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PRAISE FOR FLOWER CHILDREN

A People magazine Critic’s Choice

“Writing in lucid, crystalline prose that shifts back and forth from the first person to the third, Swann has expanded a short story that scooped up a handful of prizes and turned it into a small gem of a novel, a novel that showcases her eye for detail, her psychological acuity, her ability to conjure up a particular place and time. She captures the incongruities of the 1970s counterculture as seen from the point of view of a young child, the shifting attitudes the narrator and her three siblings take toward the adult world as they slip-slide from childhood into adolescence, and the incalculable ways in which the passage of time colorizes the past.”

—The New York Times

“Provocative . . . Swann deftly and vividly encapsulates the flip side to an eccentric upbringing.” —Providence Journal

“I thought about this book when I wasn’t reading it, and I looked forward to returning to it and delving further. I was left wanting to know more about this family of unique characters. Like a missing friend who lives far away, but visits regularly. Not loss, anticipation.” —Indianapolis Star

“A spellbinding novel-in-stories about the progeny of Harvard-educated hippies growing up in a Pennsylvania farmhouse in the seventies and eighties. Pot grows in the garden; a swing hangs from the living room ceiling. The children ride ponies, dance naked in the rain, attend protests, and are never, ever disciplined. But unbound freedom isn’t always exhilarating. The four siblings, two boys and two girls narrating in chorus, begin to crave normalcy. The plaintive, determined voice of the younger of the two sisters, Maeve, anchors the story. When she starts school, she’s as mortified by what she knows (bodies and sex) as she is by what she doesn’t (television and rules and Donna Summer). Still more enigmas arise when tragedy strikes among the cool girls at school, but after Maeve kisses one of the delinquent local boys, she finds herself with a key in hand to a kingdom all her own. Swann evokes the wonder of childhood—as well as the slings and arrows of coming-of-age—with an almost hallucinatory precision. . . . [Her] elegy for a lost moment in American culture reminds us that innocence never loses its power.” —Vogue

"Maxine Swann’s Flower Children is a work of stunning lyricism and intense originality. It tells a story many of us have been waiting to hear: What happened to those children brought up in the wake of the dream of the sixties. What is remarkable about Maxine Swann’s answer to that question is that it never shies from complexity, and speaks in a voice of astonishing power and texture.”

—Mary Gordon, author of Pearl

“Maxine Swann is extraordinary at getting right down into the warm, funny, surreal, and heartbreaking folds of childhood and family life that are so rarely captured. Her writing is immaculate and completely transporting: serene and lively, lush and bare, with that magical, seemingly effortless quality that only the very talented of writers seem to possess. I didn’t want this book to end. It is mesmerizing.”

—Eliza Minot, author of The Brambles

“What a writer Ms. Swann is! She captures, with an unerring eye for detail, the little sights and sounds of four children growing up in rural Pennsylvania. . . . Pick this book if you wish to be transported to a time when everything was strange, yet lovable.” —The Washington Times

"Swann expertly handles the complex emotions of both boys and girls as they progress in age to adolescence and adult-hood. . . . Swann is a restrained, elegant writer, who lets her sentences build slowly, as if she were assembling a structure brick by brick. I nearly emptied my pen of ink underlining passages.” —Bookforum

“This wistful, episodic second novel by Swann is made up of vignettes about four sibling ‘flower children’ whose parents are Pennsylvania farm country back-to-the-land hippies. . . . Swann wisely forgoes childlike stream-of-consciousness narration in favor of lean, direct storytelling, a choice that makes this more substantial and rewarding than the vast majority of coming-of-age novels.” —Publishers Weekly
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For my mother and father  
and my siblings, Leda, Jake, and Kyle



FLOWER CHILDREN

They’re free to run anywhere they like whenever they like, so they do. The land falls away from their small house on the hill along a prickly path; there’s a dirt road, a pasture where the steer are kept, swamps, a gully, groves of fruit trees, and then the creek from whose far bank a wooded mountain surges—they climb it. At the top, they step out to catch their breaths in the light. The mountain gives way into fields as far as their eyes can see—alfalfa, soybean, corn, wheat. They aren’t sure where their own land stops and someone else’s begins, but it doesn’t matter, they’re told: It doesn’t matter! Go where you please!

