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Epigraph

It is only rebel woman, when she gets out of the habits imposed on her by bourgeois convention, who can do some deed of terrible virtue.

—MARGARET SANGER, 1914





Prologue

ALL MY LIFE people have been asking me the same question. Margaret, they say, Maggie, Marge, Peg, Darling from the society ladies, Dear from those less swell, and you can tell from the way they say it that they can’t decide whether to disapprove or envy, or maybe they disapprove because they envy. What made you do it, they ask. What made you sacrifice everything, husband, children, a normal life—whatever that’s supposed to be—for the cause? Once, a friend who was a convert to Freudian theories agreed to fund my magazine, The Woman Rebel, if I’d go into treatment to find out my real motives for wanting to publish it. I did not have to go into psychoanalysis to know my motives. And it was not a sacrifice. I never told them that. Honesty is not the best policy, no matter what some of those good women who ask the question stitch on their samplers. Instead, I told them about Sadie Sachs.

Sadie’s story silenced them. It was a heartbreaker. And it was true, I always added, because that’s something else people said about me all my life, that I embellished the facts, made myths about myself, in a word, lied. Even J.J. accused me of it.

“Tell the truth, Peg, there never was a Sadie Sachs.”

I stood staring at him with the go-to-hell look in my eye. It made Bill back down, or fly into a rage. It made J.J. amorous.

“You’re right,” I said. “There never was a Sadie Sachs. There were thousands of them. Millions.”

Including my mother. I didn’t tell him that, but he understood. God, that man had a sweet sympathy.

My mother, hunched over a washtub full of husband-and-child-soiled shirts and socks and underwear; my mother, bent over a pot of soup stretched thin as water to feed thirteen greedy mouths; my mother, kneeling on a mud-streaked floor that no amount of elbow grease would ever get clean. My gaunt, God-whipped, digger-of-her-own-grave mother made me do it. And the women on the hill. The ones who were nothing like my mother. I could have killed them for that. But I loved them for it too. That’s what made me do it. My mother, the women on the hill, and the howling gulf between.

And oh, yes, love. That made me do it too.

But there is another question, and that has come to me only here in this bleached white room of this prison they call a nursing home. Peggy is the one who asks it.

She creeps in, her small bare feet silent on the linoleum floor, unlike the rubber-soled whispers of the nurses or the clicking high heels of my granddaughters who come to visit, perches on the bed, and stares down at me with eyes as blue as the Caribbean and as merciless as the priests and politicians and prosecutors who fought me all my life.

May I ask you something, Mama? Her tone surprises me. There’s a sweet shyness to it. I had expected her to be angry.

I tell her she can ask me anything, though my damaged heart pounds in my withered chest as I say it. I know what’s coming.

If you could do it again, would you do it the same?

And even now, in this narrow loveless bed, in this sterile white room, faced with the memory I have spent my life trying not to remember, with the guilt I thought I had drowned in the well of life, I cannot give her an answer.

So perhaps the question of sacrifice is not irrelevant.





One

ONCE, ON A train going God knows where, to give still another speech, I awakened in the middle of the night nauseated. Oh, no, I thought, pregnant again. It didn’t seem fair. I’d been so careful. Then I calculated the timing. I couldn’t be pregnant. To calm myself, I raised the shade of the window above my berth and looked out. I was just in time to see the sign marking the station fly by. CORNING. Even after all those years, merely passing through the town could make me sick to my stomach.

I can’t remember a time that I didn’t dream of escape. When the neighborhood brats made fun of me, I told myself I’d show them someday. When Miss Graves drove me out of school, I swore I’d never return. How old was I then? Fifteen? Sixteen?

I was so proud that morning, swinging along in my new baby-soft white kidskin gloves embroidered with tiny pink and blue forget-me-nots. Well, not exactly new. They were a hand-me-down from Mrs. Abbot by way of my sister Mary. But they had barely been worn. The Abbots were like that.

Mary worked for the Abbotts, who were related to the Houghtons, who owned Corning Glass, which owned the town of Corning. My mother said Mary was lucky to have such a good job. My father said the Abbotts were the lucky ones, because a girl with a less forgiving nature than Mary would have murdered them in their beds long ago for the paltry wages they paid and the advantage they took. Mary said nothing, but then she got to live on the hill, even if her room was high in the attic under the eaves where the water froze in winter and she boiled in summer.

