nervously watching her in his rearview mirror, smoking a cigarette out his window, then the hand squeezed again and by the time it released Nurse Kent had the door open beside her with a man in white and he grabbed her arm, and the two of them dragged her out. Instinctively, Fern flailed, grabbing at the car door, but they already had her in a wheelchair.

Fern squirmed. Sitting up straight felt wrong. She needed to stand, to move. She struggled, trying to get up, but something pressed down on both shoulders, holding her in place.

Nurse Kent set her paper bag in her lap, then patted Fern.

“You’ll be fine,” she said.

She got back in the taxi.

“Wait!” Fern panic-shouted because she couldn’t leave her with these strangers, but the orderly was already rolling her away, and she heard the car roaring off, and the big glass doors pushed open, and she was inside the burning light. At least it was air-conditioned.

The stranger wheeled her down bright-white-and-green halls. The faces of strangers glided by, staring down at her. She groped in her pocket for her dad’s ring, then remembered she’d left it back in her room. She gripped Hagar and Miriam’s pouch through her duster instead.

The orderly rolled her onto an elevator and left her facing the back wall. A man and a woman got on and stood beside her. They talked about her over her head.

“Things like that are a real shame,” the man said.

“They say it’s the generation gap but I don’t know,” the woman said.

“You’ve got these hairballs smashing up their schools,” he said. “They don’t understand how easy they’ve got it.”

The elevator jolted to a stop and the orderly pulled Fern off backward and she saw the man and woman receding, then she was being turned and pushed down the hall. She wanted to get out of this chair—it hurt so much sitting up like this—but the orderly wheeled her around a corner, down another hall, around another corner, down another hall, deeper and deeper until finally he rolled her up to a counter she couldn’t see over.

“Who’s this?” A young nurse with a scrunched-up nose smiled, looking over the counter at Fern. Her freckles made her look like Clem. “What’s your name?”

“My name?” Fern asked.

Did she want her name from the Home or was she supposed to give her real one?

“She’s a Jane Doe,” the orderly said.

All the kindness went out of the nurse’s face. She picked up a clipboard and wrote it down.

“Age?” she asked.

“Fifteen,” Fern managed.

“Cripes,” the nurse said. “Have your membranes ruptured yet?”

Fern felt like she was supposed to know the answer to this.

“Has your water broken?” the nurse repeated, rolling her eyes at the orderly.

“No?” Fern said.

The nurse made a note, then said to the orderly, “Put her in five,” and he pulled her backward down the hall, the tall counter receding before her.

He spun her around too fast and pushed her through a door into a dark room and turned on the lights. Fern wished he hadn’t. They showed a white iron bedstead with a tight white sheet pulled over a thin mattress with a stack of cardboard boxes that looked like they held paper towels in the corner. The feet of Fern’s wheelchair touched the bed. There was no room in here.

“I’m not going to carry you,” the orderly said, and Fern realized she had to somehow get on the bed herself.

She knocked the paper bag out of her lap and onto the floor. It was the best she could do. Standing was fine but the hand squeezed again as she transferred her weight and she sank forward, knees bent, gripping the mattress, gasping until it passed. She could feel impatience radiating off the orderly. Then she made herself walk around in a small semicircle, kicking her bag out of the way, and sat on the edge of the mattress. As soon as she was down, the orderly pulled the wheelchair out of the room and closed the door. Fern keeled over onto her side. With an enormous effort she pulled her legs up onto the bed and lay there, gasping.

If only they’d leave her alone like this for a little while, she thought. She could handle this if they just left her alone.

The door opened and a nurse with gray hair bustled in pushing a little cart. She looked like Mrs. Rich, the music teacher at Fern’s elementary school, and Fern felt so happy to see a familiar face. The nurse picked up Fern’s paper bag and dropped it on the chair beside her bed. Then she clicked on a bright lamp clipped to Fern’s headboard and looked at a chart hanging off its foot.

“Open,” she said.

Fern opened and she stuck a thermometer in her mouth. Fern felt one of the clenches coming and grimaced.

“You’d better not bite down,” the nurse said.

Fern didn’t bite down.

The nurse recorded her temperature and took her blood pressure. The pressure cuff pinched and Fern wanted to cry.

“It’s too late for that,” the nurse said.

She checked the watch pinned to her chest, and while she wrote something on Fern’s file she said, “Get undressed.”

Fern knew she could do this if she timed it right. She just needed this clench to pass and she could stand, but before it was over the nurse was lifting her duster over her head, yanking her arms up, moving Fern like she was a piece of uncooperative meat.

When she was done, Fern’s sweaty, wet duster was on the cart and the nurse had a loose white gown draped over her front. It felt so good to be wearing something dry and clean that Fern didn’t even care it wasn’t fastened in the back.

The nurse tied it at her neck, then pushed Fern down until her head rested on the scratchy pillow. An entire layer of muscles in her lower back crumpled and she squeezed her eyes shut and wished it would all go away, just for a little while, just so she could rest. She could handle this if she could just rest for a minute.

Fern slit her eyes open in the glare of the lights as the nurse took a little pink plastic bowl shaped like a kidney off her cart. A towel lay over it and a green plastic razor sat on top of the towel and for a moment Fern thought she was going to shave her legs.

“Spread, please,” the nurse said, and Fern waited for more instructions. “I didn’t think I’d have to ask you twice,” the nurse said. “Spread your legs.”

She was already pushing the gown up around Fern’s hips and Fern didn’t want this to happen, but she was too weak to stop her, and then her hands were between Fern’s legs. She felt her shoving the towel under her bottom and then she smeared cold shaving cream all over her box. Fern tried to sit up and stop her, but she didn’t have enough strength.

“Please don’t,” Fern said to the ceiling.

The nurse ignored her, and with six or seven rough strokes she shaved off Fern’s pubic hair. Then she yanked the towel out from under her and pulled it up between her legs, wiping the hair and shaving cream away in a single stroke. A few more hard scrubs and she was tucking the towel into the bowl and putting it back on the cart.

Fern couldn’t see anything past the swollen mound of her stomach, but she felt scraped raw. She hated this. She hated this so much. The nurse took a red rubber bag from her cart.

“Have you had an enema before?” she asked, not looking at Fern while she unrolled a translucent yellow tube.

Fern didn’t even know what an enema was.

“I don’t know?” she said.

The nurse let the next cramp have its way and before it had finished Fern felt one of her gloved fingers on her bottom, poking around, and then the tube slid into her too fast, making her bruise. How could everything hurt so much? She tried to squirm away.

“Stop fighting,” the nurse said in a voice that froze Fern in place.

No one had ever done this to her before. All the contractions felt like they were trying to push something out of her body, and now someone was trying to shove something back in? The nurse squeezed the red rubber bag and an incredible pressure surged into Fern the wrong way. Warm water filled her, and then kept going, inflating her like a balloon. There was no room. Something was going to burst.

The nurse pulled the tube out.

“Don’t move,” she said.

Fern clenched herself tight. She’d do anything to make these people stop being so angry at her. The nurse put a bedpan under her.

“Release,” she said, and Fern let go.

She heard something spraying and the smell of her own wet bowels filled the room. The nurse took the bedpan away, gave her a few more rough wipes, and sprayed a can of Lysol around the room like Fern was a germ. She changed her rubber gloves and reached between Fern’s legs again and Fern couldn’t even feel ashamed anymore.

“When did you start contractions?” the nurse asked.

“I don’t know,” Fern said.

“The nurse from the Home said it was two hours ago,” the nurse told her. “You’re at five centimeters. You’ve got five hours to go. At least.”

She noticed something around Fern’s neck and bent, her watch dangling in Fern’s face, and Fern felt fingers fumbling behind her, trying to untie the pouch.

“No . . .” Fern said, but a contraction seized her, and it was deeper than the ones before, and it turned her words into a wide-mouthed moan.

The nurse stood and then she held a pair of flashing silver scissors. Fern heard the snip behind her head and the nurse had the red string dangling, and Fern tried to grab it. The nurse dropped it onto her paper bag.

“Don’t make such a fuss,” she said. “You’ll get it when you’re through.”

Then she left, turning off the overhead lights as she went, leaving Fern alone.

There were no windows, only the bright light clipped to the head of her bed. The shadows were darkest in the corners. Fern rolled onto her side. It took all her strength. She strained one arm for Hagar and Miriam’s pouch and snagged it off the chair, then slumped back onto the mattress, clutching it in her fist.

The nurse had left her door ajar and she heard a woman shouting in the hall.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” the woman screamed. “Help this sinner.”

She sounded like she was right outside Fern’s door.

“Mother Mary, help me!”

The hand clenched again. Something rolled past her door and she heard someone moan as they went by, long and low like an animal. Fern clutched the pouch harder. It was too hard to get it back around her neck. Through the wall behind her she heard someone crying.

“Oh, God!” the invisible woman sobbed. “Oh, God, please!”

The sobbing continued, unbroken and unchanging. Fern didn’t know how a person could cry so much.

“I’m so sorry,” the woman wept. “I’ve changed my mind. Please. I’ve changed my mind. Make it stop. Please, God, make it stop!”

“Angel of God!” the woman in the hall shouted. “Jesus! Save me!”

Fern looked up at the acoustic tiles over her bed and tried to remember a prayer but all she could think of was “God is great, God is good, let us thank him for our food.”

“Is Larry taking you to the Star-Lite tomorrow?” a young woman asked outside her door.

“He doesn’t have his ride,” another woman answered.

“Oh, man,” the first woman said. “That’s just beautiful.”

“Yeah, beautiful.”

Inside Fern, the hand squeezed. Muscles moved behind her ears and rippled over her scalp. Her neck hurt so bad she thought it would snap. The pain rose and receded like the tide.

“What happened to his ride?”

“He loaned it to his brother.”

“Please, Jesus! Please, Jesus! Please, Jesus!”

“His brother who goes with Linda?”

“Right.”

“That’s beautiful, man.”

“I changed my mind! I don’t want this! Please!”

“Just beautiful.”

Fern wanted someone to hold her hand. She wanted Zinnia. Or Holly. Somebody. But the only person she had was Charlie Brown.

“Oh, God, Chuck,” she moaned, clutching the pouch tighter. “I don’t know if we can do this.”

The pouch got soggy in her sweaty hand. Her muscles spasmed harder, closer together, giving her less and less time to rest, and all this power inside her body, she didn’t think she could contain it, it was going to break her. The nurse came in again and pushed her legs apart and felt between them and left and the bands wrapped around her pelvis pulled tight, tighter, so tight she thought they were going to snap her bones.

“You poor dear,” a voice said, and Fern looked up into the bright light and Miss Parcae’s face.

Fern wanted to scream, she wanted to get away, but her body wouldn’t move. Miss Parcae encircled her face with her cool hands and then Fern wasn’t inside the supply room anymore. She felt a warm breeze and she lay on soft furs and women with wild hair knelt on either side of her, holding her hands, pouring cool water down her throat from a golden bowl; her stomach flexed and her body felt strong and in a disorienting whirl she was also standing on a cliff, looking over stormy seas, her baby in her swollen belly, feeling him move beneath her hands, and she was in a bower on a nest of ferns in the dark of night, wild drumming playing nearby, feeling her baby slither out of her body, and she felt confident, she had done this before, she felt no fear, and she was in a warm room, staring up at thatch, hearing rain sizzle down, smelling the warm bodies of large animals, and she was so many women, and all of them were having babies, all of them . . .

“I can make the pain stop, dear,” Miss Parcae said, and Fern looked up into her blue eyes and they were cool and deep. “It can go away.”

“Yes,” Fern gasped. “Please.”

“Honor your promise,” Miss Parcae said, smiling kindly. “That’s all you have to do. Will you honor your promise and let me in?”

Fern lay on the bower of ferns in the dim twilight again, and they felt cool and soft, more real than the scratchy hospital sheets, and they smelled green, and she felt the distant drumming like fingers massaging her skin.

Scyld ðū ðē nū þū ðysne nīð genesan mote, Fern thought. ūt lȳtel spere gif hēr inne sīe

The alien words filled her head, erasing her, replacing her, and she panicked. It was too late. She was falling and she grabbed onto something.

NO!

She reached for herself as she fell, shouting, “NO!”

Blinding overhead lights switched on, and Fern squinted and no one was in her room except the nurse coming back through the door and a beautiful man with dark hair wearing a white coat, and they stood between her legs. Her sheets were soaking wet.

“What’s all this fuss?” The man smiled.

Then he reached into Fern.

A powerful rippling moved through Fern’s body, rushing toward him, and her hips strained like something impossibly large was trying to squeeze between them. Her pelvis felt like giant hands were bending it in half.

Fern looked over her stomach at the doctor and said, “She . . . was . . . here.”

He looked up at her, raising his eyebrows in mild amusement.

“What do you need, darling?” he asked.

“Where’d . . . she . . . go . . .” Fern tried to explain. “Where . . .”

He smiled and patted her arm.

“Don’t you worry,” he said. “We’ll give you something for the pain when the time comes.”

Something for the pain? That hadn’t even occurred to her and suddenly it was all she could think about. They could give her something for the pain!

“Please,” she said. “I need it now. I need something now.”

She hated hearing her voice wheedle and cringe.

“I thought you were a brave girl.” The doctor smiled. “We’re not going to let anything happen to the baby.” He turned to the nurse. “Call me at eight centimeters.”

He left and he hadn’t given her anything for the pain and he wouldn’t until something was at eight centimeters and Fern wasn’t even sure what a centimeter was. The nurse stayed behind and Fern realized they were going to leave her alone again. She grabbed the nurse’s hand and the nurse pulled it away.

“Don’t . . . leave . . .” Fern said, through gritted teeth. “. . . please . . .”

The nurse looked like she was about to snap, then her mouth relaxed.

“Your mother did this,” she said, in that voice only nurses have. “And so can you.”

Then she walked out the door, but she left the lights on.

Fern’s body clenched and unclenched, over and over again. Fern didn’t know how long she lay there on the wet sheets but Miss Parcae didn’t come again. The pouch soaked up her sweat like a sponge. The woman in the other room kept crying. The woman down the hall screamed again.

“That Jean Seberg picture’s going to be at the Star-Lite next weekend.”

“Please, Jesus. Please, Jesus. Please, Jesus.”

“That’s beautiful, man.”

Fern tried to watch the dark corners of her room for Miss Parcae, but her body consumed all her attention. The nurse came back and Fern couldn’t help herself, she burst into tears the second she saw her. The nurse reached between Fern’s legs, into the spasming, twitching heart of her, and then she left quickly, and Fern tried to call after her, but a spasm cut off her breath.

The nurse came back with the orderly. They were lifting her onto a stretcher and it hurt so much she couldn’t fight when they pried the sopping pouch out of her fist.

“. . . hippie engagement ring . . .” The orderly laughed. The nurse didn’t.

It was so bright in the hall. Fern didn’t want anyone to see her like this, but the nurse at the counter stared as she rolled by. She heard women crying all around her and their voices surrounded her and Fern added hers to the chorus, and they all cried together.

They rolled her into the middle of a bright room with dark green tiled walls with white grout between them and there were black rubber hoses hanging in coils. Fern knew something bad was going to happen here, and she tried to fight, but she wasn’t strong enough to make her body do anything anymore. They lifted her onto a table with three flat-faced lights staring down.

She felt bands go around her wrists, locking them in place, and they pushed a machine up to her head with so many tanks and valves and pipes. They lifted her legs and pulled them apart and people gathered around her wearing baggy green sacks that covered their entire bodies except for their eyes. They were going to carve her up. They were going to carve her up and cook her in an oven.

Someone put a rubber mask over Fern’s mouth and nose and for a panicked moment she couldn’t breathe and she choked and someone said something and the mask hissed at her like a snake and she breathed cold air and then she didn’t feel anything at all.

The nurses slid the patient’s legs into canvas socks and tied them at the knees, then lifted them into the stirrups and bound them with belts at the ankle and thigh, securing the patient in the lithotomy position. The OR nurse spread a drape across each of the patient’s legs, and Dr. Jensen stepped between them and draped the patient’s midsection, leaving her vagina and anus exposed.

The lamps over the delivery table were switched on. The second stage of delivery was well underway, and the patient’s uterus made firm, steady exertions. Soon, the dark wet head of the baby cleared her pubic bone and became visible.

As the baby’s head exerted pressure on the patient’s perineum, Dr. Jensen placed a folded towel against the patient’s rectum and put downward pressure against it to control delivery of the head and reduce the risk of a perineal tear.

The patient’s next contraction pushed the baby’s head forward, then pulled it back. As did the next. The skin of the patient’s hymenal ring stretched thinner. Dr. Jensen pressed down harder. The baby was not advancing.

“He’s turtling,” Dr. Jensen said after a moment. “We need to cut.”

The OR nurse handed him a syringe with a five-inch needle. Dr. Jensen flashed its point, then squirted a bit of the local anesthetic it contained in a small, tight arc. He reached inside the patient’s vulva, pulled away a band of her exterior flesh, and drove the needle into her perineum twice, hard and sharp. The second time he injected the local anesthetic, counted to five, then withdrew the needle and handed it back to the OR nurse.

“Scissors,” he said, holding out a hand.

She gave him a pair of surgical scissors and Dr. Jensen slipped their sharp tip into the bottom of the patient’s vulva and angled them under the taut skin of her perineum at a forty-five-degree angle. He took a good grip on the patient’s left thigh with his other hand and pressed the scissors closed until they connected with tissue. He adjusted his wrist for a better grip, then bore down hard and the blades sliced their way through four muscle groups, an inch and a half deep, cutting toward the soft muscles of the rectum.

A nurse sponged away blood from the mediolateral episiotomy as Dr. Jensen continued to cut. Then he withdrew the scissors and the patient’s vagina gaped open. He flapped back a loose, bloody triangle of skin to reveal the baby’s head, resting on a soft bed of tissue.

“Forceps,” he commanded, and the OR nurse placed a pair in his hand.

He clamped their blades lightly to either side of the baby’s soft, unjoined skull, and let experience guide his wrists to a firm but not crushing grip. Then he pulled from his shoulder and the baby slithered out into his other hand. He was proud of his forceps technique.

He clamped the umbilical cord close to the baby’s stomach and quickly snipped it with a pair of sterilized scissors. He handed the baby to the nurse, who carried it to a metal table and turned on a heat lamp. She suctioned mucus out of the baby’s throat, then wiped his face and weighed him.

While the doctor waited between the patient’s legs, the nurse placed the baby in a gray warming box and squeezed a single drop of 1% silver nitrate solution into each eye to avoid any gonorrheal ophthalmia. Immediately, it began to wail. The doctor waited as the patient’s body delivered the placenta into a plastic bowl he held, then he asked for a stool and sat between her legs.

Using chromic catgut 000, Dr. Jensen took a curved cutting needle and used four interrupted sutures to close the incision in the patient’s levator ani muscle. Then he put three running sutures of the same catgut in the bulbocavernosus sphincter. Using a continuous suture, he pulled together the subcutaneous fascia and carried it upward to close the vaginal mucosa. Then he added two extra stitches for tightness. When this poor girl got married, she’d be grateful. Her husband would never know what had happened here today. Dr. Jensen tied off his sutures and stood.

“All that before eight a.m.,” he said, and left to wash up as one nurse wheeled the unconscious patient out of the delivery room and back to recovery while another nurse carried the baby’s warming box in the opposite direction, away from its mother and toward the nursery.




Chapter 30

Fern woke up back in the same bed, the same stack of paper towel boxes in the corner, staring up at the same acoustic tiles. For a second she wondered if anything had even happened. Then she put her hand on Charlie Brown like she’d done a hundred times before and it kept going until it hit slack skin. Her baby was gone.

Panic fluttered through her body. Was Charlie Brown alive? Did he die? Was he all right? She remembered the mask going down over her face, then nothing. She tried to sit up, but all her muscles had come unstrung. Hurt filtered in from every corner of her body.

A young nurse with a big brunette bubble of hair came in. She took Fern’s wrist and checked her pulse against her watch.

“Any pain?” she chirped.

“My baby,” Fern gasped, pulling her wrist out of the nurse’s grip, trying to drag herself into a sitting position. “Where’s my baby?”

“In the nursery,” the nurse said, recapturing her wrist.

Relief flooded Fern. Charlie Brown was alive. Her baby was alive.

“I want to see him.”

“You need to rest,” the nurse said.

She dropped Fern’s wrist, wrote something on her chart, and walked out the door. Fern tried to call her, but all she managed was a raspy wheeze. She needed to see Charlie Brown. It filled her like hunger. All she could do was rattle the metal rail on her bed, so she threw her entire battered body into the effort. Finally, the nurse came back in the room.

“What’s all this commotion?” she asked.

“I want to see my baby,” Fern said, then added, “Please.”

“Let me get you a bedpan,” the nurse said, as if she’d misunderstood.

At the mention of her bladder Fern became aware it was so full it might burst. She did an inventory of her body. It was the wrong weight and the wrong shape. The inside of her right arm ached with bruises. She was starving.

The nurse held the bedpan under her, and it took a minute for Fern to figure out how to make her muscles work and then she went to the bathroom. Hot, salty knives sliced papercuts between her legs and she let out a gasp. Tears leaked down her face.

“That’s how it’ll be for a while,” the nurse said, not unkindly. “We’ll bring you a sitz.”

The nurse took the bedpan away and came back with a bowl of grits. Fern didn’t want them but they were the richest, butteriest, best thing she’d ever tasted. When she finished, her mind went back to her baby. She’d forgotten to ask about him this time, and then her mind went to something else and her hand flew to her neck: the pouch.

She leaned over, razors slicing her stomach, but it wasn’t on the floor. As she pushed herself over to check the other side of her bed, the door opened and Diane came in.

“I heard it all went great,” she said. “Congratulations!”

“I want to see my baby,” Fern said.

“Right now,” Diane said, “there is a wonderful, loving couple on their way to this hospital to start their new family, and you can be sure they’re going to love that child more than you ever thought possible.”

“I need to see him,” Fern said.

“Let me get you some water,” Diane said.

She poured a glass of water and held it out.

“Where’s my baby?” Fern asked.

“The baby is fine,” Diane said. “Drink this. You need to get your strength back.”

Fern took the glass in her shaking hand and forced some down.

“The baby is healthy, it’s responsive, it has all its extremities, but you shouldn’t see it.”

“What’s wrong with him?” Fern asked.

“It’ll make surrender harder,” Diane said.

“No,” Fern tried to explain. “I haven’t changed my mind. I just need to see him. I only want to hold him, not even for five minutes.” She was begging now. “I’ll give him right back but I need to see him just this one time.”