They spend their whole lives in trees, young apple trees and old tired ones, red oaks, walnuts, the dogwood when it flowers in May. They hold leaves up to the light and peer through them. They close their eyes and press their faces into showers of leaves and wait for that feeling of darkness to come and make their whole bodies stir. They discover locust shells, tree frogs, a gypsy moth’s cocoon. Now they know what that sound is in the night when the tree frogs sing out at the tops of their lungs. In the fields, they collect groundhog bones. They make desert piles and bless them with flowers and leaves. They wish they could be plants and lie very still near the ground all night and in the morning be covered with tears of dew. They wish they could be Robin Hood, Indians. In the summer, they rub mud all over their bodies and sit out in the sun to let it dry. When it dries, they stand up slowly like old men and women with wrinkled skin and walk stiff-limbed through the trees toward the creek.

Their parents don’t care what they do. They’re the luckiest children alive! They run out naked in storms. They take baths with their father, five bodies in one tub. In the pasture, they stretch out flat on their backs and wait for the buzzards to come. When the buzzards start circling, they lie very still, breathless with fear, and imagine what it would be like to be eaten alive. That one’s diving! they say, and they leap to their feet: No, we’re alive! We’re alive!

The children all sleep in one room. Their parents built the house themselves, four rooms and four stories high, one small room on top of the next. With their first child, a girl, they lived out in a tent in the yard beneath the apple trees. In the children’s room, there are three beds. The girls sleep together, and the youngest boy in a wooden crib their mother made. A toilet stands out in the open near the stairwell. Their parents sleep on the highest floor underneath the eaves in a room with skylights and silver-papered walls. In the living room, a swing hangs in the center from the ceiling. There’s a woodstove to one side with a bathtub beside it; both the bathtub and the stove stand on lion’s feet. There are bookshelves all along the walls and an atlas, too, which the children pore through, and a set of encyclopedias from which they copy fish. The kitchen, the lowest room, is built into a hill. The floor is made of dirt and gravel and the stone walls are damp. Blacksnakes come in sometimes to shed their skins. When the children aren’t outside, they spend most of their time here; they play with the stones on the floor, making pyramids or round piles and then knocking them down. There’s a shower house outside down a steep, narrow path and a round stone well in the woods behind.

There’s nowhere to hide in the house, no cellars or closets, so the children go outside to do that too. They spend hours standing waist-high in the creek. They watch the crayfish have battles and tear off each other’s claws. They catch the weak ones later, off guard and from behind, as they crouch in the dark under shelves of stone. And they catch minnows, too, and salamanders with the soft skin of frogs, and they try to catch snakes although they’re never quite sure that they really want to. It maddens them how the water changes things before their eyes, turning the minnows into darting chips of green light and making the dirty stones on the bottom shine. Once they found a snapping turtle frozen in the ice and their father cut it out with an ax to make soup. The children dunk their heads under and breathe out bubbles. They keep their heads down as long as they can. They like how their hair looks underneath the water, the way it spreads out around their faces in wavering fans. And their voices sound different, too, like the voices of strange people from a foreign place. They put their heads down and carry on conversations, they scream and laugh, testing out these strange voices that bloom from their mouths and then swell outward, endlessly, like no other sound they have ever heard.

The children get stung by nettles, ants, poison ivy, poison oak, and bees. They go out into the swamp and come back, their whole heads crawling with ticks and burrs. They pick one another’s scalp outside the house, then lay the ticks on a ledge and grind their bodies to dust with a pointed stone.

They watch the pigs get butchered and the chickens killed. They learn that people have teeth inside their heads. One evening, their father takes his shirt off and lies out on the kitchen table to show them where their organs are. He moves his hand over the freckled skin, cupping different places—heart, stomach, lung, lung, kidneys, gallbladder, liver here. And suddenly they want to know what’s inside everything, so they tear apart everything they find, flowers, pods, bugs, shells, seeds, they shred up the whole yard in search of something; and they want to know about everything they see or can’t see, frost and earthworms, and who will decide when it rains, and are there ghosts and are there fairies, and how many drops and how many stars, and although they kill things themselves, they want to know why anything dies and where the dead go and where they were waiting before they were born. In the hazelnut grove? Behind the goat house? And how did they know when it was time to come?