I started out for school that morning, joining the friends I usually walked with, slowing down here and there to give others a chance to catch up. I wanted everyone to see my new gloves. And sure enough, one after the other, the girls oohed and aahed and asked where I’d got such beautiful gloves. A gift, I answered and tried to look mysterious. Brigit O’Mara begged to try them on. “Maybe later,” I lied. I had no intention of letting her or anyone else get her hands on, or more accurately in, them.

The teacher noticed my gloves too. How could she miss them when my hand shot up to answer the first question?

“What fine gloves,” Miss Graves said, and I turned my wrist this way and that to give everyone a better view. That would teach them to mock me.

“Are those forget-me-nots?” she asked.

I allowed myself a regal smile and admitted they were.

“I wonder where Margaret Higgins got such fine gloves,” she said to the class.

I didn’t know what she was up to, but the tone of her voice made me lower my hand.

“She said they were a gift,” Brigit volunteered.

“A gift?” Miss Graves’s dark eyebrows that went straight across her forehead in a single line shot up. “Now who would give Margaret Higgins such a handsome gift, I wonder.”

“My sister Mary,” I admitted. Now everyone would know they were charity from Mrs. Abbot.

“And where would Mary Higgins get such fine gloves to give to her little sister?” Miss Graves went on.

I waited for the ridicule about my secondhand dresses and shoes and hats.

“Do you think she made a pact with someone?”

The girls who were supposed to be my friends tittered. A boy hooted. Now I knew what was coming, and it was worse than a sneer about hand-me-downs.

My father was the town’s freethinker. “Devil’s children,” other kids brayed as they chased us through the unpaved streets, dusty in fall, muddy in spring. “Devil’s children.” Sometimes I ran; others I stood my ground and took swings at them. When I fought back, I came home dress-torn, dirt-stained, and bloody, scandalizing my mother. Girls don’t fight, she always said.

I was accustomed to the slurs in the streets, but not in school. At least not from a teacher.

I hid my hands beneath the desk.

“Do you think the Higgins girls made a pact with the devil for those fine gloves?”

She did not have to say any more. First the boys took up the cry, then some of the girls joined in.

“Devil’s children! Devil’s children!”

I put my gloved hands on the desk, pushed myself up out of the seat, started down the aisle, and slammed out of the classroom. As I burst through the front door into the schoolyard, the sun beat down on my shame, but I kept going, dodging buggies, pedestrians, a man on a bicycle.

“Slow down, Margaret Higgins,” a woman called after me.

“Where’s the fire?” the man on the bicycle shouted.

My hair flew in my face, and my breath came in gasps, but I wouldn’t stop. I leapt over a log and came down hard on the balls of my feet. My ankle twisted in a carriage rut. Instinctively, my hands rose to break my fall, then, just as instinctively, went behind my back. My hip collided with a rock. Pain wrenched my shoulder. The side of my face hit the ground. But I’d saved the baby-soft white kid gloves with the pink and blue forget-me-nots.

I WAS NEVER going back to school. No one could make me. My parents didn’t even try. My mother, heart sore for her two eldest daughters who had high school diplomas but neither husbands nor children, said she could use some help at home. My father was jubilant. He liked to say formal education was nothing but a tool to breed docility and instill capitalist claptrap. “I myself am an autodidact,” he announced. “And you’re a chip off the old block, Peg.”

My older sisters had other ideas. Nan came home from Buffalo, where she worked as a secretary, Mary came down from the hill, and they took me into the fields, away from our parents, sat me down on a log, and had at me.

Mary: Do you want to spend the rest of your life in Corning?

Nan: Do you want to marry a boy who works in the glassworks and start having children, one a year, until you’re old and worn out and have never seen anything of the world?

Do you want to turn into Mother?

Neither of them said that, but all three of us were thinking it. If there was one point on which the Higgins sisters agreed, it was that we were never going to marry.

“You have a good mind,” Mary said.