Diane braced her hands on the rail beside Fern’s bed and looked at her. She seemed sad.

“Fern,” she said. “You’re not the first girl to feel this way, so trust me when I say that once you see the baby, it’ll be too late. Five minutes will become ten, ten will become an hour, an hour will turn into a day, and you won’t want to give it back. I know this is hard. This is the hardest thing you’ll ever have to do, but you need to be an adult right now and think of what’s best for the baby.”

“My baby!” Fern said. “Not the baby! My baby! My baby!”

Sweat prickled her skin. The sheets felt hot, trapping her in a bed she didn’t want to be in; she needed to be with her baby.

“I’m not going to change my mind,” she promised. “I’m not. But I need to see him, Diane. Please.”

Diane stared at Fern for a minute, then closed her eyes.

“All right,” she said. “Okay. I’ll have the nurse bring it in, but I want you to know this is a big mistake.”

“No, it’s not,” Fern babbled. “I promise. I promise it’s not a mistake. I just want to hold him.”

Diane left and the nurse came back and sponge-washed Fern. She changed the sheets and brought her a fresh gown. She fed her a bowl of chicken and rice soup and took her to the bathroom where she sat on the toilet and it hurt almost worse than having her baby.

Fern brushed her hair, and the nurse sat her up in bed, and then the contractions hit.

Fern gasped, doubling over. This was supposed to be done. Something was wrong.

“I know,” the nurse said. “Those afterpains really do a number on you.”

The cramps felt like they’d go on forever, but after an eternity Fern realized that either she was getting used to them or they were easing up. Finally, her stomach just felt bruised.

Diane stood in the doorway.

“This is your last chance,” she said. “You don’t have to do this to yourself.”

“Where is he?” Fern asked. “Is he here?”

Diane said something to someone in the hall and a different nurse came into Fern’s room pushing a gray warming box to the side of the bed. Inside was the softest pink blanket and underneath it was the smooth, serious face of Fern’s son. She recognized him right away. She’d seen his face a hundred times in photographs; she’d seen it a million times in the mirror. He looked like her.

“Can I hold him?” Fern breathed.

“Her,” the nurse said, lifting Fern’s daughter from the warming box. “You had a little girl.”

Fern’s mind rearranged itself and she almost cried. She had a daughter. The nurse settled her baby’s fragile, weightless weight against Fern’s chest, and the bruises on her arm, the pain between her legs, nothing compared to how this felt. She looked sleepy and perfect snuggled against her, and Fern wished she’d open her eyes and see her mother, and it was like her baby heard because she opened her eyes and they were the most beautiful brown Fern had ever seen and she realized she’d made them, inside her body; she had grown her daughter’s eyes.

Fern laid one finger against her little girl’s perfectly formed fingers with their microscopic wrinkled knuckles, and they flexed open and closed around her finger, gripping tighter than she expected.

“Diane,” Fern said, not taking her eyes off her daughter. “Are the papers permanent? What happens if I change my mind?”

She didn’t have to look up to feel Diane’s back stiffen. But every inch of her daughter was alive. Every inch of her was a miracle. Every inch of her was Fern.

“We went through this together. You’ve made the best decision,” Diane said. “You’re confused right now from the gas. You’re excited to see the baby. This isn’t the time to change your mind.”

“But what if?” Fern said. “What if I didn’t make the best decision? What if this is the best decision?”

Fern looked at her daughter’s face, slipping into sleep. How could she never see her again?

“The nurse needs to take her back and feed her,” Diane said, and Fern tensed. “You’ll be able to hold her again after.”

Letting them take her baby out of her arms was the hardest thing Fern had ever done. The young nurse put her back in the box and rolled her out the door like a tiny queen and Fern watched the door long after they’d gone, feeling the echo of her daughter on her body. The room felt too empty now. All she wanted was to see her baby again.

“Can I get the papers back?” Fern asked.

Diane set her mouth in a hard line, but she spoke as softly as she could.

“If that’s what you want,” she said, “I’ll stand right here and tear them up with you. But is that your sensible self talking? Or your emotional self?”

“She’s my daughter,” Fern said. “I’m her mother. Mothers don’t give away their children.”

Diane took a folding chair from against the wall and opened it. She sat so she was at eye level.

“It’s hard,” Diane said. “No doubt about it. But you’re not giving up the baby. You’re giving it an opportunity to live a life full of love.”

“I can give her opportunities,” Fern said. “I can talk to my parents. We’ll find a way.”

“You’re a smart kid,” Diane said. “But you’re still a kid, with no money, no job, no place of your own. You don’t even have a high school diploma. Your parents sent you here to have the baby and put it up for adoption. Do you think they’re going to be thrilled to see you walk back in the door carrying it in your arms? What will people say? Will your friends stick by you?”

Fern saw Hilda and Deb calling less and less until they weren’t calling at all. She saw herself at home, her bedroom turned into a nursery, feeding her daughter alone while everyone ate downstairs in the bright dining room, their voices floating up through the floor.

“But I love her,” Fern said. “I didn’t know I would love her so much.”

“This isn’t a decision between right and wrong,” Diane said. “It’s a decision between bad and worse. You think you want to keep this baby, but doing that means you’re giving up everything: an education, meeting the right guy, being with your friends, having a career, starting a real family.”

Fern knew Diane was right, but it was impossible. Diane couldn’t be right.

“How can I give her away?” Fern asked.

“You shouldn’t have to make this decision,” Diane said, and for the first time, Fern felt she was speaking to her as an equal. “That’s your baby, Fern. You love her but if you keep her you will lose out on so much. People will turn their backs on you. Your baby will grow up with less. You will destroy your life and the baby’s life, and not because you did anything wrong but because you chose to be its mother and that’s the most natural thing in the world.

“Or you can harden your heart and give the baby to a loving couple who will provide it with everything you can’t and then go live your life. Go live your life and act like this never happened. I wish there was a better way, Fern, with everything in my heart, but this is the world we live in. It’s not perfect, but it’s the only world we’ve got.”

It was too big. Fern couldn’t wrap her mind around this. It barely fit inside her head. A heaviness pressed down on her body.

“Tomorrow?” she asked. “Can I make up my mind tomorrow? Please? I just want to see her again tonight, and I promise I’ll make up my mind tomorrow, but not now. I can’t right now.”

Diane rested her elbows on her knees and clasped her hands, looking at the floor, then she pushed herself up.

“If you decide to keep the baby,” Diane said, folding her chair and leaning it back against the wall, “you’ll need to pay your hospital bill. You came in here Wednesday night, Thursday morning, really. That’s going to be two days you’ll owe. Three by the time you go home with the baby, most likely. You’ll need to pay the delivery costs, bed costs, and you’ll need to pay the bill for the Home.”

Fern didn’t understand what she was saying. Diane had switched topics from the baby to something she didn’t understand.

“You never told me this,” she said.

“Because as long as you were giving the baby up for adoption, all those fees were covered,” Diane said. “But if you’re keeping the baby, those bills have to get paid.”

“But I worked at the Home,” Fern said.

“Which covers your room and board,” Diane said. “But there’re clinic fees, my fees, clerical fees, processing charges. I don’t mean to drop this on you, but if you want to keep the baby, then that’s a real choice that has real consequences.”

“How much?” Fern asked.

“Off the top of my head,” Diane said, “around two thousand dollars.”

Fern couldn’t breathe. It was as much as their station wagon. She’d never be able to get that kind of money.

Diane straightened up.

“I’ll check back in the morning,” she said. “Look, maybe you’re lost in some neurotic fantasy and you don’t care what you’re doing to that couple coming here, thinking they’re about to start a family, but I’m begging you, don’t do this, Fern. Don’t do this to them. Don’t do this to yourself.”

A lump moved up Fern’s throat, making it hard to swallow.

“I don’t want to hurt anyone,” she said quietly. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

The nurse brought Charlie Brown to see Fern three more times that night. Fern decided that even though Jasmine’s boy/girl necklace was clearly broken, she and Charlie had been through too much together to change her name now. Besides, she’d always liked boys’ names for girls.

The first time the nurse brought Charlie, Fern discovered how small and soft her finger- and toenails were. The second time, she saw the ridges and whorls of her fingerprints. No one else in the world had these fingerprints. They were totally and completely unique to her daughter. The third time, Charlie began to cry and Fern couldn’t figure out what had upset her. As Charlie wailed, Fern felt a pinch behind her nipples, like a pressure inside her breasts, and she didn’t know what it was as she desperately bounced Charlie in her arms like she’d seen mothers do, but the baby shrieked louder, on and on, rattling her eardrums.

No matter what Fern did, the baby kept crying until finally the nurse appeared, and the moment she took the baby out of Fern’s arms, it went quiet. The nurse left with her, and Fern lay there with her aching breasts, feeling like a failure.

You have no right being a mother, she thought. You don’t even know what to do.

No one thought she could do this. No one wanted her to do this. She wanted to see her mom. She wanted to see her family, but they wouldn’t want her if she had Charlie Brown. They’d turn their backs. She’d never be their daughter again. She’d never be their sister. She’d be an unwed mother forever. Her beautiful daughter would be a bastard.

They brought Fern’s dinner tray and Fern felt embarrassed at how hungry she was, but she couldn’t help it. She started eating her meat loaf before the nurse even left the room. As the door swung shut, Miss Parcae stepped out from behind it and stood at the foot of Fern’s bed. She wore a pistachio-green skirt and jacket. Fern stopped, fork in midair.

“Yes,” Miss Parcae said. “I see you.”

“I’ll scream,” Fern said as the door clicked shut.

“Whyever would you do that?”

“You tried to hurt me,” Fern said.

Miss Parcae wrinkled her forehead, making a show of searching her memory, tapping her lips with one finger thoughtfully.

“Did I?” she asked. “I don’t remember that. I remember you losing my book. I remember you breaking your vow. I remember you refusing to honor your obligations. But I don’t remember doing anything to you except trying to help.”

“The rocks,” Fern said.

Miss Parcae raised her eyebrows in surprise.

“Oh, that,” she said. “Pishposh. I merely wanted to get your attention. Do I have it now? Because it’s time to make up your mind.”

Everywhere she turned, someone wanted Fern to decide something.

“I don’t want anything to do with you,” Fern said. “I haven’t changed my mind. I just want to take my baby and go home.”

“I can help you with that,” Miss Parcae said. “Come with us and keep the child.”

“I . . .” Fern said, and for a long moment, she wanted it.

Then she remembered the alien voice in her head, thinking in a language she couldn’t understand.

“No,” she said. “I won’t.”

Miss Parcae dug into her purse and pulled out a hankie. She leaned down over Fern, her face looming large. Fern pressed herself back against the pillow.

“I’m running out of patience, dear,” Miss Parcae said through gritted teeth.

Then she dabbed at the corner of Fern’s mouth and stood back up.

“Meat loaf,” she smiled.

Fern noticed that Miss Parcae had lost weight. Her cheeks were hollow and the skin around her neck hung loose. It wasn’t just her eyes that were yellow; her face had an amber tinge to it now, too.

“Do you remember our previous visit?” Miss Parcae asked.

A flash of fur and forests and firelight, a crowd of women laced up and down the necklace of time, all having their babies with her. Alien speech erupting inside her head in an unfamiliar voice.

“Yes,” she said.

Miss Parcae tucked her hankie back into her purse and snapped it shut. Her lipstick was smudged.

“They could have comforted you,” she said. “They could have been with you in your hour of need. Did you want your mother? I’ve heard that one often longs for one’s mother during their crisis.”

“Yes,” Fern said, her voice small.

“She would have been there,” Miss Parcae said. “You would never be lonely again.”

“But it wouldn’t be my mother,” Fern said, trying to make her understand. “I wouldn’t be me.”

Miss Parcae’s face sharpened.

“Of course not,” she snapped. “Are you yourself now, dear? Are you still the bright-eyed daughter of Dale and Lorna? A member of the thespians who’s going to play Helen Keller in the senior theatrical? Are you that same girl you were ten months ago, who cared about homework and Latin and boys? Or are you a woman who has had a baby, who has been betrayed and abandoned? Who has seen the cruel ways of this world? None of us are who we were, not a year ago, not a week ago, not one minute ago. In five years I guarantee you won’t recognize yourself now.”

“But I’ll still be me!” Fern said.

“Not to them!” Miss Parcae snapped. “Daughter, student, whore— they change you into whatever they need you to be. Choose for yourself. For once in your life!”

Fern got a whiff of something grimy beneath Miss Parcae’s scent of lavender water.

“I am offering you something beyond the ordinary humdrum grind waiting to destroy you,” Miss Parcae said. “The after-school job in an ice cream parlor, two years at some junior college, an MRS degree, a lifetime on your knees scrubbing toilets and floors for a man. I am offering you transcendence!”

“What about Mags?” Fern asked.

Miss Parcae gave a snort and looked at the paper towels stacked in the corner.

“Mags betrayed herself,” she told them. “She didn’t know her own mind. The line of the Sibyl goes back four thousand years, but she fell in ‘love.’ He told her pretty lies and filled her head with fairy tales. She refused to honor her vow and time was short. We had no choice.”

She turned to Fern, eyes wide.

“Four thousand years,” she said. “Can you imagine? An unbroken line back to a time when actual goddesses walked the hills. We couldn’t lose that, Fern, and so we summoned the Triple-Faced Goddess, and she preserved the line inside Mags. The line remains unbroken, but Mags, unfortunately, does not. When the time comes, the line can be passed intact to a more willing vessel. Mags made her choice. But it doesn’t have to be like that for you. It wasn’t for me. Or Dolores.”

But Fern saw Mags, sitting in the firelight, gumming words at the voices inside her head. She thought about four thousand years. She thought about her daughter. It was too much.

“I didn’t ask for this,” Fern said.

“Transcendence doesn’t need to be voluntary,” Miss Parcae said. “I have carried this flame my entire life, and you are the one to carry it now. Two thousand years of lives. Once the line of Hecate is broken, all those women are gone forever. No one wrote about them in books or preserved them in song. They will be erased. I will not have that happen because of the indecisiveness of a child.”

“So you’re going to force me?” Fern asked. “Like Mags?”

Miss Parcae didn’t answer, then her chest heaved and suddenly she was coughing into her hand, hard and harsh, coming from deep in her lungs. She snatched a tissue and pressed it to her mouth and Fern saw it blossom red. Finally, Miss Parcae stopped, breathing hard, tucking the stained tissue into her sleeve. She took a moment to compose herself, folding a wisp of hair back into her bun.

“There is another way,” she said, and Fern saw blood in the gaps between Miss Parcae’s teeth.

“What?” Fern asked, feeling a cautious sense of hope.

“Give me the child,” Miss Parcae said. “If we come to a child young enough, it accepts the line. She grows into her burden. We don’t like to do that—a woman who willingly accepts her vows is a better vessel—but it can be done.”

She’d barely stopped speaking when Fern snapped, “Stay away from my daughter!”

Miss Parcae looked surprised.

“Why?” she asked. “You’re giving her to strangers.”

“She’s my daughter!” Fern said, and the unfairness of it all overwhelmed her. “And I am doing what’s best! I’m giving her a home where she’ll be loved and taken care of! I’m just a kid! I’m only fifteen and everyone keeps wanting things from me! I can’t do this! I can’t handle everyone pulling on me again, and again, and again!”

The echoes of her voice died in the corners of the room. She looked down at the sheets, at the smaller mound of her stomach.

“So be it,” Miss Parcae said. “It would be difficult to force you here, and I’d prefer not to force you at all, but I have no time left. I will not have my life—all these lives—come to nothing because of you.”

Fern was sick of these threats.

“The nurse is coming back,” she said. “She’ll see you.”

Miss Parcae looked Fern up and down, then walked to the corner of the room.

“When we come for you,” she said, “you will wish you had chosen. You will wish you had given us your child. We don’t want to break you, Fern. But we will.”

The door swung open and the nurse came in.

“All finished with our meal?” she chirped.

Fern caught a glimpse of Miss Parcae’s green-clad back walking impossibly deeper into the corner, and then she was gone.

Fern found the pouch on the floor just under her bed. It took her a while to hook it with her fingers, and then she retied it and pulled it over her head. The moment she did, a distant roaring in her ears she hadn’t noticed before went quiet. Some connection had been cut. She would wear this pouch forever, if she had to. She wouldn’t let them turn her into Mags. She wouldn’t let them take her daughter.

A different nurse came in and sponged her clean and changed her sheets and helped her to the bathroom and it hurt bad, but she was getting used to it. Like Hazel had said, you could get used to anything. The nurse gave Fern an orange juice, so Fern assumed it was morning.

Eventually, she looked up and saw Diane leaning against the door. Diane searched Fern’s face for clues. Fern looked away into the empty corner of the room.

“What are they like?” she asked.

“Who?”

Fern shrugged. She couldn’t say it. Diane’s energy grew calm.

“They’ve both got good jobs and college degrees,” she said. “I know that much. I haven’t met them, but the agency has a selection process that hasn’t gone wrong yet.”

Fern nodded.

“Okay,” she said.

Diane let it lie between them for a moment.

“Do you want to see the baby again?” she asked. “This might be your last chance.”

Fern closed a door inside herself.

“No,” she said. “I think it’s best if I don’t.”

Diane left to get started on the paperwork.

The baby would go to a loving couple with good jobs and college degrees. The baby wouldn’t go to the witch. The baby wouldn’t go to her. The baby would go away.

Fern got out of bed and stood on the cold floor in her bare feet and shucked off her sweaty gown. She unrolled the top of her paper bag and put on her going-home outfit: a red button-up blouse and a blue denim skirt. Normal clothes, a few sizes too big, but not maternity clothes. Diane came back with a clipboard.

“One last chore,” she said. “Just sign this and I’ll take you home.”

Fern looked down at the form with Certificate of Birth printed across the top. Someone had filled in all the blanks with a typewriter. Her name was Doe, Jane. Her date of birth was January 1, 1952. Her place of birth was United States of America, U.S.A. The space for the baby’s name was blank.

“You can just sign it Jane Doe,” Diane said. “It’s easier that way.”

Fern took the pen and went to sign, then paused.

“Will my daughter ever see this?” she asked.

“It goes to the new parents,” Diane said. “So it’s up to them.”

That was all she needed to know. Fern moved her wrist the way she’d moved it a thousand times over test papers and homework. She signed it N. Craven.

“Fern,” Diane said. “You accidentally put your name. Let me get you a fresh one.”

“It wasn’t an accident,” Fern said.

Diane hesitated, then took the clipboard.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s go.”

On the way down in the elevator, Fern panicked.

“What if I see them?” she asked. “What if they’re in the lobby with the baby?”

“You’re not going to see them,” Diane said. “I promise.”

But just in case, Fern kept her head down when they got off the elevator and Diane steered her outside to the taxicab and helped her in. She had come to the hospital with Charlie Brown and a paper bag of clothes, and now she was going home with nothing but aching nipples.

“You can look up now,” Diane said.

Fern raised her head. They’d left downtown. She looked out the window at the same houses she’d passed when her dad drove her to the Home three months ago. She looked at all the normal people driving their cars, in their yards, sitting on their front porches, all these normal people who’d never have to make these choices.

She’d had a daughter. She’d learned how to fly.

Now she had neither. Now she had nothing.

She wanted to go home. Go home and see her friends and pretend she had been at drama camp all summer, and pretend she cared what x equaled, and whether they were going to do Life with Father or Arsenic and Old Lace for the senior play, and never, never, never think about the baby or the witches again.

Fern sat in her misshapen, sweaty body, feeling the tight pinch of the stitches between her legs, and she knew that she had failed. She had picked herself over her child, and she knew she would spend the rest of her life punishing herself for that.




Chapter 31

Fern wanted to be invisible. She didn’t want to see pregnant girls. She didn’t want to answer questions. She wanted to be left alone until she could go home.

But the taxi driver might as well have leaned on his horn when he pulled up outside Wellwood House. At the sound of his engine, curtains twitched and faces pressed against glass. She got out of the cab and Diane hadn’t even finished giving the driver her voucher before Nurse Kent came out the front door with Jasmine. Her stomach looked even bigger than the last time Fern had seen it.

Jasmine shuffled to the edge of the porch, pressing both hands into the small of her back.

“Our auras are both orange,” she called to Fern, which Fern guessed was a good thing because Jasmine was grinning like an idiot and flashing her a peace sign.

As Nurse Kent helped Jasmine take the porch steps one at a time, Fern flashed one back, unenthusiastically.

Diane walked Fern to the Barn. At the front door she stopped.

“It’s okay to be mad at me,” she said. “I’d rather you hate me now than ruin the rest of your life.”

Fern didn’t really care what Diane thought anymore.

Her room in the Barn was air-conditioned, and when Nurse Kent got back she acted like her best friend.

“I can bring in the portable television if you want,” she said. “Or the radio. Hagar’s making you a special lunch. All those dietary restrictions don’t apply out here. The important thing is for you to rest up and heal.”

Fern sat on the edge of her bed. Outside, the sun came down hard and made the backyard painfully bright. Fern watched Iris and a new girl hang maternity dresses on the clothesline. One of them was her old brown plaid one and then she realized all of them were her clothes, the ones she’d taken from the donation closet, already washed, already drying, already waiting for the next girl to come to Wellwood House.

Fern knew she should find Hagar. She knew she should tell Holly and Zinnia what had happened. But she was so tired. She just wanted to be left alone. She just wanted to go home.

She hobbled down the hall and asked Nurse Kent for the radio. She put it on her bedside table and tried to think about nothing. The Big Ape played some new song by Bread and someone knocked on her open door. Fern looked up and saw a girl she didn’t know.

“I’m going home tomorrow,” the girl said.

She recognized the rasp in her voice: Clem. She looked so different not pregnant. She came into Fern’s room and lowered herself into the chair in the corner, wincing a little as she did.

“What’d you have?” Fern asked. “I had a girl. She’s a Leo. Like Rose.”

Clem pulled out a pack of Vantages and lit up.

“Are we allowed to burn bippies in here?”

Clem shrugged. “What’re they going to do? Send me home?”

Fern held out a hand and Clem passed her one. They put their faces close to light them.

“A boy,” Clem said, letting out a stream of smoke. “They let me hold him. I wanted to feed him, but they said no.”

Her eyes were suddenly wet and she studied the ceiling.

“Clem?” Fern asked. “What’s your real name?”

Clem shook her head quickly, smiling, looking out the window.