Their parents are delighted by the snow lady they build with huge breasts and a penis and rock-necklace hair. Their parents are delighted by these children in every way, these children who will be like no children ever were. In this house with their children, they’ll create a new world—one that has no relation to the world they have known—in which nothing is lied about, whispered about, and nothing is ever concealed. There will be no petty lessons for these children about how a fork is held or a hand shaken or what is best to be said and what shouldn’t be spoken of or seen. Nor will these children’s minds be restricted to sets and subsets of rules, rules for children, about when to be quiet or go to bed, the causes and effects of various punishments that increase in gravity on a gradated scale. No, not these children! These children will be different. They’ll learn only the large things. Here in this house, the world will be revealed in a fresh, new light and this light will fall over everything. Even those shady forbidden zones through which they themselves wandered as children, panicked and alone: these, too, will be illuminated—their children will walk through with torches held high! Yes, everything should be spoken of in this house, everything, and everything seen.

Their father holds them on his lap when he’s going to the bathroom, he lights his farts with matches on the stairs, he likes to talk about shit and examine each shit he takes, its texture and smell, and the children’s shits, too, he has theories about shit that unwind for hours—he has theories about everything. He has a study in the toolshed near the house where he sits for hours and is visited regularly by ideas that he comes in to explain to their mother and the children. When their mother’s busy or not listening, he explains them to the children or to only one child in a language that they don’t understand, but certain words or combinations of words bore themselves into their brains where they will remain, but the children don’t know this yet, ringing in their ears for the rest of their lives—Nixon, wind power, nuclear power, Vietnam, fecal patterns, sea thermal energy, the est training, civil rights. And one day these words will bear all sorts of meaning, but now they mean nothing to the children—they live the lives of ghosts, outlines with no form, wandering inside their minds. The children listen attentively. They nod, nod, nod.

Their parents grow pot in the garden that they keep under the kitchen sink in a large tin. When the babysitter comes, their mother shows her where it is. The babysitter plays with the children, a game where you turn the music up very loud and run around the living room leaping from the couch to the chairs to the swing, trying never to touch the floor. She shows them the tattoo between her legs, a bright rose with thorns, and then she calls up all her friends. When the children come down later to get juice in the kitchen, they see ten naked bodies through a cloud of smoke sitting around the table, playing cards. The children are invited, but they’d rather not play.

Their parents take them to protests in different cities and to concerts sometimes. The children wear T-shirts and hold posters and then the whole crowd lets off balloons. Their parents have peach parties and invite all their friends. There’s music, dancing, skinny-dipping in the creek. Everyone takes off their clothes and rubs peach flesh all over each other’s skin. The children are free to join in but they don’t feel like it. They sit in a row on the hill in all their clothes. But they memorize the sizes of the breasts and the shapes of the penises of all their parents’ friends and discuss this later among themselves.

One day, at the end of winter, a woman begins to come to their house. She has gray eyes and a huge mound of wheat-colored hair. She laughs quickly, showing small white teeth. From certain angles, she looks ugly, but from others she seems very nice. She comes in the mornings and picks things in the garden. She’s there again at dinner, at birthdays. She brings presents. She arrives dressed as a rabbit for Easter in a bright yellow pajama suit. She’s very kind to their mother and chatters to her for hours in the kitchen as they cook. Their father goes away on weekends with her; he spends the night at her house. Sometimes he takes the children with him to see her. She lives in a gray house by the river that’s much larger than the children’s house. She has six Siamese cats. She has a piano and many records and piles of soft clay for the children to play with but they don’t want to. They go outside and stand by the concrete frog pond near the road. Algae covers it like a hairy, green blanket. They stare down, trying to spot frogs. They chuck rocks in, candy, pennies, or whatever else they can find.