“Don’t waste it,” Nan warned and held a brochure out to me. As I reached for it, I felt the twinge in my shoulder. I was still black and blue from my fall. The cover showed a big stone building. The words Claverack College and Hudson River Institute, a co-educational boarding school in the Hudson Valley ran beneath it.

I opened the brochure and began to read. A special program for women offers training in moral, physical, and social development.

“Mary and I will scrape together the tuition,” Nan said.

“You’ll work in the kitchen for your room and board,” Mary added.

Ten days later, on a clement September evening, I went up the hill to say good-bye to Mary.

The sun hung low in the sky, pink as a skinned rabbit. Beneath a canopy of rustling leaves, I made my way down a wide street. Unlike the roads at the bottom of the hill, the ones where I ran from the cries of “devil’s children,” it was paved, so I couldn’t kick up dust if I wanted to. The smells of half a dozen suppers, which Mary said were called dinners up here, just as dinners were called luncheons, drifted through the screens of the open windows. Voices rode the supper scents as if they were waves. I was of two minds about those voices. My father, the smooth-tongued village atheist with a bag full of incendiary opinions, the hard-drinking stonecutter whose handsome cemetery monuments the good Catholics of the town shunned like sin, made fun of them. Flat as the world before Columbus, he said, and hard as Plymouth Rock. I heard the want of music in those voices, but what they lacked in Irish lilt, they made up with an absence of blarney.

I passed porches two and three times the size of our parlor, with white wicker chairs, oiled-to-a-whisper swings, and fiery geraniums rising from stout pots and swinging in baskets. Grass soft as a carpet and green as dollar bills spilled down the yards all the way to the street.

On one of the greenback lawns a family was playing croquet. There were four of them, mother, father, girl, and boy. I knew no more children lurked in the house behind, though it looked big enough to accommodate a brood of eight or ten or a dozen. I knew it from the whiteness of their clothes, as immaculate as the conception fable the priest handed out to the parishioners at the bottom of the hill; and from the mother’s serene smiling face as she swung her arms and the sound of the mallet making contact with the ball cracked the quiet air; and from the confident careless mirth that bubbled up from the children as the ball rolled through the wicket. I knew it from the way they seemed to float in the soft evening, light as dandelion seeds. The sight of that perfect quartet who had never scrapped for food or love or attention, who had never been humiliated before an entire class, who had never felt ashamed of anything, reached out and grabbed me like an arresting officer. And I was guilty as charged, of envy and pride and shame.

FEW THINGS IN life fail to disappoint. The beau who pursues you becomes the husband who won’t let you out of his sight. The lover who writes letters so ardent that the paper scalds your fingertips becomes the stranger waiting on a station platform wearing an ill-fitting suit and a hangdog expression. The women who are supposed to be your friends do cruel imitations of you behind your back. But Claverack did not disappoint. Claverack and the movement.

I discovered that my sisters were right, I was smart. Miss Graves and the other teachers in Corning had kept the information a secret. I also found out that I was pretty. My mother was the one who’d kept that secret. At home, Ethel, the youngest of us girls and my mother’s favorite, was the pretty one. But at Claverack the red tint in my brown hair made it titian, the green lights in my hazel eyes turned them emerald, and my pale complexion was milky.

Smart and pretty, however, were not enough. I hadn’t forgotten the aura of that family on the hill. I struggled to shed the echoes of my father’s brogue. I imitated the easy educated voices of the other students who lived on whatever hills dominated the landscapes of their hometowns. I mimicked the way they dressed and moved and even ate. No changing of hands to ferry the food from fork to mouth. I learned to play croquet. Yes, we played croquet at Claverack, just as they did on the hill. Day by day, I felt myself growing smoother. I was becoming a polished stone, glossy on the outside, hard at my core, where it counted. At the monthly assemblies, I orated on Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and the Woman Suffrage Amendment, in refined tones, of course.

No one seemed to mind that I had to work in the kitchen for my room and board. No one except me. I tried to hide my roughened hands in my pockets or the folds of my skirt. I scrubbed my face and neck and hair for fear of reeking of last night’s meat and potatoes. All that lathering must have worked, because Cory Alberson was always saying that I smelled like roses or lilies or fresh-cut grass. Later he’d say I tasted like honey right out of a comb.