“Did you know they’re hiring more than twenty thousand licensed cosmetologists a year?” she asked. “I’m taking my exam as soon as I get out.”

Nurse Kent came in the door, sniffing.

“No smoking, girls,” she said. “You’ll start a fire.”

“Cut us a break,” Clem said.

“House of the Rising Sun” came on the Big Ape. Nurse Kent looked down the hall, then back at the two girls.

“Just one,” she said, and closed the door.

Clem and Fern smoked, listening to the song.

“This is about a whorehouse,” Clem said. “And how it ruined some guy’s life.”

“Yeah?” Fern asked.

“I always hated this song,” Clem said.

They listened to another verse.

“Ginger’s in the next room,” Clem said. “She had a girl.”

Fern nodded.

“Laurel finally went downtown,” Clem said. “She’s still not back yet.”

They listened to the next verse. The door opened.

“Lunchtime,” Nurse Kent said, coming in with a tray. “Yours is in your room, Clementine. You girls can eat together if you want.”

She dropped the tray on the table by the bed and left. When the song ended, Clem stood.

“I should go pack,” she said.

“Are your parents coming?” Fern asked.

“Nah,” Clem said. “My dad’s no good and my ma’s twice as bad. I’m taking the bus.”

They butted their bippies and Clem held out her hand. They shook, and Clem held on to Fern’s hand for a minute. Then she gave a final squeeze and smiled.

When she got to the door Fern said, “I’ll see you around sometime?”

“No,” Clem said. “You won’t.”

They looked at each other for a minute, and Clem’s freckled face looked serious. Fern could imagine her getting married; she could imagine her raising kids.

“If you want to talk later,” Fern said, “come by.”

Clem nodded and walked out the door.

Lunch was fried chicken, green beans, and mashed potatoes with a pat of butter melting on top. Everything had plenty of salt. Fern didn’t want to eat but she couldn’t help it. There was ice cream for dessert and cold lemonade with plenty of sugar, and all of it felt like a reward she didn’t deserve.

Afterward, Nurse Kent gave her a shot.

“It’s just something to dry up your milk,” she said. “Otherwise you’re going to hurt.”

Fern accepted it. She didn’t want to fight anymore.

Nurse Kent brought Fern pork chops for dinner. Fern wondered if Charlie Brown was hungry right that minute. How could she eat when she didn’t know if her baby was hungry? But she ate.

The next morning, she woke up to another attack of the cramps, but they didn’t feel as bad. She had an ache between her legs like a bruise, her stomach felt swollen, and the base of her spine was sore. How could she forget Charlie Brown when her whole body remembered her?

The door burst open.

“I couldn’t keep them away,” Nurse Kent said, holding her breakfast tray.

Holly and Zinnia swarmed into the room and Fern saw their pregnant stomachs and immediately wanted them to go away. She didn’t want to be around any babies.

“Are you okay?” Zinnia asked. “You were gone for so long!”

Holly hopped up on Fern’s bed and Nurse Kent set her tray on the table and Fern didn’t want to eat the golden scrambled eggs, the brown toast dripping in butter, the creamy grits, the cold glass of orange juice.

“Don’t tire her out,” Nurse Kent said, walking out the door.

Holly took a piece of Fern’s toast and tore into it. It was the first butter she’d had in months.

“Did it hurt?” Zinnia asked.

Fern didn’t know what to say. Clem was right. She needed to start putting this behind her.

“They put you to sleep,” she said. “You don’t feel a thing.”

Zinnia reached into her dress and pulled out a red pouch on a string.

“Hagar made you another,” she said. “She bet they threw yours away.” Zinnia dropped her voice to a whisper. “We haven’t heard or seen them. Have you?”

Fern pulled her grubby pouch, stiff with dried sweat, out of her collar.

“She came,” she said.

Zinnia’s eyebrows shot up. Holly stopped chewing her toast.

“What happened?” Zinnia asked.

“I told her I wouldn’t do it,” Fern said. “She said I could give her the baby and she’d do it to her.”

Holly gave her toast one chew.

“I said no,” Fern continued. “I couldn’t do that to my daughter.”

At the word, her face clenched and her eyes tried to push out dry tears. Nobody moved for a moment.

“What’d she do?” Zinnia finally asked, barely breathing.

“She told me they’d force me,” Fern said, getting herself under control. “But they didn’t want to do it in the hospital.”

Zinnia tapped the pouch around Fern’s neck.

“You’ve got that,” she said, and nodded at the saltshaker on Fern’s tray. “And that. You can sprinkle it in front of your door at night. And you told us she has cancer.”

“She said she was out of time,” Fern said.

“Wear the pouch, sprinkle the salt,” Zinnia said. “You can outlast her.”

Holly talked with her mouth full.

“I have my baby next Monday,” she said, munching away. “Zinnia has a plan.”

Holly’s problems. Fern felt exhausted. Why had she thought they could solve Holly’s problems when she couldn’t even solve her own? But Zinnia was scooching closer, lowering her voice.

“We’ve got it all figured out,” she said. “Miss Wellwood’s still too sick to drive girls to the hospital. So when Holly starts to have the baby we make sure we ride in the taxi instead of Nurse Kent, and we tell the taxi driver we have to pick up Hagar to go with us because we need an adult. When we get to Hagar’s, Holly has her baby there. Hagar knows all about having babies. I’ve heard her talk. She and Miriam deliver babies all the time. Then Holly hides for a few days while everyone looks for her, and she gets healthy enough to travel. That’s the hardest part, but I think Hagar will let her stay. We’ve been selling bippies to the new girls, and my mom sent me ten dollars for things in town, so we’ve got money. Enough for a bus ticket.”

“And go where?” Fern asked. “She’s fourteen. She’s got nowhere to go.”

Zinnia shook her head, eager to explain the details, proud she’d thought this through.

“I talked to Rose,” she said. “We found her real name and called her collect.”

“How?” Fern asked.

Zinnia looked sly.

“Diane got called to the telephone while I was in her office,” she said. “It was a long call. I felt like I was on Mission: Impossible. And get this: Rose’s parents are taking her to California for two weeks the week Holly’s due. Augusta is only six hours away on the bus. Rose told us where they hide the key. Holly can rest there for two weeks. Rose is leaving a letter in her bedroom with the address of the commune where she lived and some money and Holly will just . . . disappear.”

Fern watched Zinnia talk. How had she ever thought Zinnia knew so much? She sounded like a little kid bragging about how her lemonade stand was going to make a million zillion dollars in one summer and Prince Charming was going to ride up and take her away. Did she have any idea what it felt like to have a baby? Did she seriously think Holly was going to pop out her baby in Hagar’s bathtub, then hop on a bus to Augusta?

“Why don’t we hijack a plane?” Fern said. “That way Holly doesn’t have to take the bus. She could fly to Augusta. I had to be in the hospital for three days, Zinnia. I’m all sewed together down there. You think Hagar knows how to do that?”

Zinnia’s eyes got hard.

“Do you have a better idea?” she asked.

Fern turned to Holly, looking her full in the face.

“Have the baby,” she said. “That’s the better idea. Have the baby and forget it ever happened.”

Holly’s face crumbled in slow motion. Fern made herself keep looking. She forced herself not to look away.

“She can’t go back to Reverend Jerry,” Zinnia snapped. “We promised. You promised.”

“I know it sounds bad,” Fern said. She had disappointed everyone, and now she would disappoint them. “But this is the world we live in. It’s not perfect, but it’s the only world we’ve got. And in this world, there aren’t any other options. In this world, Holly will die if she doesn’t have her baby in a hospital. Even if she’s okay, she’ll still be busted up. And if she runs away to a commune they’ll send the fuzz after her like they did to Rose and she’ll be no better off.”

“You sound like them!” Zinnia said. “You’re supposed to care about Holly.”

“I do!” Fern said. “That’s why I’m not living in a fantasy, I’m living in the real world. I had my baby, I know what it’s like. Now I want to go back to my old life and that’s it. That’s all we can do.”

“Holly’s old life will kill her!” Zinnia said.

It wasn’t coming out the way Fern wanted. She needed them to understand.

“Okay, you’re right,” she said. “We’ll go to Diane. Let’s go to Diane and tell her what’s happening with Holly.”

Zinnia stared at her like she was a stranger.

“Diane’s not all bad,” Fern explained. “She’s a social worker. If we tell her what’s happening there’s no way she can let Holly go home. It’s against her license or something. She’ll have to help.”

She looked from Holly to Zinnia, willing them to believe her. This was the most they could do. It was the smart move, not Zinnia’s cracked idea about having a baby at Hagar’s and running away on the bus.

Zinnia slid off the bed and took Holly’s hand.

“Let’s go,” she said.

How could they think she was the one who was wrong? They were relying on Rose to save them?

“Rose never even sent that money,” Fern reminded them, trying to make them understand. “The key probably won’t be there, either!”

At the door, Holly turned.

“The first person I told was Diane,” she said.

Then she followed Zinnia out.

Fern didn’t believe her. She was making things up. Holly was crazy. She was lying. She hadn’t told Diane. Diane would have done something. She wanted to shout after them, I don’t owe you anything. I can’t give you anything. I just want to go home.

The cramps hit hard after they left, and Fern lay in bed until they passed, clutching her pouch. She felt strange afterward, like she was hollow inside, and everything was just slightly farther away, locked up behind glass. As an experiment, Fern took the pouch off, and the room seemed to sharpen a little and come closer. She put it back on, and everything receded an inch.

The pouch would protect her, then. She hadn’t noticed it before, maybe because she’d been pregnant, but now certainty filled her: it would keep her safe from witchcraft.

Her dad was coming to pick her up next Monday. Only seven days. Miss Parcae had smelled sick. She’d looked exhausted. Would she even last six days? Fern was safe. And in six days she’d pack her suitcase and walk out the front door while the other girls yelled, “Fingers and legs! Fingers and legs!” and get in the car, and whatever she and her dad talked about it wouldn’t be the baby. It wouldn’t be anything that had happened to her over the past three months.

She’d get home, and Mom would make a fuss, and she’d see Deb and Hilda, and in two weeks school would start again and she’d be in eleventh grade, and when people asked what she did that summer she’d make up stories about drama camp, and the more stories she made up, the easier it’d be to believe them.

When she’d come to the Home she’d cared so much about Edith Clegg taking her part in The Miracle Worker. She’d been worried about Deb and Hilda finding out she was pregnant or Guy telling someone. She’d cared about the Friday night game and the Saturday night drive-in, and who was parking with who, and who was going steady, and her C– in biology, and her B+ in Latin.

Now she’d seen Myrtle have her baby in the bathroom, and learned about Reverend Jerry, and seen what they did to Rose, and she had failed her daughter, and learned the truth about witches, and how could she ever care about high school again?

Jasmine moved into Clem’s room. She was jazzed up and full of pep. Relatively speaking.

“My baby girl weighed ten pounds,” she said. “They told me it was the biggest baby they’d ever seen.”

She said they’d had to cut it out of her. When she talked about that, some of the starch went out of her voice.

“I still haven’t looked,” she said. “What’s a guy going to think when he sees my stomach?”

“You can tell him you were in a car accident,” Ginger said. “Tell him you had to have surgery to save your life. Then he’ll feel sorry for you, instead.”

The girls slept a lot, and at night they watched TV in Ginger’s room. If their stitches hurt, Nurse Kent brought them a bowl of warm water to sit in that turned out to be the sitz bath. Fern kept her eyes closed when she undressed. She had opened them once and hated the way she looked now. She figured she’d never be able to look at herself in the mirror again.

Friday, Jasmine asked for permission to have breakfast in the house. Fern couldn’t understand. The last thing she wanted was to see the other girls. The last people she wanted to see were Zinnia and Holly. She’d tried to help. It wasn’t her fault if they didn’t listen.

The girls had clinic that morning and Fern ate breakfast quickly because she didn’t want to see any of them when they came to the Barn. She took her breakfast tray back to reception before any of them showed up. Nurse Kent was taking files out of a drawer and said, “Take it on up to the kitchen.”

Fern couldn’t go in the house. She didn’t want to go in the house ever again.

“I’m not feeling real well,” she said.

Nurse Kent didn’t look up.

“The exercise will do you good.”

She kept filing and Fern didn’t have a choice. She left the Barn and immediately felt the morning sun baking the top of her head. She went up the path, feeling eyes on her from the Smoke Shack, until she got closer and realized it was empty.

Hagar stood at the kitchen sink and didn’t even seem to notice her.

“Put it on the table,” she said.

She didn’t ask about Miss Parcae or the pouch or anything. Fern put the tray down just as Zinnia walked in the kitchen door. She looked relieved to see Fern. Her hands were full of dirty dishes from breakfast, but she put them in the sink and before Fern could go, she jerked her head toward the hall. Fern didn’t want to hear what she had to say, but it seemed like a bigger deal not to follow her.

They stood in the hall outside the kitchen door and Zinnia whispered, “Something’s wrong with Holly.”

“I go home in three days,” Fern said.

Zinnia ignored her.

“She got called into Miss Wellwood’s office yesterday and when she came out she wouldn’t talk to me anymore.”

“That seems pretty normal for Holly,” Fern said, relieved this wasn’t about what she’d said.

Then she saw Holly coming down the stairs and Fern realized Zinnia was right. Holly had scrubbed her face and brushed her hair and put it in pigtails. She wore a spotless white-and-navy maternity dress. Her face looked as blank as a bowl of milk with a splash of strawberry jam on one side. She looked like a doll.

“Go talk to her,” Zinnia said.

“She looks all right to me,” Fern lied.

“Go talk to her!” Zinnia said. “She won’t talk to me.”

Fern made herself go to Holly. This wasn’t such a big deal. She’d ask what was wrong, and then she could go back to the Barn and sit in her room and listen to the Big Ape and not think about anything.

“Hey, Holly,” she said. “You look pretty.”

Holly looked at her and Fern felt her insides go cold. Holly wasn’t looking at her at all.

“Fern,” Miss Wellwood called, stepping out of the front parlor. “Have Hagar give you a tray of iced tea for our guest. Holly, come along.”

Holly walked up the hall toward Miss Wellwood, and Zinnia stared at Fern, and Fern regretted ever coming into the house. She didn’t know what she was getting pulled into, but she was getting pulled into something. She brushed past Zinnia and went to the kitchen.

“Hagar,” she said, and Hagar looked like she wanted to hit her. “Miss Wellwood wants me to take iced tea to her guest.”

Hagar muttered to herself but she banged around and made an iced tea tray and dropped it on the kitchen table. Fern carefully picked it up and carried it to the front parlor.

The curtains were open and the one broken pane of glass was covered with a piece of cardboard. Holly stood before it, facing a tall, handsome man with blond sideburns and a mustache. He had an open face and smiled like everything in the world made him laugh. He had broad shoulders like a football player and one hand pressed to Holly’s belly. Holly looked blank.

“Thank you for humoring a nervous father-to-be,” the man was saying to Miss Wellwood. “My wife and I are so excited to be starting this new adventure.”

Then he saw Fern, standing in the door holding the tray of iced tea, and his smile got wider.

“You didn’t have to go through the trouble,” he said. “Thank you.”

He practically ran at Fern and took the tray from her, and for a second they were standing so close she could smell his Old Spice and his knuckles brushed hers and she yanked her hands away.

Fern knew exactly who he was.

Reverend Jerry set the tray on the table and Miss Wellwood said, “Thank you, Fern. That will be all.”

Fern didn’t want to turn her back on this man. She didn’t want to leave Holly in a room with him. But she had no choice. She couldn’t get involved anymore. She turned and walked away.

Behind her, she heard the Reverend say, “Motherhood truly does raise a bloom. If any of the girls would like pastoral care, I’d be more than happy to pray with them while I’m here.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Miss Wellwood said. “Our girls receive daily spiritual instruction.”

Fern passed Zinnia in the hall.

“Who was it?” she asked.

“No one,” Fern said. “It’s none of our business.”

It’s not my problem anymore, Fern told herself. In three days I go home. In three days I go back to my old life. In three days none of their problems are mine anymore.






How to Be a Groovy Witch

The world shows us we are alone against its facts, naked before its history, powerless to stop its workings. This is correct. Stand against the world for even one moment and be crushed. Stand together with your coven and it is possible to resist. The bond between a witch and her coven is the greatest and most important power she has.

To sever that bond is to invite disaster.
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40 WEEKS
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Baby is full-term and ready to be born!

Try to stay positive.

[image: An illustration of a baby sitting with arms outstretched and legs bent.]



Chapter 32

Ginger, Jasmine, and Fern watched It! The Terror from Beyond Space in Ginger’s room.

“The sun enters Virgo this weekend,” Jasmine said during a commercial for used cars. “Goodbye to all the drama of Leo. It’s time to dig a more practical scene.”

Going home, Fern thought. Forgetting about vows, and promises, and witches, and plans to run away, and other people’s problems.

And flying.

And Rose in the firelight prying off her fingernails.

The clock striking thirteen.

But it was like her mom always said, Keep your eyes on your own knitting.

They watched the monster get killed and Fern wondered why everyone hated it so much. It didn’t ask them to come to Mars, but they killed it like it was the one who’d done something wrong.

Sorry, Monster, she thought. It’s not a perfect world, but it’s the only one we’ve got.

Tomorrow was Monday. When she woke up in the morning her dad would be there. She wondered if she’d see Zinnia and Holly again. It didn’t matter. Tomorrow she’d go home and forget about them, forget about everything that had happened here. She sprinkled salt in front of her door before bed, just in case. Her radio played “Rainy Night in Georgia” while she fell asleep, one hand clutching the bag around her neck.

She didn’t worry about witches.

Soon Miss Parcae would be dead. Then the line would be broken and they’d have no more reason to look for her. She’d forget about Rose in the firelight, covered in blood. She’d forget about flying. She’d forget about the book and Miss Parcae.

She’d forget about Holly and Reverend Jerry.

She had come here to do one thing: have the baby and go home. That was what she’d done.

Something woke her up. Fern saw darkness, then someone standing over her. She jolted awake, grabbing for her pouch.

“Help me,” Zinnia whispered, clicking on the bedside lamp. “Please. I know you hate me but I need help.”

Fern sat up on her elbows, blinking. The radio was playing some song she didn’t recognize.

“What happened?”

“It’s Holly,” Zinnia said, and as soon as Fern heard her name, she lowered herself back down and rolled over.

“I can’t,” she said, because she went home tomorrow. “I’m sorry.”

“Please,” Zinnia said, pulling on her shoulder. “She hid up in Rose’s old room and I can’t make it up the stairs. I’m worried she’s going to hurt herself. She hasn’t been the same since that man came to see her. It was Reverend Jerry, wasn’t it?”

No, Fern thought. I can’t get involved. I have to forget any of this ever happened.

“Get Nurse Kent,” she said.

“She’s asleep,” Zinnia said. “All you need to do is go up there and make sure she’s all right. She won’t answer me and she’s on two-week warning. Please. She’s just a little kid.”

Fern felt Holly behind her in bed, curled up against her back, snoring.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll go up and make sure she’s okay but that’s it.”

She got dressed and they walked across the backyard. Fern didn’t care if anyone saw her now. Like Clem said, what were they going to do? Send her home?

They got upstairs and Fern could hear Nurse Kent watching a rerun of The Debbie Reynolds Show in the Cong. She gave Zinnia a look.

“She was asleep earlier,” Zinnia whispered.

Fern stepped toward the Cong, but Zinnia put a hand on her arm.

“Please,” she whispered. “Holly’s scared of Nurse. She likes you.”

Fern tried to stare her down, but their friendship had become a habit. She might as well get it over with. Zinnia waited at the bottom of the attic stairs as Fern went up, taking them one at a time because her stitches were tight. On the top step she saw a drop of something. She followed wet drops to Rose’s old room and flipped on the overhead bulb. The cot was empty but the drops led to it so Fern lowered herself to the floor and lifted the edge of the blanket. She saw Holly’s blond hair glowing dimly in the dark beneath the bed. “Holly?” she asked.

Holly whined and wriggled deeper.

“No . . .” she panted.

Fern realized what was happening and felt a flash of anger that Zinnia hadn’t gone to Nurse Kent right away, that she’d tried to involve her in her stupid scheme. Then she reminded herself that Holly was barely older than Midge. She reached one hand into the dark and kept it there.

“I love you, Holly,” she said.

Holly reached over her shoulder and twined her fingers into Fern’s, gripping hard enough to crack her knuckles.

“Help . . . me . . .” she panted fast, like a rabbit. “Hurts . . . hurts . . . hurts . . .”

“You’re going to be okay,” Fern said. “We’ll get Nurse.”

“No!” she gasped, air whistling between her teeth. “Zinnia . . .”

“It’s going to be okay,” Fern said. “We need to get you to the hospital.”

“Can’t!” she hissed again. “Zinnia . . . Hagar’s . . .”

“Don’t listen to Zinnia,” Fern said. “She’s all mixed-up. You need the hospital.”

“No,” she begged. “They’ll . . . send me home . . . please . . .”

Her words dissolved in a steam-kettle hiss and her hand clamped down on Fern’s hard enough to leave a bruise.

“It’s going to be okay,” Fern said. “I did it and I’m okay. They give you something that puts you to sleep. You don’t feel a thing.”

Liar.

“Pleeeassse . . .” Holly said, another long hiss.

“Okay,” Fern said. “Hang on. Can you do that? Hang on and trust me. I’ll talk to Zinnia.”

It was too late for her, Fern thought. She needed to get this over with. Like her mom said, The faster you take your medicine, the better it tastes.

Fern sidestepped down the stairs, one at a time, clinging to the banister, careful not to let her legs open too wide and rip her stitches. At the bottom, she found Zinnia pressing her back to the wall, her bulging stomach resting on her thighs. Her eyes searched Fern’s face for clues.

“We need to get Nurse Kent,” Fern said. “Holly’s close.”

“We can’t,” Zinnia whispered.

Anger bubbled through Fern’s brain. Why did Zinnia keep thinking her stupid plan was going to work? Why had she put these ideas in Holly’s head? Why did she think Fern was going to help?

“She needs the hospital,” Fern said. “Myrtle had her baby on the bathroom floor and she almost died. Holly’s about where she was.”

Zinnia shook her head.

“We can’t let that man get his hands on her baby,” she whispered. “We promised.”

To Fern, it sounded like something a little girl who hadn’t had a baby would say.

“She’s having her baby under a bed,” Fern said. “I’m getting Nurse.”

Zinnia pushed herself off the wall and grabbed Fern’s arm.