In the gray spring mornings, there’s a man either coming or going from their mother’s room. He leaves the door open. Did you hear them? I heard them. Did you see them? Yes. But they don’t talk about it. They no longer talk about things among themselves. But they answer their father’s questions when he asks.

And here again they nod. When their father has gone away for good and then comes back to visit or takes them out on trips in his car and tells them about the women he’s been with, how they make love, what he prefers or doesn’t like, gestures or movements of the arms, neck, or legs described in the most detailed terms: And what do they think? And what would they suggest? When a woman stands with a cigarette between her breasts at the end of the bed and you suddenly lose all hope. And he talks about their mother, too, the way she makes love. He’d much rather talk to them than to anyone else. These children, they’re amazing! They rise to all occasions, stoop carefully to any sorrow—and their minds! Their minds are wide open and flow with no stops, like damless streams. And the children nod also when one of their mother’s boyfriends comes by to see her—she’s not there—they’re often heartbroken, occasionally drunk, they want to talk about her. The children stand with them underneath the trees. They can’t see for the sun in their eyes but they look up anyway and nod, smile politely, nod.

The children play with their mother’s boyfriends out in the snow. They go to school. They’re sure they’ll never learn to read. They stare at the letters. They lose all hope. They worry that they don’t know the Lord’s Prayer. They realize that they don’t know God or anything about Him, so they ask the other children shy questions in the schoolyard and receive answers that baffle them, and then God fills their minds like a guest who’s moved in, but keeps his distance, and worries them to distraction at night when they’re alone. They imagine they hear his movements through the house, his footsteps and the rustling of his clothes. They grow frightened for their parents, who seem to have learned nothing about God’s laws. They feel that they should warn them but they don’t know how. They become convinced one night that their mother is a robber. They hear her creeping through the house alone, lifting and rattling things.

At school, they learn to read and spell. They learn penmanship and multiplication. They’re surprised at first by all the rules, but then they learn them too quickly and observe them all carefully. They learn not to swear. They get prizes for obedience, for following the rules down to the last detail. They’re delighted by these rules, these arbitrary lines that regulate behavior and mark off forbidden things and they examine them closely and exhaust their teachers with questions about the mechanical functioning and the hidden intricacies of these beings, the rules: If at naptime, you’re very quiet with your eyes shut tight and your arms and legs so still you barely breathe, but really you’re not sleeping, underneath your arms and beneath your eyelids you’re wide awake and thinking very hard about how to be still, but you get the prize anyway for sleeping because you were the stillest child in the room, but actually that’s wrong, you shouldn’t get the prize or should you, because the prize is really for sleeping and not being still, or is it also for being still . . . ?

When the other children in the schoolyard are whispering themselves into wild confusion about their bodies and sex and babies being born, these children stay quiet and stand to one side. They’re mortified by what they know and have seen. They’re sure that if they mention one word, the other children will go home and tell their parents who will tell their teachers who will be horrified and disgusted and push them away. But they also think they should be punished. They should be shaken, beaten, for what they’ve seen. These children don’t touch themselves. They grow hesitant with worry. At home, they wander out into the yard alone and stand there at a terrible loss. One day, when the teacher calls on them, they’re no longer able to speak. But then they speak again a few days later, although now and then they’ll have periods in their lives when their voices disappear utterly or else become very thin and quavering like ghosts or old people lost in their throats.

But the children love to read. They suddenly discover the use of all these books in the house and turn the living room into a lending library. Each book has a card and a due date and is stamped when it’s borrowed or returned. They play card games and backgammon. They go over to friends’ houses and learn about junk food and how to watch TV. But mostly they read. They read about anything, love stories, the lives of inventors and famous Indians, blights that affect hybrid plants. They try to read books they can’t read at all and skip words and whole paragraphs and sit like this for hours lost in a stunning blur.

They take violin lessons at school and piano lessons and then stop one day when their hands begin to shake so badly they can no longer hold to the keys. What is wrong? Nothing! They get dressed up in costumes and put on plays. They’re kings and queens. They’re witches. They put on a whole production of The Wizard of Oz. They play detectives
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