Cory, who came from the wilds of Long Island, was the most popular boy at Claverack. Girls adored him; boys admired him; faculty approved of him. But he was no stuffed shirt. If he had been, he never would have lured me out the dormitory window and down to the abandoned off-limits shed, night after night.

One evening in the shed he took his cunning mouth from mine, turned his back, and felt around in the tangle of clothing on the gritty floor. When he turned back, he was holding something in his hand. I couldn’t make out what it was in the dim light filtering through the grimy window from a sliver of moon, so I asked. My father had always encouraged my curiosity.

“A French letter.” He whispered the words into my mouth, then went back to opening the packet.

I watched in fascination as he put it on. If only there were more light. He finished and turned back to me, and I forgot his words in the eye-widening wonder of what we were doing. But later when our breathing had returned to normal, I suddenly knew this was how the women on the hill kept their houses empty and their husbands happy, their children loved and themselves young. Here was a real miracle, better than anything the church had dreamed up.

“You know, Peg,” he said a few nights later as we were putting on our clothes, “this doesn’t make any difference.”

“This?”

“What we do here.”

I didn’t understand. As far as I was concerned, what we did in that shed made all the difference in the world. Those off-limits nights had turned the body I had barely known into an instrument of awe. The sheer physicality of myself stunned me. How could he think it changed nothing?

“I still want to marry you,” he went on.

I had to laugh. If I were going to marry, I could imagine marrying for this, but only a fool would not marry because of it.

OUTSIDE THE DORMITORY, the January darkness had already fallen, but inside lights were bright and radiators hissed and clanked. Unlike the house at the bottom of the hill, Claverack had electricity, central heating, and indoor plumbing. The room simmered with warmth and the aromas of hair pomade, dusting powder, and the candied breath of a dozen chattering girls. It was a Thursday night. Many of us were packing to go home for the weekend. I wasn’t going home. I seldom did. I was going to spend the weekend at my best friend Amelia Stuart’s.

Miss Fletcher appeared in the doorway. The room went as silent as the night pressing against the windows. Miss Fletcher was the Reverend Dr. Flack’s assistant in charge of female students, the dark angel who summoned girls to the headmaster’s office for the delivery of moral lectures, the meting out of punishments, and, once since I’d been there, the announcement of a dismissal. But I wasn’t worried. Miss Fletcher never came for me. I was too clever for her.

She stepped into the room and started down the aisle between the rows of beds, past Amelia, past Frannie Sawyer, past Charity Gaines, who did a fake swoon of relief behind Miss Fletcher’s back. She stopped in front of me. I was sure she had made a mistake. Or perhaps she was going to ask me about one of the other girls. I wouldn’t tell her anything. Loyalty is one of my strong suits.

“You’re wanted in the Reverend Dr. Flack’s office, Miss Higgins.”

I still wasn’t worried. The worst reprimand Dr. Flack had ever given me was after a bunch of us had sneaked out to a dance. He’d said that I was a born leader and had to be careful where I led.

I took my coat and followed Miss Fletcher out into the frigid night, across the snowy campus, into the administration building, and down the hall to Dr. Flack’s office.

Five words were all it took. He spoke them with appropriate solemnity.

“You are needed at home.”

NOTHING HAD CHANGED, not the paint flaking off the front of the house, or the reek of yesterday’s boiled cabbage, or the rancid smell of big ideas gone sour. Not the lean man with the shock of wavy red hair, the blue eyes that refused to see the world as it was, and the chiseled nose he might have sculpted for his own tombstone, though he was not the one who was dying. Not the emaciated woman, who looked twice his age, though she was two years younger, and had to stiffen her arm against the wall to keep from collapsing when she coughed.

“I’m sorry.” The sentence came from my mother’s mouth as abjectly as the blood she coughed up.

I started to say it didn’t matter, but the words stuck in my throat.

My father put his arm around my mother’s shoulders and looked at her with eyes bleached as pale as his old work shirt. I wanted to gouge them. “She’ll be back to her old self in no time.”