“Just help me get her to Hagar’s,” she insisted, her face close to Fern’s. “You’re white. The taxi driver’ll listen to you if you tell him to go someplace else.”

“You don’t even know Hagar’s last name,” Fern said.

“Sunday,” Zinnia answered.

“You don’t know where she lives.”

“We’ll look in the phone book.”

“She’s country people,” Fern said. “They don’t have phones.”

“If the taxi driver’s black I’ll ask him,” Zinnia said. “If she delivers babies, I bet every black person around here knows where she lives.”

“She needs the hospital,” Fern said. “She might die.”

Zinnia looked for something in Fern’s eyes, but Fern could have saved her the trouble. It wasn’t there anymore. Zinnia let go. Fern walked to the Cong, where Nurse Kent sat on the sofa, watching Tom Bosley say something funny.

“Nurse,” Fern said. “Holly’s ready.”

Nurse Kent put out her cigarette.

“How far along is she?” she asked, turning around.

“Pretty far,” Fern said, flattered Nurse Kent thought she’d have a clue. “She’s been up in the attic almost all day.”

Nurse Kent stared at Fern for a minute, like a comedian doing a bit.

“Are you kidding?” she asked. Then her shoulders slumped. “It’s never easy. Okay. Fern, go get my bag from my office. It’s on the desk. There’s a booklet beside it with taxi vouchers. Tear out two. I’ll get Holly.”

Zinnia gave them a lot of room when they walked out of the Cong. Nurse Kent tromped up the stairs, hollering, “Holly? It’s Nurse. Hang on!”

Fern went into her office. Her desk light showed a yellow floralprint bag and a booklet from Minute Man Cab Co. (Radio-Dispatched, Special Pick-ups, Regular Schedule Runs). She tore out two vouchers.

Back in the hall, Fern heard movement breaking out all over the house as girls realized someone was going downtown. They began drifting out of their rooms to watch. Nurse Kent came down the attic stairs carrying Holly in her arms. Even pregnant, Holly looked like a big doll Nurse had won at the fair.

“Follow me,” Nurse said to Fern, and headed for the main staircase.

Girls drifted from their bedrooms, watching them go down the pink steps.

“Bye,” a new girl they called New Hazel said. “Blessings to your baby!”

“Bye-bye!” Petunia called, waving big and clumsy like she was sending her dog to the vet.

In the hall light, Holly’s face was pale around her birthmark. Her skin looked dry, like roasted bone.

“Nurse Kent!” Violet called from upstairs. Nurse stopped and turned, almost smacking Fern in the mouth with Holly’s swinging feet. “There’s something wrong with Iris.”

“It’ll have to wait till I’m back,” Nurse Kent said, and turned to continue down the stairs, almost hitting Fern with Holly’s feet again.

“But she looks pretty beat,” Violet said, following them down a few stairs. “She’s breathing funny and says she’s having pains.”

“Tell her to bite a nail,” Nurse said.

They reached the bottom of the stairs and she dropped Holly’s legs, stood her up, and pushed her onto Fern.

“Hold her,” she said, taking her bag and tromping to the phone cubby to call the cab.

By the time she came out, Willow was waiting for her.

“Nurse,” she said. “I’ve got some blood and I’m worried.”

“Put in a pad,” Nurse Kent said. “I’ll check it when I get back.”

“It’s a lot of blood,” Willow said, sounding nervous.

“Put in two pads,” Nurse Kent told her.

Fern and Nurse Kent walked Holly to the front door. Nurse Kent took most of her weight.

“Don’t want . . . to go . . .” Holly panted. “Don’t want . . . to go . . .”

“Nurse!” Violet called down the hall. “Iris really doesn’t look so good.”

“I don’t have time for this,” Nurse Kent muttered.

“I’ve already got two pads in,” Willow said, following them down the hall. “What if something’s wrong from when I got hit with those rocks? What if I’m bleeding to death?”

Fern remembered Myrtle.

“You’re not bleeding to death,” Nurse Kent said, but she hesitated briefly.

“I’m really scared,” Willow pressed on.

“Has it soaked through both pads?” Nurse Kent asked.

“Nurse!” Violet called again. “Iris is breathing real funny now!”

Hanging between Nurse Kent and Fern, Holly whimpered in pain.

“Don’t want . . .” she panted, “. . . to go . . .”

“It’s a lot of blood,” Willow said.

Outside, a pair of headlights swept the front of the Home, and Minute Man Cab was there, idling at the bottom of the porch steps. Nurse Kent looked from it, to Willow, up the hall to Violet, to Holly, then back to Fern.

“Help her to the cab,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

“Yes, Nurse,” Zinnia said, materializing beside them. “I’ve got her bag.”

She held up the paper bag from Holly’s room. Nurse Kent traded places with Zinnia and let her take Holly’s weight, then she was striding up the hall, Willow at her side, heading upstairs for Iris.

“Come on,” Zinnia told Fern, getting one arm around Holly.

Together they slow-walked Holly out onto the front porch. The screen door banged shut behind them, and a storm of crickets greeted them from the dark. They took the steps one at a time, Holly gasping at each one.

Zinnia opened the back door of the idling taxi and the inside light came on. Immediately, bugs swarmed it. The driver was colored. Zinnia gave Fern a significant look.

“She needs the hospital,” Fern said.

I go home tomorrow, she thought. My dad is already in town. I’m going back to my real life.

“Just help me get her in the cab,” Zinnia pleaded. “Violet and Willow are helping.”

Fern didn’t understand.

“Iris is fine,” Zinnia said. “Willow isn’t bleeding. They’re all helping.”

“This isn’t a joke,” Fern said.

“Y’all need a hand getting her in?” the driver asked.

“No, sir,” Fern said.

“Don’t . . . let him . . .” Holly gasped. “. . . help . . . me . . .”

I go home tomorrow, Fern thought. I’ll never have to think about these girls again, or the witches, or preachers putting their babies inside children.

“Slide in and I’ll pass you Holly,” Fern said. “Then we’ll wait for Nurse.”

She was the only one acting like an adult. Zinnia slid in and Fern handed her Holly and they fumbled for a moment, then Zinnia pulled her along the back seat. Holly tried her best to lie down but there wasn’t enough room.

“Ready?” the driver asked.

“Yes, sir,” Zinnia said, and she held out something so only Fern could see: the vouchers. “We’re ready.”

How had she gotten them?

Zinnia gave Fern a hard look and Fern looked at Holly squirming on the back seat.

“Fern . . .” Holly whined. “Please . . .”

Never start anything you can’t finish.

“You coming or staying?” the driver called.

Fern swung herself into the cab and slammed the door.

“Coming,” she said.

The driver shifted into gear and pulled away, crunching dirt.

“Hospital?” he asked.

Zinnia started to say something from the other side of Holly, but Fern cut her off.

“Yes, sir,” Fern said.

It was hot in the taxicab and Fern’s thighs stuck to the vinyl seat. Holly felt damp against her. She cracked the window. Outside, dark trees went by. Nurse Kent would come downstairs in a minute and discover they were gone, but they were going to the hospital. They weren’t doing anything wrong. She could say Holly was getting closer and she’d been worried and she’d misunderstood her instructions. She couldn’t tell Nurse Kent she was scared Zinnia might hijack the cab.

“Got your voucher?” the cabdriver asked. “I catch hell if I don’t get the voucher.”

Zinnia passed it over the seat. Fern watched her. Between them, Holly panted. Fern felt Holly’s hand smack into her leg, searching for her hand, and she put it in Holly’s and felt their fingers twine together. Holly’s hand was so hot Fern could barely stand it.

“Be there in twenty minutes,” the driver said. “Tell that girl to hold on.”

Holly’s body tensed. Fern’s stomach muscles clutched in sympathy but there was nothing in there for them to grip. A white cinderblock church flashed by and on its portable sign out front it read He is coming.

Holly moaned, loud.

“Is that baby coming?” the driver asked, fear in his voice. “Don’t do that in my car, little girl. Wait till we get to the hospital.”

“Hold on, Holly,” Zinnia said. “It’ll be over soon.”

Zinnia clearly hadn’t had a baby, Fern thought. Holly looked like a wrung-out rag on the seat between them. Fern wanted to do something for her so she dug in her pocket and pulled out her dad’s wedding ring, then she grabbed Holly’s left wrist and slid the ring over her finger. Fern held it up in front of Holly’s face.

“See this?” she said. “When you get to the hospital, that shows people you’re married. They’ll treat you better.”

In pain, Holly’s face looked even younger. Fern thought about the nurses shaving her rough, giving her an enema, leaving her alone for hours, cutting her open, pulling out her baby, giving it to Reverend Jerry. She thought about Holly going home, being sent up to Reverend Jerry’s house, watching Reverend Jerry take down her baby’s diaper.

In the end, he won. They always win.

“Do you know Hagar Sunday?” Zinnia asked the driver.

He looked at her in the rearview mirror, then put his eyes back on the road.

“Who?” he asked. “Hagar? Who works at the Home?”

Zinnia looked at Fern as she answered.

“Yes, sir,” she said, and wet her lips. “You know her?”

“She’s my cousin’s neighbor,” he said. “Lots of people know Mrs. Sunday.”

“Well,” Zinnia said, keeping her eyes on Fern. “We need to pick her up, right, Fern?”

“We what?” he asked, and the cab wobbled on the road.

They always win.

Fern saw the driver’s eyes flick to her in the rearview mirror.

“What’s she saying?” he asked her.

Holly’s hand tightened in hers. Fern’s mouth opened.

“We’re supposed to pick her up and take her with us,” she heard her mouth say. “That’s what they told me. An adult has to check us in.”

“You know where she lives, don’t you?” Zinnia prompted.

“’Course I do,” he said. “But no one said anything about two stops.”

“Because we’re not stopping,” Fern said. “You know Hagar, just slow down and she’ll catch up.”

A little road passed before he answered.

“I was told to take y’all to the hospital,” he said.

“Hagar’s going to be angry if we don’t get her,” Zinnia said. “You’ll never hear the end of it. I bet she’s waiting outside right now.”

He looked at them in his rearview mirror, then reached for the handset of his radio.

“Dispatch,” he said. “This is Darius in Eleven.”

“Go ahead, Eleven,” a woman’s voice said in the night.

“Is there a second stop on the trip from Wellwood?” he asked.

They all listened in the dark as more road passed.

“Wellwood to Flagler,” the woman said. “One stop. Paying by voucher.”

“Thanks, Maryann,” he said, and hooked his handset back on the dash.

“You heard the lady.” He shrugged. “Hagar might mean to meet y’all there.”

Zinnia and Fern looked at each other over Holly.

“Well,” Fern said. “I guess that’s your choice.”

“Not what I would do,” Zinnia said. “I sure wouldn’t want Hagar angry at me.”

“She’s going to be angry at Nurse, too,” Fern said, talking to Zinnia loud enough to include the driver. “Angry at us, angry at you. Pretty much angry at everyone.”

“It’s not worth my job,” Darius said. “I go where they tell me. That’s it.”

Fern made her voice sound like someone facing a firing squad and refusing the blindfold.

“Well,” she said. “I bet Hagar can hold a grudge for years.”

Road flew by on either side of the cab. The white line down the center unrolled. Something started to click and Fern saw the driver putting on his turn signal.

“We’ll go by her house,” he said. “And she can jump in. But if she’s not out front, I’m not waiting.”

They took so many turns down so many country roads that Fern and Zinnia had no idea where they were. Darius focused on his headlights, trying to stay on the rutted dirt road. There weren’t any streetlights out here. Holly whimpered between them on the back seat.

“It . . . hurts . . .” she panted, again and again.

Fern saw the driver’s worried eyes in the rearview mirror.

“She’d better not have that baby in my car.”

Fern was starting to think that might be exactly what was about to happen.

Finally, they got down a narrow dirt road that came out in a clearing. At the other end, two people sat in ragged mismatched armchairs on a wooden platform under a bare lightbulb getting battered by moths. One of them stood as they pulled in and Fern saw it was Hagar. She felt a soul-deep relief they’d gotten there before the baby.

The taxicab had barely stopped before Fern had the door open and her feet in the dirt.

“What do you want?” Hagar shouted at the taxi. “Get off our land.”

“Hagar!” Fern called.

She couldn’t tell if Hagar recognized her or not.

“It’s Fern,” she prompted. “From the Home.”

The other person stood up. It was Miriam.

“Miriam,” Fern called. “It’s Fern.”

Miriam stood at the top of the sagging wooden steps beside her sister, outlined in the bright bare bulb behind them.

“You getting in, Mrs. Sunday?” the taxi driver called. “This girl’s about to have her baby.”

“Darius?” Hagar asked. “I wouldn’t have you drive me on a merry-go-round.”

Darius shot a look at Fern, then looked back at Hagar.

“These girls say I’m supposed to pick you up,” he told her. “Take you to the hospital with them.”

“What girls?” Hagar barked. “These girls? Why’re you listening to what these girls say?”

“You said—” Darius began.

Fern cut him off.

“Hagar,” she said. “You have to help us. Holly’s having her baby and she won’t go to the hospital. She wants you.”

“Is that child stupid?” Hagar exploded. “I’m not touching her baby. She needs to get to the doctor.”

A tight, high scream came from the back window of the taxicab. Darius looked over the back of the seat, then called out the window.

“Come on if you’re coming,” he said. “This girl’s about to ruin my upholstery.”

By now Miriam had come down the steps and across the dirt yard. Fern stepped aside to let her look in the back of the taxi.

“I’m not fooling around,” Darius said to Fern. “Get in the car or I’ll leave you.”

“Get these children out of my yard and take them to the hospital,” Hagar snapped from the front porch. “You’ve got no sense bringing them here.”

“They told me to!” he said.

“A full-grown man being bossed by little girls?” Hagar asked, letting the implication hang.

Miriam stood and gestured for Hagar, who came instantly, complaining the entire time.

“You’re as weak as your daddy and not half as good-looking,” she said, and the insults flew off her tongue like birds leaving a tree. “Dumb as a cow’s knuckle, letting yourself get pushed around by a pair of little girls.”

She reached Miriam and bent over Holly in the back seat. Through the door Fern saw her reach up under Holly’s dress. When she straightened, Hagar looked more serious.

“We don’t have time,” she said. “Get her in the house. Can you carry her?”

This was addressed to Fern.

“Yes, ma’am,” she said.

“What’m I supposed to do?” Darius asked. “I’m supposed to take them to the hospital. Man, I can’t lose this job. Come on and get in, they’re going to Flagler.”

Zinnia pushed from inside and eased Holly out into Miriam’s arms. Fern stepped over to help.

“Take your taxicab on to the hospital,” Hagar said. “I can’t believe I have to do all your thinking for you. Act like you’re letting them out, then drive away and turn in your voucher, and don’t say boo.”

Miriam showed Fern how to make a hammock with their hands and they cradled Holly between them. She lolled bonelessly in the swing they made for her, feet skimming the ground, hands gripping their shoulders.

“But they’ll see no one gets out,” Darius complained.

Holly’s weight made Fern’s arms strain but they were gliding toward the platform fast and Fern realized it was attached to a wall behind it, and those unpainted, mismatched boards were the front of Hagar’s house.

“They won’t notice if any girls get out of your taxicab or not,” Hagar snarled at Darius. “They don’t see these girls. I can’t tell you how much they don’t see these girls. Now go on.”

Fern put her foot on the porch steps and they creaked loudly as they went up. Moths tapped the hot light bulb overhead. The night was so still Fern could feel it warm the top of her scalp.

“But—” Darius started.

“Go on out of here with your nonsense,” Hagar yelled. “I’ve run out of patience. I’ve got work to do and it’s already late.”

Miriam bumped open the door of their house with one hip as Darius roared away up the lane and the sound of his engine got quieter behind the sound of crickets and the sound of Hagar cursing as she stomped across the yard.

“What’re you waiting for?” she asked. “That girl’s not having her baby on my porch. Get her inside.”




Chapter 33

Hagar pushed Miriam and Fern into the house. Fern’s arms ached and she didn’t know where to go, but Miriam guided her forward by the wrists.

“Take her in back!” Hagar barked.

They passed through the big room, the kitchen on one side and the entire rest of the house on the other, then stepped into the dark. A bed bumped against Fern’s knees and she felt Miriam bend forward. They laid Holly down as Hagar yanked the string on the light. A hanging bulb showed a small room that barely fit a brass bed.

“Hold on!” Hagar snapped. “That’s Mother’s quilt.”

Miriam levered Holly up and they held on to her while Hagar stripped a patchwork quilt off the bed, then the sheets. Miriam and Fern laid Holly back down on the bare ticking.

“Get her clothes off,” Hagar said as she went into the kitchen and began filling a big galvanized pot at the sink.

Miriam stepped behind Holly and unzipped her dress and Holly immediately stuck her arms straight out and Fern took her sleeves and peeled her dress down to expose her enormous, veined stomach.

Miriam helped Holly lie back on the bed, and Fern looked for someplace to hang Holly’s dress, but there was no furniture in the room. Hagar and Miriam’s clothes hung on hooks along the walls so she put Holly’s dress on one of them, then she got ready to talk to Holly. Fern knew from experience that what was about to happen was going to shock the younger girl, and she didn’t want her to be scared.

“We’re going to have to shave you now,” Fern said. “Down between your legs. We need everything real clean, Holly, okay?”

Something rammed into Fern, knocking her sideways, as Hagar shoved her out of the way.

“No one’s shaving anyone,” she growled. “Unless it’s shaving you bald for being stupid. Miriam’ll show you how to wash your hands.”

Embarrassed, Fern was about to tell Hagar she knew how to wash her hands, but Miriam was pulling her back into the kitchen and giving her a big pink brick of soap. She beckoned Zinnia over and while the pot of water boiled, Miriam guided the two of them through rubbing up a thick lather between their palms, bringing it up to their elbows, then interlacing their fingers, and milking them one by one. Fern felt like her hands were clean, but Miriam kept going, so she kept going. Finally, they rinsed and Miriam wiped their arms dry with a piece of old towel, leaving them soft and tingling. It felt like a ritual; it felt like they were getting ready to do something important.

“More light,” Hagar called from the bedroom, and the walls were so thin she sounded like she was standing right next to them.

Miriam pulled a lantern off a shelf, lit it with a match from the stove, then carried it into the bedroom. Zinnia and Fern followed but stopped at the door. By lamplight the bedroom looked like a grotesque nativity.

Holly lay across the middle of the bed, naked, with her back propped against a pile of pillows. Her heels were dug into the ticking like she was squatting. She looked like two people in the same body: the head, shoulders, and skinny arms and legs of a fourteen-year-old girl and the enormous swollen belly and breasts of a pregnant woman.

Something poked out from inside Holly’s belly, stretching her skin tight, tighter, stretching it so thin Fern thought it was going to rip. Then it receded.

“Everyone get in,” Hagar said, and Zinnia and Fern stepped inside, trying to stay as far from Holly as possible. “How far along is she?”

Miriam moved with purpose, standing between Holly’s legs, her fingers flying over the girl’s skin. Holly relaxed under their touch.

“Moving real quick,” Miriam whispered.

“Ah, ah, ah.” Holly’s breath hitched like she was about to cry.

“Get strong,” Hagar barked at her.

Fern felt useless. She didn’t know what to do and she didn’t want to be here. They were going to do this on their own? Hagar noticed her and Zinnia clustered at the door.

“You two,” she said. “Get up there.”

Hagar came out from behind Holly’s head, and Fern and Zinnia squeezed around her and into place. There was barely room to stand between the wall and the mound of pillows supporting Holly’s back.

“I’m going to be with Sister,” Hagar said. “Down at the business end. Y’all do what we say and keep that girl pushing. If she means anything to you, y’all reach deep and guide her through.”

Then Hagar stepped between Holly’s legs, shoulder to shoulder with Miriam.

Fern made herself look down at Holly and found her eyes waiting.

“Too . . . much . . .” she gasped.

“It won’t hurt,” Fern said.

“Don’t talk stupid,” Hagar snapped. “Where’s it hurt worst?”

“My . . . back . . .” Holly panted.

Hagar nodded at them.

“Sit her up and press her back,” she commanded.

Zinnia and Fern gingerly put their hands on Holly’s shoulders.

“No,” Hagar said. “Her back. Hard.”

She seized Holly’s wrists and dragged her forward into a sitting position, half-folded over her own stomach. Fern and Zinnia still didn’t know what to do. Disgusted, Hagar came around and grabbed Fern’s wrists, dragged them down, and pressed them against Holly’s tailbone, hard, like she was pushing a car out of the mud. Fern expected Holly to complain, but instead she leaned back into her. Holly’s eyes closed and the lines in her face softened slightly.

“You waiting for the mailman?” Hagar snapped at Zinnia.

Zinnia imitated Fern, pressing hard. Muscles suddenly spasmed across Holly’s back and Fern jerked her hands away.

“Don’t you dare!” Hagar said, and Fern put her hands back on Holly while Hagar looked the little girl square in the face. “You feel a push coming on, you’re going to breathe deep and push down, like you’re going to the bathroom, and hold while I count to ten. Then you’re going to do it again. You’re going to do it three times, understand?”

Holly nodded, and her face clamped shut. Fern and Zinnia pressed against her back, but really Fern wanted to run away. They couldn’t do this. She didn’t want to do this.

“Breathe!” Hagar commanded, and Holly sucked in a deep breath, then gasped as the contraction hit.

“Now bear down!” Hagar said. “One . . . two . . . three . . .”

“Gah!” Holly gasped, and her face glittered with perspiration. “AHGAH!”

Her eyes were screwed shut, her mouth frozen wide in a silent scream, her left hand scrabbling at the mattress. Fern reached down and Holly’s hand clamped around hers, pulling hard on her wrist. Fern had to brace her feet so she wasn’t yanked off balance.

“Nine . . . ten . . .” Hagar finished counting. “Now deep breath . . .”

Loudly, Holly sucked in air.

“And push down!” Hagar said. “One . . . two . . . three . . .”

Holly threw her body back against Zinnia’s hands and pulled forward on Fern’s arm, wrenching her shoulder out of its socket, her face sheeted with sweat.

“Ten . . .” Hagar said, and Holly sucked in another great whoop of breath. “Bear down! One . . . two . . . three . . .”

When she reached ten this time, Holly’s body let go like someone had cut the power. Miriam gently shook Holly’s thighs from side to side, kneading them, rocking them, warming them up.

“Get her some water,” Hagar snapped. “Put some on a cloth and let her suck.”