Her old self, I wanted to scream. What is that? A woman who doesn’t have to prop herself against the wall when she coughs, but can bring up the blood she spits into her crimson-stained handkerchief without support? A wife who never had a chance to recover from the last childbirth before taking to her bed for the next? A girl who sped from youth to old age with no stop between? But he didn’t notice that. He loved her too much, if you could call that cavalier sex-fueled sentiment love.

“All she needs is a dose of good Irish whisky,” he insisted.

Good Irish whisky was his all-purpose cure. He wasn’t entirely wrong about its powers. It cured all his ills.

I slipped into my mother’s scuffed newspaper-lined shoes. They pinched and rubbed my skin raw, but there was no point in crying out at the pain. Mary lived at the top of the hill. Nan was in Buffalo. The older boys were away all day in the glass factory; the younger boys and Ethel were in school. My father heard nothing but the roar of grief in his ears and the soothing clink of bottle against glass.

The winter-shortened days passed in an endless round of man-centered chores. My mother asked for little. Later, I’d occasionally regret that I hadn’t made peace with her during those last months. No, peace is the wrong word. My mother had no animus against me. Birthing and nursing and cooking and cleaning for a family of eleven children had left no time for complicated emotions, and if she finally had the leisure to ruminate, she didn’t have the inclination. Poor Anne Higgins, as the neighborhood women called her, as if the adjectival pity were part of her name, loved all her children. That was what infuriated me. I wanted her to admit her regrets. I wanted her to say that if she’d had her choice, as the women on the hill did, if my father believed in French letters as fervently as he did in the single tax and socialism, she would not have spent her life populating the world and cleaning up after it. Like the priest who had taken to visiting when my father was not home, I wanted her to confess.

But if my mother feared for her sins, she recognized no mistakes. All she saw was the eleven children God had given her, because He could have taken them as easily as the two who died in infancy and the five who perished in her womb. She could resent her children no more than she could blame the husband she loved with a brimstone-courting carnal passion or begrudge the priest who cultivated her soul.

“Look what they’ve done to you,” I shouted one day, gesturing at the cramped room so furiously that my hand hit the wall.

She just smiled, a beatific worn-out Madonna who didn’t mind being in a stable as long as she was off her feet for a while.

Do I sound harsh? Having your life wrenched away from you does that. But there was another side to those last months with my mother. Every now and then, I’d let the laundry go unironed or put off starting the supper and spend a quarter of an hour reading to her, or curling her hair after I shampooed it, or, best of all, talking to her, not about the marriage and motherhood I faulted her for, but about the youth she’d never had time to tell me about. I sat beside that drawn gray woman, saw a flaming-haired girl who defied her family for love, and felt a kinship I never had before. She’d once been a firebrand, not for a cause but for my father. She was still a romantic. And the more she reminisced about her youth, the more we reversed roles. She became the child, I the mother. I know now that’s not unusual, but I was young at the time and found it strange, and not unfulfilling. In some inexplicable way, caring for my mother soothed the sting of her neglect.

She died on Good Friday. By then, the ground had begun to thaw enough for the men to shovel the dirt with easy practiced strokes. My father insisted she had waited intentionally, out of consideration for the gravediggers, out of complicity with her God. He had even let the priest into the house to administer last rites. He would deny her nothing, now that it was too late.

Nan arrived from Buffalo for the funeral. Mary came down from the hill with a box of black gloves that Mrs. Abbott had donated to make our mourning more respectable. Beneath the pair that fit me, my hand was still bruised from the attempt to make my mother confess.

We stood at the grave, an even dozen of us. We stood like vultures around carrion. We had picked her clean. My father and brothers, down to the youngest, bowed their heads and held their hands clasped in front of them, like codpieces. My sisters and I did not bend our necks quite so low. Gradually my father began to sway, like a sapling in the wind, but the air was calm, and he was no sapling. He was tall and wiry tough, and drunk.

The priest went on for some time. He finally had the devil and the devil’s children captive. And we endured, as we would have endured a dozen Hail Marys or pebbles in our shoes to remind us of Christ’s sacrifice for our sins.

Mortal bodies, he intoned. Resurrection, he sang.

I will not beat in my head. I will not. I will not. 