Fern found a basin and cloth in the kitchen and took them back to the bedroom. Walking through its doorway felt like passing through a curtain made of body heat. The little room felt tropical. Sweat funneled down Holly’s neck and chest and ran over her stomach. She sucked Fern’s cloth dry in seconds.

“Save your strength,” Hagar coached. “Hold her hands. Rub her back. We’re in for a long night.”

Holly sucked at the cloth and the water dribbled from the edges of her mouth, down her chin, over her chest, mixing with her sweat. Then her mouth snapped open.

“Oh!” Holly bellowed, and it went on for a long time, up and down the octaves. “Oh! Oh! Oh!”

“Bear down, girl,” Hagar said. “Get her hands!”

Fern and Zinnia each took one of Holly’s hands, her grip crushing their knuckles together.

“Deep breath!” Hagar said. “And bear down . . . one . . . two . . . three . . . four . . .”

They got through that contraction and the one after that, and the one after that. It went on and on. There was no way to tell time except for Holly’s body, a clock made of muscle, contracting and expanding, screaming and sweating, bargaining and crying, pushing her baby down and out, forward and back, slowly rocking its soft skull under the hard bridge of bone in her pelvis.

It went on past the point where Fern thought they should give up. Hagar sent her to stir rags in the boiling pot of water on the stove and she brought them back, steaming, in a tin basin. They used them to clean up Holly. The room smelled like a barn. Sweat dripped from the tip of Holly’s nose, flowed from her scalp. As fast as Fern got water into her, Holly sweated it out.

“Please. . . . please . . . please . . .” she gasped. “I have to stop . . . I have to . . .”

Fern held the wet cloth to Holly’s lips, but she was panting too hard to suck.

“Come on, Holly, you have to have water,” Fern said.

She felt like a torturer.

“I can’t do this . . .” Holly gasped. “I can’t . . .”

Another contraction seized her.

“Noooo!” Holly screamed, her throat raw.

This couldn’t go on.

“Breathe, girl!” Hagar shouted. “Bear down!”

“I CAN’T!” Holly howled with all the strength she had left.

“One . . .” Hagar counted. “Two . . . three . . . four . . .”

Holly whipped her head from side to side, sending droplets of sweat flying. Her neck strained with the effort. The skin on the left side of her face flushed the same color as her birthmark. She had nothing left inside her. Fern felt like she should say something. This had to stop.

Fern’s feet hurt. Her mouth was dry. Her hands where Holly squeezed them felt broken. After each contraction passed, the energy rippled through Holly’s body, leaving her arms shaking at her sides and her heels kicking against the mattress. Her chin quivered, and tears flowed into sweat, flowed into water, soaked into the mattress.

They’d been there for hours. The sun must be coming up. The walls pulsed. The floor and ceiling spun slowly in opposite directions. Fern couldn’t take it anymore.

Then she saw something large shift inside Holly’s stomach, something changed places. Hagar and Miriam clustered closer.

“Push low,” Hagar said. “Push low for me.”

“I can’t,” Holly wailed.

“I need you to push low now, push right out your bottom,” Hagar said. “Push toward Sister.”

“I can’t,” Holly said, voice high and sharp with fear. “My guts are going to come out. They’re coming out.”

“No, they aren’t,” Hagar said. “Sister and I’ve done this a hundred times. Only the baby’s coming out. Your body knows what to do.”

Holly screamed.

“I’m dying!”

“You won’t die,” Hagar said.

She might, Fern thought.

In the middle of this push, something snapped inside Holly and her scream turned sharp. Fern and Zinnia shrank back, terrified, but Holly gripped their hands and wouldn’t let them get away.

“Here it comes,” Hagar said to Miriam, and she took a big cloth and pressed it low between Holly’s legs.

“I’m going to die . . . I’m going to die . . . I’m going to die . . .” Holly wailed.

“Talk to her!” Hagar snapped at them.

“Holly,” Fern said. “You’re . . . you’re . . .”

Her brain blanked.

“Have to stop . . .” Holly panted. “Have to . . . stop . . .”

The strength leaked out of her. Fern thought she could see Holly’s skin turning white. Holly was too little. The baby was too big.

“You better talk to your—” Hagar began, then Zinnia was talking over Hagar like she wasn’t even there.

“Holly,” she said. “Make a noise for me. Make a noise like a wolf.”

“. . . noooo . . .” Holly moaned.

“You’re a wolf,” Zinnia said. “You’re a wolf in church. And you’re smashing down the doors, and running down the aisle, and crashing through the pews, and you’re biting people in the face, and tearing them up with your claws. Everyone’s running and screaming, but they can’t stop you, Holly! They can’t catch you! Make your sound!”

“Hoouuuhhhh . . .” Holly breathed, low and raw.

“Hoooo!” Zinnia encouraged her. “HOOOO!”

“Hoo . . .” Holly tried, slightly louder.

“HOOOO!” Zinnia said.

Something rearranged itself inside Holly’s swollen stomach.

“HOOOOOOOOOOUUULLL!” Holly suddenly shouted back.

“HOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOUUUULLLL!” they shouted together.

Fern joined in and they were all shouting.

“HOOUUUGGHHH!” they hollered. “HOO! HOO! HOO! HOOOOUGGGHUUULLL!”

Miriam hunched down between Holly’s legs, fingers flying, hands working. Fern thought she saw them dip inside Holly, then she raised one hand and pointed to her neck.

“How many?” Hagar asked.

Miriam held up one finger.

“Push harder,” Hagar said, and her voice sounded louder.

It sounded scared.

Holly started to bear down, then she screamed, sudden and panicked; she tried to get away from her body but she was too weak.

“No! No! No!” she shrieked, shredding her throat. “Oh, Mommy, ow! It hurts!”

Hagar and Miriam lunged forward.

“Get it out!” Holly screamed. “Get it out of me!”

She tried to sob, but she didn’t have the strength. Her body heaved pathetically.

Miriam hunkered close for better leverage.

“It burns!” Holly screamed, and her words crumbled into agony.

Something new was in the room and Fern looked down and saw something like a man’s red fist punching out from between Holly’s legs. Miriam’s fingers flew over it and she saw it had a nose and a mouth, and it moved, and she realized it was the baby’s head.

She couldn’t look away. It was bloody and angry like an old man sticking his head out the window, covered in white curds, but it was a face. It was a living creature, emerging from Holly’s body.

“Head’s out!” Hagar announced.

“Oh, Mommy! Help me!” Holly screamed.

Miriam kept digging, kneading, prying. But nothing happened. Holly’s body seemed to have stopped pushing. Miriam’s shoulders strained. Nothing moved.

As Fern watched, the head turned from red to purple.

“You need to push NOW!” Hagar shouted.

Holly locked her face down and strained but nothing moved. Fern saw the head get darker, full of trapped blood.

“Don’t stop!” Hagar said.

“I can’t!” Holly sobbed. “I can’t!”

Her muscles stopped twisting. They locked tight.

The baby’s head turned black.

“We need to get it out,” Hagar said, voice hard.

Holly started to cry.

“Nuh-uh!” Hagar barked. “None of that! You push, mama. You get that baby OUT.”

“You’re the wolf, Holly!” Zinnia said, leaning into Holly’s ear, pushing on her shoulders, fingers digging in hard. “No one can catch you, Holly! No one can stop you!”

Holly was beyond hearing. She squeezed her eyes shut and sobbed.

“Please! Please! Please, Mommy! Please, Mommy! PLEASE!”

The baby’s face was motionless now, no life left in it. Miriam dug in hard around it with her fingers. Fern saw the muscles in her forearms flex, but nothing moved.

“Shoulder,” Miriam said to Hagar.

Something passed over Hagar’s face and for a moment she looked defeated. Then she shook herself, and her voice got gentle. “Ease up, mama.”

Fern could tell something was wrong. Her heart thudded behind her ribs.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Get down here,” Hagar said.

Fern’s legs went numb.

“Get down here!” Hagar barked.

Fern pulled her hand out of Holly’s and went to the bottom of the bed. Holly was nothing down there but raw blood. Everything drained from Fern’s head. The room lurched to one side, got misty around the edges.

“Push her legs up!” Hagar yelled in her ear, and the mist cleared.

Fern grabbed Holly’s right ankle as Hagar grabbed her left and set her right hand against Holly’s stomach, real low, and pressed hard. Together, they pushed Holly’s knees up around her ears, further than Fern thought they could go.

“Keep going!” Hagar barked, pressing down harder with her right hand. “Now hold.”

Miriam reached between Holly’s legs, then shook her head.

“We’ve got to turn her over,” Hagar said. “Get her on her hands and knees.”

Fern didn’t understand. That sounded impossible.

“You two showed up at my house with this girl,” Hagar snapped. “Tell her to turn over on her hands and knees or her baby’s going to die.”

Holly had already heard.

“I can’t!” she wailed. “Please!”

“He will die!”

“Holly . . .” Zinnia pleaded.

“I can’t! It’s too much!”

How could Holly turn over? Fern let go of Holly’s leg, lost. This wasn’t how you had babies. This was too messy, too sweaty. Her hands were too wet and sticky. She looked down and saw Holly’s blood all over them. They didn’t know what they were doing. She looked up and met Zinnia’s eyes and they both knew: They’d made a terrible mistake. This wasn’t how girls like Holly had babies.

They had killed her. Her baby was already dead.

The walls closed in on Fern. Panic fluttered in her chest. Zinnia’s face cracked and fell apart. Fern turned to Miriam but she was absorbed with effort, still prying and straining, blood smeared up to her elbows.

“We’re not letting this girl die,” Hagar shouted. “Now move!”

Hagar went to the head of the bed and stood beside Zinnia.

“You’re the wolf,” Fern prompted, reminding Zinnia of her lines.

“You’re the wolf,” Zinnia said, picking up her cue, then she looked down into Holly’s eyes. “You’re the werewolf.”

Hagar stood beside Zinnia, gripping Holly’s shoulders.

“Follow me, girl,” she said, and locked her hands around Holly’s left shoulder.

Zinnia gripped Holly’s right.

“Hoouul!” Zinnia said to Holly. Then louder. “HOOUL! RROOOOOOO!”

“Go to,” Hagar said, and locked eyes with Miriam. “Ready?”

“Rrrrooooooo!” Zinnia said to Holly. “Howl, Holly. Rrooooo!”

Holly imitated her, weak at first, then stronger.

“Arrooo . . . arroOOOO!”

Fern got her hands under Holly’s thighs while Miriam put her hands around the baby’s lifeless head. Hagar and Zinnia gripped Holly under her armpits and Fern bent Holly’s legs into a kneeling position.

“On three,” Hagar said. “One . . .”

“Holly, no one can catch you,” Zinnia said, locking eyes with her. “No one can stop you.”

“Two . . .” Hagar said.

“RRRROOOOOOOUUU!” Zinnia prompted.

“NOOOOO!” Holly screamed.

“Three . . .” Hagar said.

“HHRROOOOUUULLLL!” Zinnia and Holly howled.

Hagar bent her forward fast and Fern twisted and flipped Holly’s thighs to the side. There was a slippery, upside-down moment as Holly’s hot, sweaty flesh slipped out of their hands, and she let out a long, loud scream, and Fern and Miriam stepped around each other, then, impossibly, Holly was on all fours, her stomach hanging down, Miriam and Fern at her bottom, Hagar and Zinnia at her head.

The baby’s blackened, slack face was inches from Fern’s. Miriam stepped in and pushed her aside.

“More,” Hagar said to Zinnia.

“HRRROOOOOOOOOOUUUU!” Zinnia and Holly roared.

Miriam dug her fingers in around the baby’s head, squirming them in deep. Fern saw her shoulders flex and her back tense as she braced her feet. Her arms shook with the strain.

“HOOOUGG! HOOUUGGGG! HHHHOOOOOUUUGGGG!” Zinnia and Holly howled.

Miriam adjusted her grip, braced herself again, and Fern reached in, putting a hand on either side of the baby’s head, spreading the tight, bulging skin.

“They can’t stop you, Holly!” Zinnia yelled. “They can’t catch you!”

Beneath Fern’s fingers she felt something come loose inside Holly. Something slipped and shifted.

“Come on, Holly!” Zinnia shouted.

“HHHRRROOOOOUUUUUUUUGGGGHHHHHH!” Holly howled.

Something moved under Fern’s hands like an earthquake and then everything was moving and Miriam dug in, arms shaking, face flushed, chin trembling, and she slowly dragged the baby out of Holly’s body.

The baby slid out, greased with blood and white foam, and Miriam grabbed it with both hands, then tucked it in and through itself in some kind of looping motion and she stood, holding the purple dead baby in her arms.

A single long streamer of guts linked from inside Holly to the baby’s belly. No one moved as Miriam bent over the child. She clamped her mouth over the baby’s mouth and nose, and Miriam’s cheeks sucked in and something hard flew up into her mouth and she pulled back and spat jelly on the floor. Miriam fixed her mouth over the baby’s mouth and nose again, and this time she blew. Then again. Again. Then she drew back and suddenly the baby’s chest shuddered up and her arms thrashed and her skin pinked up like a fire flaring to life.

Fern and Zinnia stared at the baby in Miriam’s bare, bloodslicked arms. They all stared. There had been five of them in this room, and now there were six. Fern felt a key turn in a lock, and she saw this baby—this girl baby—she saw this little girl live, this little girl that they had pulled out of Holly’s body together and she knew that all the magic the witches had ever done was only a pale imitation of what had happened here tonight.

This was the Great Mystery that lay at the heart of all things. This was the miracle that passed all understanding.

First there is nothing. Then there is.

A high, thin wail spiraled out of the baby’s mouth and she sounded exactly like Charlie Brown, and as Miriam laid the baby on Holly’s chest, and Holly wrapped her arms around the curd-encrusted, wailing baby girl, something broke loose inside Fern and she slumped against the wall while the baby’s cries filled the room.




Chapter 34

Miriam tied the baby’s umbilical cord with thread and sliced it near her belly with sewing scissors. Hagar boiled coffee and fried eggs and it wasn’t until the smell drifted in from the kitchen that Fern realized how hungry she was. She and Zinnia washed Holly with rags and warm water and draped her in the quilt while the smell of eggs made their mouths water and stomachs churn. Miriam cleaned the baby and gave her back to Holly, wrapped in an old, soft towel.

“You did it,” Fern said, grinning. “You didn’t get stitches or anything. They had to put me to sleep.”

They were delirious, they were giddy, they were stoned. They watched Holly watching her baby’s scrunched-up monkey face as she puckered her fat lips. They pulsed, sucking air.

“She’s hungry,” Miriam whispered beside them. “Put her on your tit.”

Holly pushed down the quilt and brought out one of her breasts. She maneuvered her baby’s mouth closer and with no fuss or hesitation she latched on and began to suck. Holly giggled, like it tickled, and looked up, her face wide open.

“She’s eating me!” she said, delighted.

They watched Holly feed her daughter for the first time, watery yellow liquid leaking out around her fat sucking lips. Hagar brought in plates of eggs and Holly was starving, but her baby wouldn’t stop sucking, so Fern forked eggs into Holly’s mouth. A bit dropped in the petal-pink curl of her daughter’s ear and Holly laughed too hard while Fern fished it out.

Miriam took the baby and showed Holly how to hold her tight and close and how to burp her. Zinnia got the plates and jerked her head at Fern until Fern got the picture and followed her into the big room.

“They aren’t here yet,” Zinnia said, pulling Fern over to the sink. “But they will be.”

“Who?” Fern asked.

“The Home,” Zinnia said. “It’s almost four in the morning. They know we aren’t at the hospital by now. Don’t you think Nurse Kent called the Reverend to tell him his baby was on the way? Don’t you think she called the hospital when you and I didn’t come back? Don’t you think that taxi driver has the spine of a snail? He’ll tell them where he took us the second they ask.”

Synapses fired in Fern’s sluggish brain: the Home, Reverend Jerry, Holly, Augusta. She remembered hearing about all this a long time ago.

“We’ve got to see if they’ll keep Holly,” Zinnia said. “Just for a day or two until she’s strong enough to get to Augusta. We’ll go back to the Home and tell them Holly ran away and we’ve been looking for her all night.”

Fern peered through the door into the bedroom and saw a slice of Holly, sweaty, limp, propped up in bed, swaddled in the quilt, hugging her newborn baby girl to her chest.

“You think they’re going to believe she could run away?” she asked. “They’ll know we’re lying.”

Zinnia stuck her chin out.

“We’re not doing this because it’s the best idea,” she said. “We’re doing this because I’ve got no ideas left.”

Zinnia was right. They had to try anything to keep Holly from that man with his sideburns and his smug voice and his aftershave.

“We just have to stick to our story until she can get the bus,” Zinnia said.

They went back in the room.

“Hagar?” Zinnia asked. “Do you have a car?”

“We ride to work with Mr. Jean at five thirty,” Hagar said, turning around with a basin full of bloody rags in her hands.

“Can he take us back to the Home?” Zinnia asked. “And Holly stays here?”

Miriam looked up at that, but Hagar just pushed past them carrying the rags. Zinnia and Fern followed her to the sink, where she stood, wringing out pink water.

“If y’all can take care of Holly for a few days,” Zinnia said, “just until she gets her strength back. We’ll go to the Home and make sure no one comes looking for her.”

“Don’t bark orders at me,” Hagar said. “That girl needs the hospital.”

Fern decided to try. Hagar and Miriam wouldn’t turn Holly out if they understood what was really going on.

“Hagar,” she said. “Holly’s in trouble. The man who’s taking her baby is her preacher and he’s been interfering with her, and he’s not going to stop. If Holly can rest a few days she can go to Augusta on the bus. She’s got a place to stay there. She can’t go home. She can’t go back to him.”

Hearing it out loud made it sound even more impossible. Hagar stopped wringing rags, letting the one she was holding drip in the sink. She looked up at the blank wall in front of her and didn’t move for a long time.

“That baby doesn’t belong to her,” she finally said. “That man’s come for it, so it belongs to him. You’ll be stealing and crossing state lines. Sister and I can’t be caught up in that.”

She wrung the rag out hard, and the last of its pink water splattered into the sink. Hagar draped it over the side.

“We can pay you,” Fern said.

“You think you can buy Sister and me?” Hagar snapped. “That girl has to go! We can’t have her found in this house. You think they won’t throw us in jail?”

“You don’t understand!” Fern said.

Zinnia put her hand on Fern’s shoulder.

“Fern,” she said. “She’s right. This is the first place they’ll look.”

Fern looked at Zinnia and saw defeat. They were lost. Every idea was a bad idea. Then Miriam was there, ghosting past them to the sink. Whispering in Hagar’s ear. Fern and Zinnia watched Hagar shake her head. Miriam tried again, and the two sisters had a whispered consultation. Finally, Hagar turned to face them. Miriam pinched her sister’s arm.

“It’s not my doing,” Hagar said, prompted. “But Sister says Mrs. Easterly is up soon, and her daughter lives with her. She’s baby crazy. You pay for what you eat and she’ll let the girl stay a day or two, but that’s it. You tell them Sister sent you. They know better than to ask questions.”

Fern felt the pressure inside her skull ease slightly.

“Thank you,” Zinnia said.

“But we can’t be involved,” Hagar said. “We can’t take you there, we can’t help you, you were never in this house. Do you understand? This is not a game for us.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Zinnia said. “We’ll get Holly dressed and see if she can walk.”

Fern grabbed the paper bag with Holly’s going-home clothes. Zinnia had packed it full. Miriam and Hagar stood at the sink, side by side, backs turned to them, heads together again. Fern and Zinnia took the bag into the bedroom.

Fern felt tired and full and like she needed to sleep. Zinnia was about to go on two-week warning. Holly had just had a baby. How were they going to walk anywhere? But they couldn’t sit here and wait for Nurse Kent to show up and give Holly’s baby to Reverend Jerry. They didn’t stand a chance and they didn’t have a choice.

Holly sat up in bed, cradling her baby, examining her face, and she was so small. Fern knew she couldn’t survive five minutes on her own. The baby leaned into Holly with absolute faith.

“Holly,” Zinnia said, and Holly looked up from her daughter. “We have to go. You’re going to stay with a neighbor.”

Holly stared at them, body full of hormones, brain fogged, and then something clicked into place behind her eyes. She handed her baby to Fern while Zinnia helped her out of bed. The baby burrowed into Fern, warm and alive, a solid little cannonball with a million tiny muscles shifting and squirming in every direction. She felt the way Charlie Brown had felt in her arms. In that moment, something tied a rope from her heart to this baby and Fern promised that no one would lay a hand on Holly’s little girl.

“We’re ready,” Zinnia said.

It had only taken her a few minutes to get Holly dressed, but in that time Fern had staked her life on Holly’s baby. She would do anything to keep her safe, because she would rather be dead than live in a world where Reverend Jerry took her away. Holly reached for her daughter, but Fern couldn’t move. She held her tighter against her body. Holly’s baby felt so much like Charlie Brown—the same size, the same weight, the same warmth, the same life. She hadn’t had enough time with her daughter. Couldn’t she hold Holly’s just a little longer?

Holly’s hands snaked around her baby and lifted her away, leaving Fern’s arms empty again.

“Ready?” Zinnia asked.

Holly nodded, exhausted, head loose on the end of her neck. She looked like she could sleep for two days and eat another pan of eggs. The three of them went into the other room. Miriam leaned against the sink with Hagar, facing them.

“Thank you, Hagar,” Holly said. “Thank you, Miriam.”

Miriam came over and kissed the baby on the forehead. Hagar nodded from the sink, all business.

“Mrs. Easterly’s is the second house along the way with the door painted blue,” she said. “Tell anyone that girl had her baby here and I’ll skin you alive.”

“Thank you,” Zinnia said. “Y’all saved this baby’s life.”

“Don’t tell me what I already know,” Hagar said.

Miriam hugged Zinnia, then Fern.

“Thank you,” Fern said.

She felt Miriam fumble at her hand and realized she was pressing something into her palm: three quarters.

“For the baby,” Miriam whispered.

Fern saw them from the outside, standing in this bare-floored box of a house, five women with a baby, bone-weary, on their way out the door. They were going to send Holly and her baby to Augusta with a couple of dollars and three quarters in her pocket, hoping that Rose hadn’t lied to them about her house key on the other end.

Everything Diane had said was true. They had nothing to offer this baby but love, and would love keep a baby warm at night, or put a roof over her head? Fern felt small and hopeless, and the world felt too big.

It was like Zinnia heard her.

“We can’t do nothing,” she said.

Hagar raised her voice, letting them know that her and Miriam’s part in this matter was done.

“Get out of my house before you make more trouble for us,” she said. “Please.”

Holly and Zinnia hesitated at the door, like they were scared to face the world. Holly wore a simple yellow smock. Her Mary Janes weren’t buckled and she didn’t have any socks. Zinnia looked strained, like she’d just delivered a baby. Fern figured she looked worse. But she was used to being scared and going onstage anyway. The trick was not to hesitate.

She stepped around them, opened the front door, and went out on the porch. The two of them—three if you counted Holly’s baby— followed. The dirt front yard stretched before them, and they could see the backs of the houses on the other side, the sandy road winding between them. That was where they were headed, to find Mrs. Easterly’s blue door.

They supported Holly down the front steps and slowly started across the yard. On the other side of the yard was the road, and up the road was a blue door, and behind the blue door was a place to rest, and at the end of that rest was a bus to Augusta, the door of Rose’s house, another address, another ride, and then, Fern hoped, Holly and her daughter would be free.

That was all it was. Just a series of steps. One after the other. One at a time. Fern started feeling stronger. They just might do this.

“What are you going to name her?” Zinnia asked Holly, who moved carefully, like she was walking on ice.

“What’s your name?” Holly asked. “Your real names? Maybe I’ll name her after y’all.”

Fern looked at Zinnia to see if she was going to tell, but Zinnia didn’t look like she was going to say a word, so she said, “You could name her after Hagar? Or Miriam?”

“Or both of them,” Zinnia said.

“Hiriam?” Holly tried.

“Magar?” Fern suggested.

Something moved up ahead. The three of them stopped and looked. The night sounds had shifted. Something was rushing through the dark. Fern saw yellow paint on the side of a house facing the road get brighter, then dark again.

“We should . . .” Fern began, then the world exploded.

Blinding light stabbed them in the eyes, noise crashed over them, roared around them, encircled them, dazzled them, drowned them in chaos and dust. Fern squinted into headlights as cars roared to a stop around them, pinning them down in the middle of the yard.

Fern stepped back to stand beside Zinnia, their arms around Holly. They pressed themselves together. Engines idled, car doors slammed. They couldn’t see anything behind the headlights. Fern tightened her grip on Holly. Holly’s baby gave a hiccup and a little gasp.

“Sh, sh, sh,” Holly said, bouncing her gently.

Headlights flickered as legs passed in front of them, then Nurse Kent burst into view, running toward the girls, Dr. Vincent struggling along behind her, his white coat flapping over his pajamas.

“What have you done?” Nurse Kent asked, reaching them, elbowing Zinnia and Fern out of the way, taking the baby from Holly’s arms.

She unwrapped the towel, and Fern could see how threadbare it looked in the headlights, and Nurse Kent laid the baby on the hood of what Fern recognized as Miss Wellwood’s station wagon. She and Dr. Vincent leaned over Holly’s daughter, counting her fingers, shining a penlight in her face, gripping her hands, pressing a stethoscope against her chest.

Nurse Kent left the baby with Dr. Vincent and came to Holly.

“Are you bleeding?” she demanded.

Holly shook her head.

“How much pain are you in?” she asked.

Holly shook her head.

Men in uniform crowded around them, all beer bellies and crew cuts and jingling belts. Fern recognized some of them from the backyard of the Home. Nurse Kent grabbed Holly by the shoulder and steered her away. Holly turned back to Zinnia and Fern, but Nurse Kent propelled her forward.

“We need to get her to the hospital,” she said. “Who knows what kind of mess they made.”

“The clinic is closer,” Miss Wellwood’s voice said. “Examine her there. If she needs the hospital we’ll go directly.”

Holly disappeared into the wall of men and headlights.

Someone walked past them, through the lights, and Fern saw Miss Wellwood’s back striding toward the front porch, where Hagar and Miriam stood. Lit harshly by headlights, they looked as ready to collapse as their house.

Miss Wellwood put her back to the cars so no one could hear what she had to say.

“What were the two of you thinking?” she asked. “If a hair is harmed on that baby’s head I’ll hold you both responsible.”

Miriam and Hagar stood on their porch, looking down at her, not speaking. Miss Wellwood didn’t like the way they towered over her, so she stepped up on the porch. It put them on a more equal footing.

“Thank goodness we got the doctor here in time,” she said.

She was scared. Nurse Kent had called her at home, waking her from a nightmare, and she’d been on her back foot ever since. That minister was shouting he’d get her license pulled if she couldn’t find his baby. He had dressed her down like a child. Nothing like this had ever happened in all the years her father had been in charge. In his day, girls had been grateful to have a refuge from the world. It was because she’d been sick. She’d shown weakness and these girls had taken advantage, made her look helpless. The Enemy was testing her resolve.

“That little girl got here with her baby on the way,” Hagar said. “We did what we could.”

Miss Wellwood was glad her father couldn’t see the mess these people had created. He would blame her. Didn’t anyone understand the burden she bore?

“Yes,” Miss Wellwood said. “I suppose some measure of gratitude is owed that you kept the child alive, although the fact that they came to you at all is completely inappropriate.”

Miriam and Hagar said nothing, but Miss Wellwood was used to Hagar’s sulks and Miriam’s silences.

“We’ll deal with the two of you in the morning,” she said, and turned into the headlights.

“Miss Wellwood,” Hagar said, and Miss Wellwood stopped, one foot on the top step. “You’re sending that little girl home? With that preacher?”

“That’s none of your affair,” Miss Wellwood said.

“How do you think she got pregnant in the first place?” Hagar asked.

Miss Wellwood turned and met Hagar’s eyes. The two women looked at each other.

“Tell me I’m wrong,” Hagar said.

Miss Wellwood looked away.

“I’ll wait for you in my office tomorrow morning,” she said.

“You can wait all you want,” Hagar said. “But you won’t see us. I reckon it’s time we went our separate ways.”

Miss Wellwood felt something break, something that couldn’t be repaired, and she almost opened her mouth to say something, then she felt a flash of anger. How dare they judge her? She turned her back on Hagar and Miriam and went down the steps and across the yard to deal with the girls. These two would be back in the morning, begging for their jobs. She would find her satisfaction then.

She stopped at Dr. Vincent.

“Well?” she asked.

“The little gal seems fine,” he said, wrapping the baby back up. “Good responses, good color. We’ll have a closer look at the clinic.”

Miss Wellwood gave a brisk nod, and Dr. Vincent put the baby against his shoulder and walked away. Now Miss Wellwood turned and regarded the two girls.

“I don’t know what you hoped to accomplish,” she said. “But you could have killed your friend. You could have killed her baby. Once we see the extent of the damage you’ve done, you may have.”

Fern opened her mouth to protest, but Miss Wellwood talked over her.

“I cannot express what disappointments the two of you are,” she said.

“These your girls?” one of the officers asked.

He looked soft and sad, and reminded Fern of her high school Latin teacher.

“Unfortunately,” Miss Wellwood said.

“We’ll have to put them one in each car,” another cop said. He was big and solid and looked like a football coach. His ears stuck out like jug handles. “We don’t mix.”

“The colored child will ride with me,” Miss Wellwood said. “I’m taking her back to the Home. I’ll deal with her there. That one will ride with you. She’s a juvenile delinquent who can spend the night in jail for all I care. I’ll let her parents know where they can pick her up. Come along.”

She didn’t even look at Fern, just grabbed Zinnia by one arm and pulled her away.

“All right, girlie,” the cop who looked like a football coach said. “Come on.”

He gripped Fern’s shoulder with one huge hand and pushed her in front of him, steering her into, then through, the wall of headlights. He opened the back of his police car and shoved her in.

The door slammed. Fern watched Hagar and Miriam through the windshield, standing on their porch, flattened by the tungsten glare. She sat in the stifling hot car, listening to a woman on the radio murmur to herself.

With sudden violence, the driver’s-side and passenger-side doors wrenched open and the two cops got in. Latin Teacher sat behind the wheel, and Coach got in the passenger side. The car rocked as they slammed their doors.

“What were you girls doing out here?” Latin Teacher asked. “Y’all’re lucky you didn’t get your throats cut.”

Coach turned to look at her over the seat.

“I don’t want to hear a peep out of you,” he said. “You’re going to get fingerprinted and locked up until your parents arrive.”

Then he gave Fern a grin, turned to Latin Teacher, and winked like it was all a big joke. Latin Teacher started the car and they began the slow, bumpy ride back to the paved road. From their front porch, Hagar and Miriam watched them go.






How to Be a Groovy Witch

Do not be afraid of what you feel. Never forget what you have been through. Allow your passions to build inside you rather than diminish over time. Let witchcraft be a container for these emotions. Let anger fertilize your spell.

[image: Two hands extend towards a stoppered glass flask against a starry background. The flask has stars and a crescent Moon.]
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Chapter 35

They convoyed down midnight roads, the other police car in the lead, red bubble light flashing. Behind it came Miss Wellwood’s station wagon driven by Dr. Vincent, then Nurse Kent’s VW Bug, and finally the police car with Fern in the back. Through the windshield, she could see Holly’s head in the passenger seat of Nurse Kent’s car, and she assumed Zinnia was in Miss Wellwood’s.

Coach raised his eyes to the rearview mirror.

“A lot of parents picking their girls up from police stations these days,” he said. “I’m glad I don’t have a daughter like you.”

“Easy, Frank,” Latin Teacher said, for Fern’s benefit. “She probably saw that little girl have her baby and it scared the life out of her. It’d make my hair turn white if I saw Joanne that way.”

Fern didn’t answer because it didn’t matter what she said anymore. She stared out the side window, watching the trees go by, stained with flashes of red from the bubble lights. There weren’t any houses on this road. Just darkness and trees. Red, black, red, black.

For one minute, she thought they’d done something that mattered. She thought they’d had a chance. They never had a chance. From the moment they were sent away nothing they did mattered, because this only ended one way: Holly would give her baby to Reverend Jerry and he’d take her home, Zinnia would give up her baby and go home, Fern had given up her baby and she’d go to the police station where her dad would pick her up later that morning and she’d go home.

What would happen to her next?

The worst thing was, probably nothing. She’d go back to her old life and pretend this never happened, and the more she pretended the more it would seem like something that had happened to somebody else. She’d forget about Holly and Reverend Jerry, and Rose raging to keep Blossom, and Zinnia, and that night when they flew. None of it was her business. Her business was to get As, and be in the senior play, and be helpful and friendly, then go to college, date a good guy, get married, have children, and forget.

But she didn’t think she’d be able to forget Charlie Brown. She didn’t think she’d be able to forget that soft heaviness in her arms. She didn’t think she’d be able to forget her smell. No one would want to talk about her daughter, no one would want to remember her, so she’d become a secret that Fern would turn over and over in her mind for the rest of her life, like a knife with no handle, a knife that was all blade, a knife that would make her bleed every time she took it out.

She would bleed whenever she saw a pregnant woman in a store. She would bleed whenever a friend asked if she wanted to hold their baby. She would bleed when she didn’t turn the newspaper fast enough past the birth announcements. Guy wouldn’t bleed. Reverend Jerry wouldn’t bleed. Carlton Sinclair the Third wouldn’t bleed.

But she and Rose, and Holly, and Zinnia, and Clem, and Hazel, and Myrtle, and Jasmine, and Briony, and Flora, and Daisy, and Ginger, and Laurel, and Willow, and Violet, and Iris, and Tansy, they would all bleed and bleed and bleed.

“Was it worth it?” Coach asked over his shoulder. “You almost killed your friend and her baby and for what?”

“That’s the problem with these kids,” Latin Teacher said. “They never consider the consequences.”

Fern felt too tired to answer, too tired to speak, too tired to tell him that she understood consequences better than he ever would. The police mumbled to each other in the front seat, the engine rumbled under the hood, the road rumbled beneath the tires, and Fern leaned her head against the window. All Zinnia’s plans were useless. Her heart’s desire was nothing but words. Fern felt embarrassed she’d ever thought this might work.

A man’s voice crackled over the radio and Coach unhooked the handset and put it to his lips.

“Roger that,” he said, and hung it back up. “They want us to wait at the Home in case that baby has to go to Flagler.”

Latin Teacher nodded. Coach rolled down his window and night air roared in. He tossed his cigarette and it whipped past Fern in a shower of sparks. He rolled it back up and Fern heard the steady ticking of a turn signal and through the windshield she saw Nurse Kent’s brake lights flare and they slowed and one by one they turned at a mailbox labeled 462 and drove down a tunnel of trees, and finally pulled up in front of Wellwood House.

It loomed over them, bright white, flattened by headlights. They had run and they had run but they just kept winding up back here.

They watched Dr. Vincent help Miss Wellwood out of her station wagon, and Nurse Kent get out of her VW Bug carrying the bundle that was Holly’s baby. The front door of Wellwood House flew open and a man burst out, looking white and made of paper by the bright headlights, and he ran down the front steps, making straight for the baby, and Fern saw his mustache and sideburns.

Reverend Jerry.

He reached Holly’s baby, taking her, pulling her to him, asking Dr. Vincent questions, so concerned for his child, his property, this Respected Member of the Community, and in the glare of headlights Fern saw the side of Holly’s head in Nurse Kent’s VW, watching Reverend Jerry fuss over her baby, and Holly’s face looked dead.

“I wonder if this makes them worse?” Coach said. “You lock all these little girls up together in a place like this, and they’re going to give one another ideas.”

Fern watched Reverend Jerry rock Holly’s baby against his chest, Hagar’s towel hanging loose, one hand on the baby’s bare back, the other cupped around her bottom, and his fingers looked so hungry.

“What else are you going to do?” Latin Teacher asked. “You can’t let them be around normal kids.”

He bounced Holly’s baby, nuzzling her with his mustache, burying his face against her neck.

“I’m going to be sick,” Fern said.

They acted like they didn’t hear her, so she said it again, louder.

“I think I’m going to be sick.”

Coach looked over the seat, then looked at Latin Teacher.

“Please,” Fern said, and Latin Teacher sighed and Coach pulled his door handle and pushed his shoulder against it and the car rocked as he got out.

“You make a mess, you’re cleaning it up,” Latin Teacher said, and the door beside Fern clunked open and Coach pulled it wide. Fern hauled herself up by the doorframe, stepped past Coach like she was going to be ill, then ducked around him and ran for Wellwood House.

They said everything was going to be all right. They said it would be like this never happened. They said it was all going to be okay.

They lied.

The bright headlights made the yard too dark in some places, too bright in others, and Fern stumbled as she ran past the hood of the cop car.

“Hey,” Coach said behind her, not overly concerned because where was she going to go?

She heard the driver’s-side door of the cop car open.

“Where’s she going?” Latin Teacher asked Coach.

Fern ran, past Nurse Kent and Dr. Vincent and Reverend Jerry holding Holly’s baby, and Miss Wellwood looking up as she passed.

They said she could go back to her old life. They said it wouldn’t hurt. They said she’d never have to think about it again.

They lied.

She heard other people getting out of their cars. She heard Coach’s belt jingling as he came after her. She saw her shadow looming huge against the front wall of Wellwood House.

They said she was wayward. They said it was all her fault. They said she had done something wrong.

They lied.

Fern fell to her knees at the porch steps and her stitches pulled and a sharp pain twanged through her core, but she didn’t stop because she heard their belts jangling behind her, she saw their huge shadows stretching across the front of the Home. She jammed her hands into the dirt and began to dig.

“What on earth is that girl doing?” a soft Southern accent said, and she recognized the voice of Reverend Jerry.

Who had Holly’s baby in his arms.

Everything has a price, Miss Parcae said. And every price must be paid.

So why did none of them ever pay it? Why did someone else always pay? Someone like Holly. Like Fern. Like Zinnia. Like Rose.

I don’t deserve to cry, Rose said, slapping herself. I don’t deserve to cry.

Fern felt the bottle under her fingers and tore it out of the ground.

“Okay, girlie,” a man said, as Fern pushed herself up and turned around to face the headlights.

They framed the policemen, who stood in a loose circle around her. They looked bored and irritated that she’d made them move so fast in this heat. Behind them, Fern caught a glimpse of Reverend Jerry walking around the side of the house, carrying Holly’s daughter, clutching her to his body, clutching her with his hands.

“Enough fooling around,” Coach said. “Let’s get back in the car.”

Fern took one step backward, feeling behind her with her heel. She stepped up on the porch step. The cops shifted, waiting to see which way she’d go.

“Miss,” a different cop said. “It’s really too hot to play games.”

He sounded young and his voice was kind and Fern realized she didn’t feel the storm.

She looked down and in her hand she didn’t see magic, she just saw a dirty Nehi bottle with some old string wrapped around the top and nothing inside but an inch of crusty water.

“Sweetheart, come on, now,” Latin Teacher said. “You’re acting crazy.”

Fern saw the cops around her, easing forward, and she saw how she must look: a little girl with messy hair and desperate eyes, wearing a dirty dress and old sneakers, pimples on her chin, stomach heavy and slack, holding an empty soft drink bottle in her muckencrusted hands.

There was no magic here, no power, nothing that made her special. She should drop the bottle, let them take her to jail, let her dad pick her up, stop fighting, stop struggling, go back to her old life, pretend this never happened.

Fern reached up and pulled Hagar’s pouch out of her collar. All she had to do was wear this for another few days and she’d be safe. All she had to do was put the bottle down, get back in the car, and go home. All she had to do was nothing, and nothing would happen. It wasn’t too late.

She tore Hagar’s pouch off her neck and threw it away.

She looked down at the bottle and now she saw it, dark and roiling behind the glass; she could feel it churning in her hand, straining to get out, pressing against the glass, and she raised the Nehi bottle high overhead and in the headlights’ glare she brought it down hard on the edge of the brick step and a small silver crunch tinkled through the hot front yard. Fern faced the cops, holding the jagged neck of the bottle in one hand.

Cops reached for their belts.

These were terrible choices. She shouldn’t have to make these choices. But bad choices were all she had left.

“Okay,” Coach said. “That’s it. End of the road.”

Fern raised the broken glass to her mouth and put out her tongue.

“Hold on now!” the cop with the kind voice said.

“Stop!” Latin Teacher said.

Shadows shifted as they all moved toward her at once, and Fern felt the smooth blade of broken glass against the soft muscle of her tongue. She tasted grit.

“Don’t!” the kind cop said.

How much pain are you willing to endure to achieve your heart’s desire?

Fern bore down from her shoulder and felt a sharp sting in the center of her tongue and she dug in deep, yanking it forward and down and it happened so fast that at first she didn’t feel anything as she slashed the muscle inside her mouth. Then she let the neck of the bottle drop and a faucet of blood turned on and poured down her chin. Pain blasted her full in the face. Fern tried to scream but screaming moved her tongue and it hurt so much, and blood spattered down her dress, and the neck of the bottle dinged off the edge of the brick step and salty, thick blood choked Fern as it flowed back down her throat and she gagged and her tongue felt huge, swelling until it filled her mouth, blocking her throat.

Cops closed around her and she had to do the hard part now, she had to close her eyes and focus, and the lower half of her face was a howling hole of pain but Fern always remembered her lines.

With my pain, I call you, Hecate. See me here, asking for you. Find me by the smell of my blood.

Oh, God, it hurt so much, what had she done

Terrible One of the Earth

she never knew pain before.

Torchbearer

her face, her mouth, her mutilated mouth, burning blood raining down

Queen of the Crossroads

her tongue squirmed

Queen of the Witches

and every twitch was agony

Aidonaia, Apotropaia, Chthonia, Dadophoros

but she couldn’t make it stop moving, squirming, twisting

Enodia, Kleidouchos, Kourotrophos, Melinoë

arms grabbed her, jolted her, sent lightning forking through her face

Nyktipolos, Perseis, Phosphoros, Propolos

men seized Fern with their hands and she let her mouth fill with blood and she gathered her anger and let her rage build

Hecate, Goddess, give me strength

then she leaned her head back and spat, a great mouthful of blood, misting the air, lit by headlights. Agony split her skull in half, a spike sinking into her face.

“Jesus Christ!”

“Dirty slut!”

They locked her arms behind her and Fern couldn’t move, and she felt their hands on her ankles yanking them backward and she panicked as she fell forward, then they lifted her into the air, holding her helpless, face down, drooling blood into the dirt.

And nothing happened.

No storm came. No power thickened the air. Fern was just an unwed mother in dirty sneakers who’d made a mess in the front yard. She’d been so close to going home and now she’d cut herself— mutilated herself—and ruined everything.

“Do whatever is necessary, officers,” she heard Miss Wellwood say.

Arms rotated Fern upright and salty fingers invaded her mouth, pulled back her lips, forced open her jaws.

“Aw, it’s not too deep,” Coach said. “Must hurt like a sumbitch, though.”

“Hey,” the cop with the kind voice said. “Ladies are present.”

“She’s the one spat on us,” Coach said.

He let go of Fern’s face, and her head hung low. She saw dirt and shuffling feet, moving her through the headlights, taking her back to the cop car.

“They don’t pay us enough,” Latin Teacher said.

Her head joggled with every step, bouncing on the end of her neck, sending agony screaming up the root of her tongue, into her shrieking, pain-addled brain.

Please, she thought. They had all lied to her, but please don’t let the witches be liars, too.

They reached the cop car.

“I’ll get Doc,” the cop with the kind voice said, walking away.

Fern thought about Rose screaming as Nurse Kent picked her up and Dr. Vincent sank a needle into her arm and Reverend Jerry’s hands crawling all over Holly’s baby, and nothing they did mattered, and they ran and they ran and they always wound up back here, always bleeding, always paying the price.

Every price must be paid.

So why do the same people pay it, over and over again? Why do the same people always bleed?

Something rattled high in the trees. A sharp, cold breeze skated across the front yard, slithering around ankles. Then Fern heard the door of the cop car open and felt herself shift and swing and they slung her into the back seat. A knife made of pain pierced her jaw as she landed. A pair of hands shoved her legs inside and slammed the door.

Fern sat up as fast as she could and pressed her dress collar to her bleeding mouth. On the radio, the woman’s calm voice recited numbers. Through the windshield Fern saw cops walking back to Miss Wellwood, where she stood beside her station wagon talking to the sheriff, who held his big-brimmed hat in one hand. Gooseflesh prickled Fern’s arms. It was cold in here. Over the stink of overflowing ashtray and old vinyl, Fern thought she smelled something damp.

The cops stood around lighting cigarettes, and Fern thought about their daughters. She thought about their wives. She thought about these men in high school, kings of the football field, going to parties, cutting the weaker girls off from the herd, leading them to dark rooms, away from other people.

The sheriff talking to Miss Wellwood hunched his shoulders like someone had poked him in the middle of his back. One of Miss Wellwood’s hands flew to the side of her head and she looked up.

pek

A raindrop tapped the hood of the cop car.

Cops glanced into the canopy of branches overhead. One of them brushed a hand over his forehead. Now something went Tok against the metal hood of the police car.

Cops dispersed, strolling for their cars or the front porch. Coach and Latin Teacher came toward Fern, heads down, as everyone got out of the rain.

TAK!

A silver crack appeared in the windshield. Fern wondered where it had come from, and then a hundred hammers came down on the cop car as hail played the roof like a drum. Hail hit the hood and bounced into the yard and Latin Teacher and Coach switched direction, running back toward the Home as hail smashed down like it was being poured out of a bottle. Fern flinched as it pounded the car.

She felt the storm. It had been trapped, raging against the glass walls of the Nehi bottle, battering itself against the container, but with no place to go it had curdled, turning in on itself, getting denser and angrier, working itself up into a fury. Now it was unleashed.

The hail came down with a vengeance.

The sound of hail smashing into metal was so loud Fern thought she might lose her mind if it didn’t stop but it kept coming, showing no mercy, getting harder, getting louder.

The air flashed once, electric white, and in slow motion an enormous branch of the live oak peeled from its trunk and plunged straight down as thunder stabbed Fern’s eardrums. The branch embedded itself halfway through the windshield of the other cop car, its wet leaves thrashing madly, then they were all snapped to the right by a sudden wind.

The wind swooped down on the Home like a hawk, tearing everything from the ground and hurling it across the yard, sending the hail sideways. Through the cop car’s blurry, rippling windshield, Fern saw one of the palmettos along the side of the house keel over slowly like a stately lady in a faint and crash into the underbrush.

Fern pulled her feet up on the seat and made herself as small as possible, pressing her bloody collar to her tongue. A new sound cut through the relentless rattle of hail. A howl, long and hollow, rising up all around her, issuing from the depths of the storm, rising and rising, a great and terrible shriek that went up forever.

Fern felt the back of the police car shift. This storm wanted to scrape them from the face of the earth and suck them spiraling into the sky. Leaves and branches whipped across the yard. Fern saw Miss Wellwood standing on the porch, clawing at one of the screen doors of Wellwood House, and the storm tore it from her hands and sent it pinwheeling across the front wall, then pulled it around the corner.

Latin Teacher grabbed the back of Miss Wellwood’s dress and pulled her down as glass exploded across the front of Wellwood House.

Fern had birthed Holly’s storm.

Around the back of the Home hail drummed against the plywood over the windows, screaming through its cracks, then dug its claws into their edges and ripped them away, sending wooden sheets sailing into the trees. Girls screamed and crowded into the second-story hall. Cold air blasted down the corridors behind them as doors exploded from their hinges and slammed into walls and the great storm poked its fingers into the center of the Home.

The storm’s scream rose higher, spiraling up in an endless escalation, a great black mouth bent low over the treetops and sucking everything into its maw. Pine trees that had grown for fifty years found their roots torn from the sandy soil in seconds. The wind pulled at live oaks, found them too deeply rooted, and stripped the leaves from their branches, the branches from their trunks, tried to yank the trunks from the ground. The St. Johns River, swollen with rainwater, boiled over its banks.

Inside the Home, hail punched through the windows room by room—the kitchen, the dining room, the classroom, the front parlor, the music room, the Cong—and yanked their curtains out through shattered panes, making them dance.

Wind rampaged through the halls of Wellwood House, ripping the six portraits of Dr. Wellwood from their walls and tearing them to canvas shreds and gilded splinters.

The wind peeled the roof off the Smoke Shack in a roll and tossed it against the Barn, then sent its two-by-fours cartwheeling into the madly dancing trees. One long spear of lumber whipped end over end across the backyard and sliced into the windows of Miss Wellwood’s office, letting in a battering ram of rain that tore all her paperwork to tatters. Her grandfather clock disappeared in seconds, thrown into the corner, where it collapsed into cogs.

The storm crashed through the rooms, unstoppable, inescapable, attacking the house in a fury. It found Diane’s office and turned her files to pulp. It tore down the chandelier in the front hall.

It dragged parked station wagons and vans backward down driveways. Johnboats were lifted from the river and thrown upside down into yards. It stripped telephone and power lines from their poles, leaving them sparking, and lashing asphalt. It picked up a redand-white Coca-Cola vending machine from the Gas-Go and spiked it down hard by the highway. It nudged a house from its foundations and shoved it halfway across the road.

On the porch of Wellwood House fragile human bodies held on to one another, pressing themselves close to the ground. Inside, girls clung to the carpets, clutched doorjambs, hugged walls, tried not to be sucked away. The wind screamed around corners and Miss Wellwood lifted her head and keened like a mother losing her child as her father’s Home came apart around her.

The storm seized the porch roof and strained. Nails screeched from wet wood as the roof slewed sideways in an explosion of shingles and lumber, falling forward in a ragged arc, riding its broken columns down in a twisting descent until it sliced into Miss Wellwood’s station wagon like an executioner’s blade. Then it sloughed to one side and crushed Nurse Kent’s VW Bug.

Fern felt her chest fill with ash. Had Holly gotten out? Was she in the Bug? Had Zinnia? She reached for the door handle but a falling palmetto made the ground shake and she yanked her hand away. Somewhere in the storm she thought she heard a dog barking madly. This was too much. It was too strong. She wanted to take it back. How did she make it stop?

The high-pitched drumming of hail on metal slowed, replaced by the lower notes of clattering rain, and the howl dropped its volume to a simple scream.

NOK-NOK

Someone knocked on the window beside Fern. She jumped, pressing herself to the other side of the back seat. Someone was bent over outside, peering through the glass, squinting against the rain, wet strands of hair blowing across her face.

It was Miss Parcae.

She could see Fern.

They faced each other through the glass and Fern understood.

Everything had a price. The witch had come for hers.




Chapter 36

Rain sluiced down the window, rippling Miss Parcae’s face. Fern had escaped one trap, only to step into another.

We don’t want to break you, but we will.

RAP-RAP-RAP

Miss Parcae knocked on the window again and Fern moved. She slithered into the front seat of the cop car, ignoring the agony in her mouth, ignoring the agony between her legs as her stitches ripped. She grabbed the handle of the driver’s-side door and threw herself against it, pushing it open against the wind.

It was warm outside and hot rain soaked through her clothes. Miss Parcae straightened up on the other side of the car and called across its roof.

“It’s time.”

The wind had died enough for Fern to hear her voice over the crashing branches, and it sounded hard. Fern tried to make herself talk, but her swollen tongue wouldn’t move. She shook her head.

“It’s too late,” Miss Parcae said, and started around the trunk of the car.

She looked ridiculous in her floral-print jacket and skirt. Her hem guttered water, her jacket hung limp, her practical librarian’s shoes sank into the mud. Half her hair had escaped her bun and waved around her head like snakes. She looked like a harried librarian who’d been put through a car wash. But her eyes were fixed on Fern, and Fern saw nothing human in them.

“You must face your obligations,” Miss Parcae said.

Fern turned and ran. She ran out from behind the cop car, around the rear of Miss Wellwood’s crumpled station wagon, to Nurse Kent’s crushed Bug. She looked back and saw Miss Parcae deliberately picking her way across the front yard after her. She bent and tried to look through the shattered side windows of the Bug, but the interior was crushed flat and if Holly had been in there she was dead and Fern had killed her.

Fern looked frantically around the wreckage of the front yard. She saw the jumble of boards and beams that had been the porch roof, she saw the wet cops and Miss Wellwood huddled in the doorway of the Home. Miss Wellwood saw Fern and their eyes met and Miss Wellwood opened her mouth in a scream, standing, reaching for Fern, hands clawing the air, and one of the cops wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her down to keep her from running out into the storm.

Through the wet hair lashing her face, Fern saw Miss Parcae come around the wreckage of the station wagon. Fern looked down the side of the house: it was clear all the way to the backyard. Fern ran.

She squelched forward fast, sneakers as wet as the puddles she sloshed through. She passed the corner of the Home. She saw a heap of wet rags lying against its brick foundations up ahead. In two steps she realized it was a body. She prayed it wasn’t Holly’s.

Two more steps and she saw it was a man. She saw blond hair plastered to the back of his skull, his transparent white shirt and khaki pants, his shoulders hanging at the wrong angles. She stopped and looked down at Reverend Jerry.

Even she could tell his shoulders were broken. His eyes were closed, his face slack. Fern couldn’t see Holly’s baby. She prayed that she hadn’t killed her, too.

Reverend Jerry didn’t look like he was alive. Then he squirmed slightly in the mud and sucked in air. Half of it was muddy water from the puddle beside his face.

Here he was. They had learned witchcraft to save Holly from this man. He had all the power and they had none. Except right now she did. Right now, Fern could do anything she wanted.

What do you really want?

She stretched one foot out to nudge his head deeper into the puddle, and her toe touched his scalp, and she stopped.

Power without mercy is cruelty, and isn’t that what you’re subjected to now?

Fern yanked her foot away. She wasn’t Rose. She couldn’t do this. Not even to him.

Fern ran. She rounded the back of the Home and saw destruction: wet lumber piled against the wall of the Barn, the tin roof of the Smoke Shack tossed over its top like a galvanized scarf, trees sagging into the yard and standing pines showing bright gashes where their branches had been stripped away. Piles of fallen limbs littered the yard, clogged with clots of clothes and wet papers. Two soggy mattresses flopped out second-story windows like lazy tongues.

Fern looked across the wreckage but didn’t see Holly or Zinnia or the baby. Then she saw the kitchen doorway, a black hole in the wall, its screen door ripped away, and she squelched through the slackening rain toward it, tripping over Hagar’s blender lying in the middle of the yard.

Thunder rumbled overhead as Fern stepped into the kitchen. The refrigerator had been dragged to the center of the room and tipped against the counter, its door hanging open, food vomited onto the floor. Every single plate and glass and packet and box lay in piles. Every drawer and shelf and cabinet had been turned upside down.

Something clattered in the corner and Fern saw a hunched back down on the floor where the counters met, half buried in broken drawers. She kicked her way toward it, jolting her tongue painfully with every step, until she reached whoever it was and snatched away a drawer and saw the back of Zinnia’s head.

Fern threw the drawers behind her, digging now, and Zinnia reared up, one eye swollen shut, wrapping her arms around Fern, hugging her too hard, mashing Fern’s jaw and sending searing veins of fire coursing through her face, but she hugged Zinnia back, pressing her cold wet clothes to her body. Zinnia moved in a way Fern couldn’t put together in her mind, then saw Holly sit up from under her, clutching her baby in her arms.

Zinnia had saved them. Fern had brought the storm and almost killed them, but Zinnia had kept them both alive.

Holly looked tiny inside her wet clothes, but she was safe. She streamed water and kept brushing it from her daughter’s face. Zinnia tried to stand but she couldn’t get her legs to work, and Fern knew neither of them were in any condition to run.

“Witch . . .” she managed in her thick voice, over the sound of the driving rain.

Speaking drove spikes through her tongue. Holly and Zinnia looked confused and she didn’t think they understood, so she tried again.

“Witch.”

She put the meaning into her face, and Zinnia understood.

“Run,” she told Fern. “Go!”

She pushed Fern away from them until Fern started moving. She picked her way out of the kitchen, then stood in the kitchen door and looked back.

“Go!” Zinnia shouted at her again over the hissing rain. “Don’t stop!”

Fern turned to face the debris-choked yard. Where could she go? All she could do was run. She aimed for the woods. She would hide there, wait for dawn, keep running, do whatever she could to stay ahead of the witches. Miss Parcae was sick. She couldn’t last for long.

Fern stepped her way through the scattered wreckage, picking up speed, trotting toward the tattered tree line. Every step jolted her wounded tongue. Her pain felt bigger than the world, but she’d had a baby and she could endure anything.

Fern moved faster and faster until she was running, and her tongue screamed with agony, and even the air brushing it made it burn, but she had to make it into the trees before Miss Parcae came around the corner.

As she got closer, she could see that fallen pines had opened a wide road between the trees. Fern passed the last downed branch and felt soft mulch beneath her feet, and she slipped between the dark, wet trunks, fallen limbs running fingers along her legs, and she entered the woods.

In the yard, the rain had almost stopped, but it dripped from the pines like it was still raining in the woods. The thick stink of fresh sap filled Fern’s head. She saw the road tracing a crooked course toward the river and she moved down it as fast as she dared. Then she stopped.

The witches were coming.

They came through the trees, emerging from between their trunks, skyclad. She recognized the skinny shape of the squirrel girl—Little Robin—and beside her the solid form of Journey, picking their way through the underbrush, eyes locked on her.

Fern turned, searching for another angle, and saw Mags, barely ten feet away, hair wet, toothless mouth hanging open in a hungry grin, stomach folded in wrinkles, slack breasts swaying. Fern looked to her other side. Periwinkle was there, moving light as a hunter on her bare feet, leaping fallen branches, making her way toward Fern.

Fern’s head swiveled as she backed away, trying to keep her eyes on all of them at once, terrified to let them out of her sight. Everything got lighter as she moved from beneath the dripping trees and stood in the ruined yard of Wellwood House.

Maybe she could loop around and escape through the trees on the other side? Or she could make it around the house and head for the road?

She looked quickly behind her to make sure the ground was clear, and when she turned back the witches were coming out of the woods, a long, ragged line of them, surrounding her. The two dogs anchored the ends of the line. The older ones advanced slow and confident; the younger ones picked their way through debris like long-legged deer, closing in on Fern. Then they slowed, and stopped, and watched.

Fern realized they were looking at something behind her, and she turned and saw Miss Parcae standing between her and the Home, hands clasped at her waist, handbag looped over one wrist, and for an absurd moment Fern thought she was about to address a meeting of her garden club.

“Enough,” Miss Parcae said. “It’s over.”

Fern shook her head, then thought maybe she couldn’t see it in the dark and she made herself speak around her mutilated tongue.

“No,” she managed.

It felt mushy and thick but it was all she had. Only one word.

No.

“That decision is out of your hands,” Miss Parcae called over the patter of dying rain. “The line will continue. You will carry the flame. Please, Fern, do it of your own free will.”

Fern said it again.

“No.”

She looked to make sure the witches weren’t coming up behind her, but they hadn’t moved. Then she turned back to Miss Parcae. The librarian looked pale and haggard and half drowned; she had dark bruises under her eyes, but her spine had iron in it.

“You think you can repeat yourself until sunrise?” Miss Parcae called. “You think we’ll fly away like ghosts at first light? It took the strength of the entire coven to put down that storm. You’ve done more damage here tonight than you know. Be grateful all we want is to make you honor your vow.”

The coven lined the yard. There were so many of them and Fern stood alone, soaking wet, blood down her chin and chest. They could crush her. They could destroy her. They could shatter her self forever. But there was one thing they could never do.

“No,” Fern repeated.

They could not make her say yes.

“Fern.” Miss Parcae sighed, and shook her head sadly. Then she lifted her voice. “Since you insist on acting like a child, we call one who can force you to honor your obligations. You will not survive the Triple-Faced Goddess. In her eyes you are less than a speck.”

She lowered her voice.

“Change your mind,” Miss Parcae said. “Don’t make me hurt you.”

Fern shook her head again. Miss Parcae closed her eyes, and in that moment she looked so tired. Then she called out in words that were slippery and hard to hear. The witches around Fern began to hum while Miss Parcae chanted louder, chanted stronger. The whisper of the witches picked up her words and amplified them, made them vibrate inside Fern’s skull. Fern saw the back wall of Wellwood House glow, and she turned to face the forest.

A sickly lunar light had been kindled deep within the trees and it oozed out of the woods. Far away, Fern heard the canopy tremble as something electrified the air and shook water from the treetops. The pressure dropped. Fern’s ears popped. She was coming.

Fear hollowed out everything behind Fern’s breastbone, and then a bright blaze of anger replaced it. How dare they. How dare they think she was a little kid they could yell at. Now they had to bring some three-faced freak to do their dirty work? They thought she’d cower like a child? She would be gone—she didn’t care. They could do what they wanted, they could erase her and replace her, they could turn her into someone else, but they could never make her say yes.

Fern shouted to be heard over their chanting and her tongue felt like it was splitting in two, and she didn’t know if her words were more than garbled nonsense but she didn’t care.

“Bring her!” Fern screamed, and her tongue tore and blood flowed down her chin again but she wouldn’t be using it after this. This was the end. “Bring her! Bring everyone! Bring Hell! You think I’m scared? I’m scared of NOTHING!”

Blood slabbered down her chest as Fern stood and laughed at the witches. After everything she’d been through, after she’d created life, after they had taken her child, did they really think she was scared of something as small as their God?

An enormous moan came through the trees, shaking pine needles from branches. The sick silver light got brighter, making Fern’s eyeballs ache like rotten teeth being drilled, and she heard the moan throbbing inside herself, inside everything, a hurricane of sound.

Fern felt caught in the presence of something vast, something rising over the horizon like a moon, a planet ascending endlessly and filling the sky, bearing down on Fern like a falling bomb, a vastation blotting out the stars. And Fern realized this monstrosity was only Her eye.

She was Leviathan.

The force of the Goddess’s attention drove the air from Fern’s lungs. She was nothing in the face of this. Fern’s consciousness shredded before Her. She came unraveled and undone. She felt herself flicker and fade. She wished she’d been able to tell everyone goodbye. She wished . . .

Faintly, far away, someone screamed.

The world cramped and the silver light flickered and let go of Fern. Her legs turned to water and she fell to her knees, face throbbing with fresh pain, staring at the muddy grass, trying to breathe as white dots crawled across her vision.

Something vast pulled away, slipped below the horizon, retreated into the crack between worlds. A book as large as the sky slammed shut and Fern became aware of a commotion nearby. The chanting had stopped. She raised her head and her vision swayed, then steadied, and she saw Holly with her teeth sunk into Miss Parcae’s hand, jaws clamped down hard, clinging to her arm.

Miss Parcae screamed in pain but she couldn’t pull away. Her legs tangled in Holly’s, and she stumbled and fell, taking them both down to the wet ground. Naked witches ran to them and Dolores reached Holly first, grabbing her by the waist, trying to pull her off Miss Parcae, but Holly held fast. The dogs charged and barked, dashing in and out between bare legs. Miss Parcae shrieked, beating Holly’s skull with her fist, pushing backward against her face until Holly came free and Dolores staggered back, clutching the struggling girl in her arms. Witches clustered around Miss Parcae, helping her to her feet. She shoved them away.

“Stop it!” Holly screamed at her. “Stop hurting Fern!”

Rubbing her hand, Miss Parcae scanned the yard.

“Take me instead!” Holly shouted.

Miss Parcae found Fern. She set her face and started across the grass again. Holly saw where she was going. She saw Fern struggling to get up.

“I want to go!” Holly yelled. “Take me!”

Fern tried to stand, she tried to face Miss Parcae, but she couldn’t get her legs to move.

“You cannot carry the flame,” Miss Parcae said as she passed Holly.

Fern saw Zinnia behind Miss Parcae, standing on the other side of the witches, holding Holly’s baby, and then Holly elbowed Dolores hard and tore herself away, stumbling to Zinnia, taking her daughter, and then she was falling, walking, swerving forward, putting herself between Miss Parcae and Fern, holding out her daughter, showing Miss Parcae her child.

“You have to take us,” she said. “Fern won’t do it! I will! We can’t go back. I’ll kill us both before we go back with him!”

Sick or not, Miss Parcae was an adult and Holly was only a child— she shoved her easily out of the way, then Dolores had her again, and there was nothing to keep Miss Parcae from Fern. Through blurry eyes, Fern saw the skull beneath her skin. Her lips stretched back over a death’s-head grin, and Miss Parcae looked hungry, like a spider advancing on a trapped fly.

Whatever she was going to do, it was going to hurt.

A pair of ankles stepped in front of Fern, blocking Miss Parcae from view, and Fern heard Mags say, “No.”

Fern’s arms gave out and she sank down into the mud and she saw Miss Parcae standing still, just a few feet away, and between them stood Mags.

“Move,” Miss Parcae commanded.

Mags didn’t move.

“I have no time!” Miss Parcae snapped.

“Not another,” Mags croaked.

“Someone!” Miss Parcae looked around at the other witches. “Get Mags. I need the girl.”

“Not another broken bottle,” Mags rasped.

No one moved.

Miss Parcae stepped toward Mags, lifting her hands to put them on her shoulders and shift her aside, and Mags hissed, dropping lower, her teeth bared, protecting Fern. Miss Parcae stopped in midstep.

“What are you doing?” she said. “That girl must carry the flame. We have no time!”

Mags raised an arm, pointing back at Wellwood House.

“That one,” she said.

She was pointing at Holly. Miss Parcae shook her head.

“That one isn’t ready,” she said. “This girl has been chosen. She must carry the line or it dies—”

“Then let it die,” a voice said.

Periwinkle stepped out of the witches and stood beside Mags.

“Out of my way!” Miss Parcae yelled.

“I’d rather save two live women,” Periwinkle said, “than a hundred dead ones.”

“The line must be preserved!” Miss Parcae said.

“No!” Mags screeched.

The witches shifted, and then Joy stood beside Periwinkle and Mags. Dolores looked stricken. She opened her mouth to speak but Joy was already talking.

“You’ll break three women to save your line?” she asked Miss Parcae. “The price is too high.”

“She is a library of our mothers,” Dolores called to her daughter.

“I’d rather burn the library,” Periwinkle said, “than build it on bodies.”

Little Robin stepped up beside Joy.

“The flame will be extinguished!” Miss Parcae shouted. “Our existence! Our reason! Everything will die!”

“Or change,” Little Robin said.

“We cannot—” Miss Parcae began.

“We can,” Periwinkle said.

Miss Parcae stopped. The witches stopped. The world held its breath.

Periwinkle brushed past Miss Parcae, and placed one hand on Holly’s head.

“She says you aren’t ready,” she said, looking deep into Holly’s eyes. “Is this what you want? Are you strong enough to live free?”

“There’s nothing left for me here,” Holly said, meeting her gaze. “Take us away from this world.”

Periwinkle turned to the witches.

“So mote it be,” she said.

Mags spoke next.

“So mote it be,” she croaked.

“Holly . . .” Fern tried to say, pushing herself up onto rubbery legs, swaying toward Holly, grabbing her shoulder.

Holly pulled away.

“I’d rather be a monster than go back,” she said, before Fern could speak. “This is my choice. We have to be free. My daughter and I have to be free.”

Fern’s face twisted. She tried to say no, no to this, no to all of this. No to where the book had brought them. They shouldn’t have to make these choices; they were too much, they were too hard.

But if they didn’t, who would?

“Move fast,” Periwinkle said. “Time is short. We’ll have to see if you can carry the flame.”

For the first time, Miss Parcae spoke.

“And if not?” she asked, her words bitter.

“Then at least we saved their lives,” Periwinkle said.

Fern tried to say something to Holly, but opening her mouth made her legs go weak and she swayed and almost fell. Little Robin caught her. Mags stepped past Fern to Holly and took her daughter from her, cradling her in her arms like she must have cradled a child before. And Holly turned to Periwinkle and asked her the question they had all asked for so long.

“Will it hurt?”

Periwinkle looked down at Holly.

“Yes,” she said. “But it will be worth it.”

The young witch put a hand on Holly’s back and they began to walk, Holly limping, headed for the trees, the witches filtering into the shattered forest. The last to pass Fern was Miss Parcae, supported by Dolores. Then Zinnia was there, calling after them.

“Promise she’ll be safe?” she shouted.

The witches kept walking, but Miss Parcae stopped at the edge of the yard.

“Will you?” she asked, nodding toward Wellwood House and the world beyond.

Then she turned and disappeared into the trees.

Fern’s legs gave out and Zinnia caught her before she hit the grass. She eased the two of them down until they leaned against each other. In a nearby pile of rubble, Fern saw one of the ruined portraits of Dr. Wellwood glowering at them. They had lived in this house bearing his name for months. He had watched them come and go and suffer, and his daughter had given them the names of girls who’d lived in his house before them, and girls had left, and girls had arrived, marching through his home in an endless circle. Trapped here forever.

Now, maybe, they were finally free.

A jumble of flashlight beams exploded around the corner of the collapsed Home, followed by men. Their lights scanned piles of garbage and fallen trees, then found Fern and Zinnia collapsed against each other and pinned them to the center of the backyard.

They approached, lights blinding Fern, telling them not to move, telling them help was on the way, asking if they were all right, and Fern knew that the witches had shown her what no one else in her life had ever shown her before. Always, she had been loved, she had been protected, she had been given so many things, but the witches had shown her something different in the backyard of Wellwood House that night. The witches had shown her mercy.

“Where’s the other one?” the cop with the kind voice asked, squatting down. His flashlight shone directly into their eyes. “The one with the baby?”

And if Fern could speak she would have told him they were too late. Holly had slipped through their fingers. She and her baby were gone. They were with the witches now.

They had gotten away.

They stitched her tongue in the hospital downtown. The freak storm was all anyone could talk about, and the damage was bad, but Wellwood House had gotten it the worst: it was completely destroyed. They heard Miss Wellwood had a breakdown, but they all heard a lot of things over the next few days. Fern didn’t know what to believe.

The girls got out okay, except Iris, who went into labor early. All of Fern’s luggage and clothes had been lost in the storm, but when her dad arrived he told her he’d take her to Sears to buy a new outfit.

“It’s a fresh start,” he said, and Fern nodded because the doctors had told her to take a few days before she started talking again.

Saying goodbye to Zinnia was hard, and she held her as long as she could. She had a lot to say, but she couldn’t say a word.

“I’m never going to see you again,” Zinnia said, pulling back.

Fern nodded and put one hand on Zinnia’s stomach. Zinnia put her hand over hers. Fern felt her baby shift a little. This was what was supposed to happen. They came here, had their babies, and then they went home. And they never saw each other again.

Fern went home.

The Florida sky felt cleaner and brighter after the storm. The highway looked freshly washed. They drove for a while, her dad talking on and on about that night, asking if she was scared, asking how she got out, asking how she bit through her tongue, asking if she knew the little girl and her baby who disappeared. But she still couldn’t speak, so after a while he turned on the radio and found a ball game and turned up the volume. They drove up the highway under the bright blue dome of the sky as the radio unspooled the plays.

“. . . bottom of the second and there is no score. Nolan Ryan will just be trying to get the bat on the ball . . .”

“I’m glad you’re feeling better now,” her dad said. “I’m glad all this is behind us.”

Static washed over the game and a jolly old man came through the speaker.

“. . . yesterday’s bombing of the Army Math Research Center at the University of Wisconsin. One death was reported and authorities say . . .”

Fern’s dad fiddled with the tuner, trying to find the ball game, then he clicked off the radio. After a moment of silence, he started talking again. He told her about Midge going to Girl Scout sleepaway camp that summer and Chip going to Cub Scout nature camp and how grown up the two of them looked in their uniforms. He told her about all the movies she’d missed and how he’d seen Beneath the Planet of the Apes and she was right, they sure had messed up the rockets. He told her how happy her mom was going to be to see her.

She wanted to tell him to stop. She wanted to tell him to let her breathe. She wanted to tell him to please stop filling the space. Then she realized he was nervous. All this chatter, all this talk, it was because he wanted her to reassure him. He wanted her to tell him that everything could go back to the way it was. He wanted her to tell him that nothing had changed.

In that moment, she understood: he was scared. He was scared because she’d had a baby. She looked at him, his eyes on the road, a desperate smile on his face as he talked on about a new rocket they were building and how she’d have to come up to his office and see it, and she realized that, like Miss Wellwood, he wasn’t evil. He wasn’t cruel. He was just frightened. He was frightened of what she could do.

Up ahead of them Neva saw the sign.

Welcome to Alabama, it said. Y’all come.

They went home.






How to Be a Groovy Witch

It is only by failing that magic works. The ancient alchemists knew they were unlikely to turn lead into gold, but they also knew that in their attempts they would make profound discoveries. Nothing in magic is gained by aiming straight for it. As in life, it is the failures that prove to be most valuable because it is in failure that you learn anything useful, about the world or about yourself.
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2,817 WEEKS
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Baby is fifty-four years old this week!

When was the last time you saw their face?

[image: An illustration of a traditional rocking chair with a high slatted back, curved armrests, and a cushioned seat.]



Now I sit here, writing this letter to you because I want you to know who we were and why we did what we did, and because I’m scared that when I meet you I won’t be able to tell you everything. Zinnia said it best: “You can only hope that when they get older they’ll look back at the choices made and maybe they’ll understand.”

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

And we had to make terrible choices.

When I got home, it was like they said: No one cared. No one cared where I’d been. No one asked about Charlie Brown. I sat in my room for the rest of that summer and after a while my room stopped feeling like it belonged to a stranger, and after a while I stopped feeling like Fern and started feeling like Neva again. I couldn’t believe how easy school was after that. I went to college. I got my training. I moved out here.

Less than three years after we left Florida, Roe was decided and the Homes disappeared in the wave of a magic wand. If we had only gotten pregnant two years later everything would have been different.

Some things are so small but they make all the difference: a ring on your finger, three little letters in front of your name, a couple of birthdays. Tiny things, but they changed our entire lives.

Did you know Patty Duke had an illegitimate baby? According to People magazine, that June while we were locked up in Wellwood House, she was unmarried and pregnant, too. It shocked me to see that printed in a magazine, but that just goes to show: no one cares anymore.

August is always a hard time for me. So is Mother’s Day. For a while, I counted the years and when a special year came up I’d find myself getting excited during the day, and sad at night. I’d think, “Maybe she’ll look for me when she turns eighteen,” or twenty-one, or thirty. One of those benchmark years. But 1988 passed, and 1991, and then after August 14, 2000, I made a choice not to think about you anymore. You became “the baby” to me. After 2000, I never thought of you as Charlie Brown again.

I’m a doula now. I could have been a nurse-midwife, I could have been a laborist, but this fits me. I try to keep women where they want to be, I stand with them and let the baby come on its own time. I try to keep them from getting cut. I try to keep them from being forced to make decisions they don’t want to make. I am the woman who says No.

I’ve stood in bedrooms and delivery rooms while women have held my hands so hard they left bruises, and I’ve stood in graveyards and waiting rooms and held the hands of their husbands and wives, and they’ve left bruises, too. Every time, Hagar is there with me. So is Miriam. And Zinnia. And Holly and Rose.

Sometimes my clients ask me why I don’t have any children of my own.

“I haven’t found the right partner,” I lie.

I don’t tell them I have children. I don’t tell them about you.

It’s been fifty-four years. No one much mourned the passing of Wellwood House except Miss Wellwood. You can’t find a trace of her or her father anywhere online. They’ve been swept away as if they never existed, their home forgotten.

It’s all just memories now. It’s all in the past. We got on with our lives.

And then I heard from Midge that you’d been in touch. She told me what you’d found on your kitchen table, and it reminded me about the book. It reminded me about the witches.

And that made me get on the phone and call my nephew. I needed company on that drive because it was a long one and I didn’t want to do it alone.

It’s five hours to northern Arkansas, so I got us rooms at an Embassy Suites. I paid for Duncan to have his own room (he’s my nephew) and I snuck down to the bar and had a glass of wine and a tasteless salad alone. There’s only so much family anyone can take, especially after five hours in a car.

The next morning, we drove to Castalia. It had been a long time, so I called to let her know we were coming and she left the gate unlocked. Even so, it was still a long ride after the gate. When Rose moved away from the world, she wasn’t kidding around.

We pulled up in front of a farmhouse that had seen better days, but it was sturdy and neat. There were some outbuildings scattered around, and I could see another house about a half mile away.

“You sure no one’s going to shoot me?” Duncan asked.

“They might,” I said. “They’re lesbian separatists, after all.”

I got out of the car. There wasn’t much noise except the wind coming over the fields and the clatter of the windmill behind Rose’s home.

“If I hear banjos, I’m running,” Duncan said, following me to the front porch, but he didn’t come up the steps. “I don’t want to go where I’m not welcome.”

Kids today are so soft. The first sign of politics and they get nervous and start backing out the door.

I knocked but didn’t hear anything move inside. Did I get the wrong day? I tried again. Maybe she didn’t think I’d get here so early. I knocked again and this time footsteps came down the hall, and then the door opened, and I just about fell down.

“Welcome to Castalia!” Rose said.

And she looked exactly like she did at the Home. She hadn’t aged. She hadn’t changed. I looked for lines around her mouth or at the corners of her eyes, but her face was baby smooth.

“Rose?” I asked.

Then an older Rose walked into the hall behind her and said, “You must be Neva?”

“I am,” I said, not sure who I was talking to anymore.

An even older Rose came into the hall next, and this one I recognized, and this one pushed the other two out of her way.

“Fern,” she said, and took me in her arms.

It had been a while.

We stepped back and looked at each other and—God—we’d gotten old. But she kept her long hair, wearing it in two braids that were way too young for her, but they kind of suited her, too, with all her gray mixed in with all her gold.

“Who’s—?” I asked, nodding at the younger versions of her.

“That’s Ariel,” she said. “One of my granddaughters. And this is Blossom. My daughter.”

I stared at the fifty-something version of Rose, and this woman had no idea how much I used to think about her, how much I relied on her existence, how much she once meant to me.

“Oh, Blossom,” I said.

We hadn’t kept up after the Home. Who wanted the reminders? Besides, Rose was too busy living her life to write letters. All I knew about her I read on Facebook—mostly politics. She never mentioned her family anyplace I saw.

“How?” I asked.

Rose couldn’t answer because she was smiling too big, so Blossom did.

“We reunited,” she said. “Mom reached out and found me. About thirty years ago.”

“The best thing I ever did,” Rose said, resting a hip against her daughter, one arm slung around her waist.

I put my hand over my mouth and looked away. Rose understood. She knew I needed a moment. Then I turned back to these three beautiful women and gave them a tight smile.

“This is my nephew, Duncan,” I told them. “Please don’t castrate him. He’s worried.”

“Don’t be,” Rose said. “We learned a long time ago that castration doesn’t solve the basic problem of patriarchal power. Although it is a whole lot of fun.”

She and I bundled up and went for a walk in her fields, leaving Duncan behind with Blossom and Ariel and a promise that no one was going to drug his tea. It gets cold early this time of year and the wind stung my face as Rose showed me around Castalia. They had two hundred acres back there. She bought it in 1976 with money left to her by her dad and for a long time it was a thriving womyn’s community, but these days only about thirteen people lived there besides Rose’s family. But it was a big family. She had a daughter and granddaughters and cousins by marriage and in-laws and when I told her about my life it sounded a little empty.

We ran out of “what have you been doing with yourself” after a while, and that was all right. We walked together in the cold, then Rose got to the point.

“I haven’t seen you since 1970,” she said. “So I figure something must’ve happened to bring you out here and it’s not just that you missed my pretty face.”

“No,” I said. “It’s not that.”

“So?” she asked.

I didn’t see the point in fooling around.

“Charlie found me,” I said.

“Who?” she asked, and I realized I never told her. She was gone before you were born.

“That’s what I called my baby,” I explained. “Maybe I should have looked for her, too? Maybe I shouldn’t have surrendered? I sometimes think I should have fought harder, then I think I couldn’t have had a life if I’d kept her, and then I hate myself for thinking that, and then I just try not to think about her at all.”

Rose put a hand on my shoulder.

“It’s hard,” she said. “Did she use the reunion registry?”

“To find me?” I asked. “No, it was Holly.”

Rose stopped walking and turned to face me on the dirt road.

“Holly?” she asked, her face blank as she tried to put the pieces together.

A little wind kicked up, moving the grass.

“A woman goes down to get breakfast ready early one Tuesday morning,” I told her. “She lives in Winston-Salem. It’s not until she’s put the cereal on the table that she realizes there’s something sitting in the middle. Turns out to be a ring. It doesn’t belong to anyone in the house, and she’s curious, so she looks inside and it has an inscription that gives a town, a date, and a last name. It’s a last name she recognizes from her birth certificate. She puts it away, gets the kids off to school, goes online, and starts following the breadcrumbs. It’s my dad’s wedding ring. I gave it to Holly when she went into labor. I thought the nurses at the hospital would treat her better if she had one on her finger.”

We stood in her field, just two old women talking, one of them destroying her entire life.

“Holly’s been out there this entire time?” Rose marveled.

“I can’t figure out how else Charlie got the ring,” I said. “Now, she knows she’s adopted and my last name is Craven, but the place that handled the adoption says they lost all their records in a hurricane. So she decides ‘What the hell?’ and starts googling and through the magic of computers finds my little sister. She calls her, and Midge calls me. It’s the first time she realized I didn’t go to drama camp in Montgomery back in the summer of ’70. I had a lot of explaining to do.”

“Holly’s still alive?” Rose said, hung up on that. “I always hoped for the best, but it didn’t seem possible.”

“I thought she maybe died of exposure,” I said. “Or malnutrition. But it turns out she’s still out there, running with the witches. Being free.”

The last time I’d heard anything about Holly was almost forty years ago, back in the eighties when those TV preachers kept getting caught with prostitutes. That was when a story came out of Raleigh about the First Watch Church, one of those nondenominational megachurches. Apparently, the minister was giving a sermon called “What’s Wrong with Being a Christian?” and he’d worked himself up into a real state when he suddenly stopped. Then told his congregation he molested little girls. Lots of them. He’d been doing it since 1964. In fact, there was one little girl he’d just started molesting who was in the choir that day. She was eight years old. He talked and he talked, he gave names and dates, and he wept, and he howled, and he tried to stop talking, but he couldn’t make himself quit. Folks said it was like he was under a spell. His name was Reverend Webster.

Reverend Jerry Webster.

He’ll get out of prison sometime in 2031.

That sure felt like Holly to me.

Rose and I stood in her field and listened to the wind in the dry grass.

“Have you told Zinnia?” she asked after a bit.

“I’m going to her next.”

I kept up with Zinnia. Back in 1980, when I was in Washington for a conference, I was walking across the Georgetown campus kind of fast because it felt like it was going to snow and I saw a familiar person walking toward me, and as she got closer I recognized it was Zinnia.

I said her name and she froze like I’d jammed a gun in her back, and then she saw who it was and we were all big grins and long hugs. We had a coffee, and we talked, and remarkably, we’ve kept talking. Her name’s Carol Dabney.

Turns out, Paul waited. They got married and had kids and she’s a lawyer and he plays piano on soundtracks and in bands and all kinds of places. Their life sounded good to me. Their life sounded happy. She’d had a baby boy. She made contact but it didn’t go well. Her mother told her, “What did you expect from a bastard?” and Carol told her mother to go to Hell.

“I’ll wait for him,” Carol told me. “I’m just happy he’s out there and alive and he knows I love him. When he stops being angry, he’ll reach back out. I know he will.”

And that was when she said that thing.

“You can only hope that when they get older they’ll look back at the choices we made and maybe they’ll understand.”

Standing in the field with Rose, I said, “I came to you first because I figure you’ll tell me to do something kind of crazy and self-destructive. Then I’ll talk to Zinnia and she’ll tell me to do something cautious and smart, and then I’ll split the difference and be a little closer to knowing what the hell I’m supposed to do now.”

Rose started walking again, and I followed. It was like back in the old days. I felt like I was always following Rose.

“You never had more kids?” she asked.

“Never found the right partner,” I said.

“Never felt like you deserved them?”

“Can we not do this?” I asked. “Up until five seconds ago it was nice to see you again.”

The sky started losing the light.

“So what now?” Rose asked.

“Now, I don’t know,” I said. “I’m just an old lady asking her old friend what do I do? My sister gave me Charlie’s number, but it’s been so long. I’m ashamed I never looked for her. I’m ashamed I didn’t fight harder. I’m ashamed I had a life without her and it turned out okay. I’m just so ashamed of everything.”

I’m grateful Rose didn’t stop walking. I didn’t want her to see my face right then.

“There’s a part of me that’ll always be seventeen,” she said. “A part of me that’ll be seventeen forever, locked away in that Home, cut off from the world. That part of me’s gotten the rest of me to make some dumb decisions in my life, some real dumb decisions. But getting back in touch with Blossom wasn’t one of them.”

We stayed for supper, and afterward Ariel played the mandolin while we sat around the fire, and finally Rose walked me and Duncan to his car. The stars were so bright, and there were so many of them, a million diamond pinpricks scattered across the deep black velvet of the Arkansas sky. In the middle of them all hung a gibbous moon.

Before I got in the car, Rose gave me a hug and whispered in my ear.

“It’s time.”

Duncan bumped down the farm road at five miles an hour.

“What was up with that woman’s mustache?” he asked.

It took me a moment to realize he meant Rose’s. I’d barely even noticed.

“Most women have them,” I said. “It’s the patriarchy that makes you think they’re strange.”

“The patriarchy?” he said. “You sound like an old hippie.”

“I’m not an old hippie,” I said. “I’m a witch.”

Zinnia surprised me.

“Rose is right,” she said over the phone.

“There’s a sentence I never thought I’d hear,” I said. “But what if she hates me? Like your boy?”

“Then she hates you,” she said. “But I know you. She won’t hate you for long.”

“She might,” I said.

“You’ll outlast her,” she said. “You have a winning personality.”

So here I sit, beside my phone, writing in this notebook, the piece of paper with your number on it sitting beside me, all innocent like it’s just a piece of paper. Like it’s not a bomb that will destroy everything.

I’ve had a useful, comfortable life. I’ve been a good aunt to my nieces and nephews. I’ve helped more people than I’ve hurt. I have the respect of my coworkers. I’ve helped a lot of women. And in a few moments I won’t be that woman anymore.

In a few minutes I will pick up my phone and dial your number and the person I was will be wiped away and I’ll be fifteen years old again, I’ll be an unwed mother. Everything I have worked for and built so carefully will be destroyed by this phone call. It will change me from Neva back into Fern again.

I know people will say what happened was for the best. I know they’ll say the only reason I have a life is because I went to that Home. I know they’ll say it was a good thing.

This is the world we live in, Diane said. It’s not perfect, but it’s the only world we’ve got.

But in this world, they made me look at my baby—they made me look at my daughter—and say I didn’t want her. I don’t care if it was for the best, or if I did the right thing. I don’t care about the reasons. I never should have had to do that. No one should ever have to do that thing.

But maybe there’s another world. A better world. Maybe in that world there is a witch.

Will it hurt?

Yes, she said. But it will be worth it.

I am so ready to be destroyed. Let it come. Let the roof break and the floors shake and the walls tumble down, let all this civilization fall apart around me and leave me standing in the wilderness, smelling the pine sap and the rain. Let me hear her. Let me hear Charlie’s voice for the very first time.

I pick up and I dial and I wait forever for it to ring. You only let it ring once.

“Hello?” a woman’s voice says.

“Does the date August 14, 1970, mean anything to you?” I ask.

“Yes,” you say.

I stop breathing. The earth splits in half. Thunder cracks the sky.

“Were you born at Flagler Hospital in St. Augustine, Florida?”

“Yes.”

Hail pours from the heavens and wind tears the roof off my home.

“My name is Neva Craven,” I tell you. “I’m your mother.”

Rain shatters windows and glass explodes and the storm shakes the foundations of my world.

“You’re the one who gave me away?” you ask.

“No,” I say, and my voice is louder now because you have to understand. “No, I didn’t give you away. I didn’t give you away, my baby. I never gave you away. You were taken.”

In that long silence I pray. For the second time in my life I pray for mercy.

And then you’re crying, we’re both crying, and you’re saying no, it’s okay, and I’m telling you it’s not, and you’re saying no, you were kids, you didn’t know what you were doing, you were just girls and your little girls are the same age, and you can’t imagine them having to make those choices, and you want to know how old I am and where I live and you want to know about me and I want to tell you, but first you need to read this, you need to understand, you need to know about Zinnia, and Rose, and Holly, and even Fern. You need to understand, you need to know what we did because no matter how young we were, we weren’t girls. We were never girls.

We were witches.

And now I’m free.






How to Be a Groovy Witch

Magic works as it works, and it follows the longer road. A spell may take a lifetime to show results, but have faith. Believe in what you have done because anything executed with all your will and Craft is something that cannot go wrong. You may not recognize the spell as it shapes you, its workings may be subtle and unfold over years, but trust in yourself, and trust in your coven. The spell you need may not be the spell you cast. But the workings of a witch are never in vain.
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Finally, if you were sent to a home, if you worked in a home, if you are adopted, if you were ever pregnant, if you ever had children, if you are a doctor, nurse, laborist, midwife, or doula, thank you for letting me intrude on your world. I hope I didn’t mess anything up too badly.

And thank you all for reading. Without you, I’m just a crazy person writing stories alone in a tiny room. With you, they become books.
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