Two

AND I DID not. Thanks to Mary and Nan, again, I made another escape. They scraped together the money for me to enroll in the nurses’ training program at White Plains Hospital. I swore that this time nothing would stop me. And nothing did, until a lingering cold and fever sent me to one of the staff doctors.

Tuberculosis, he said, and the world went quiet around me. Pregnancy exacerbated the condition, he continued. I must never marry. I laughed at that, a dry rustling sound in my throat. I intended to emulate my older sisters, who swore they would never marry, not Ethel, my younger sister, who, desperate to get out from under my father or maybe only to claim something of her own in the chaotic world that was the Higgins household, had run off with the Byrne boy. She was already pregnant. Her recklessness strengthened my resolve. I had my mother’s disease. I would not succumb to her fate. The hospital was my only hope. But now that was endangered too. How could I go on nursing if I was sick myself? I asked the doctor if I could continue my training.

He sat staring at me for what seemed like forever.

“I assume you’ve heard of Florence Nightingale,” he said finally.

I had to smile at that, though I had no idea where the comment was leading.

“Throughout her life, she has had to take to her bed with various symptoms of illness. But she’s still alive and, as the saying goes, kicking. More to the point, she has saved millions of other lives. You’re a good nurse, Miss Higgins. The world needs good nurses. Take the same care of yourself as you do of your patients and everything will be fine.”

Who was I to argue with a staff doctor and Florence Nightingale?

I doubled my determination.

The training program was grueling for girls in good health, murderous for a student who was not, and trying to hide it. For eighteen hours a day I sat in classes, ran up and down dark staircases—the dilapidated mansion-turned-hospital had neither electricity nor running water—emptied bedpans, made beds, and changed dressings. Not all the work was menial. I helped deliver babies, assisted at surgeries, attended deathbeds, and sat in on postmortems. But I was no Florence Nightingale. The smell of diseased flesh made me retch, and the sight of blood turned my knees to water. Nonetheless, I hid my weaknesses and whispered I will not under my breath. And again I did not, until the night of the spring dance at the Manhattan Eye and Ear Infirmary.

Bill Sanger erupted into the ballroom full of cautious physicians in conventional suits and buttoned-up minds with a roll of architectural plans under his arm and a head full of subversive ideas beneath an artist’s mane of curly black hair. He had dark brooding eyes, a hawk’s nose, thin lips that sat in judgment of the world, and, God help me, a cleft in his chin. Still, I did not have to marry him.

He hadn’t come to dance. He was delivering the architectural plans to one of the doctors. But the moment he spotted my flaming hair and my skin like marble waiting to be sculpted, or so he told me, he put down the plans, crossed the room, and cut through the circle of doctors to get to me.

What did we dance to that night? The Turkey Trot and Bunny Hug hadn’t yet come along. Did we waltz? I can’t recall. All I can remember is the sensation of man and woman. We might as well have been in a jungle clearing, pounding out a primitive mating ritual. Later I discovered that Bill had less sexual experience than I did, but experience was beside the point. As my brother who became a university football coach would have said, Bill was a natural, as unstoppable, fearless, and stupid as nature. And in the weeks after we met, I became his match and his mate. Sex beat in my head I will, I will, I will. Still, I did not have to marry him.

The sex was inexorable, but it was also a challenge. Bill lived with his parents. I roomed in the nurses’ dormitory. In those days, only the rich had automobiles. But we were resourceful. In fields shrouded in darkness or carpeted with moonlight, he spread his coat and we undid buttons and hooks and ties until we struck the gold of bare flesh. When it rained, we stood under the shelter of a tree and fumbled through layers of clothing. Occasionally if a house was dark, we risked a barn or garage. The danger turned up the heat. Still, I did not have to marry him.
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THE SKY WAS leaden that afternoon, and the air ached with an impending thunderstorm. That was why I had put on Nan’s ugly blue hand-me-down dress. I didn’t want to ruin anything nicer. As if the unflattering dress were not bad enough, my adrenal glands, the seat of my tuberculosis, were acting up, and I was running a low fever. I didn’t have to pinch my cheeks for color, but I was hot-eyed and drawn. Funny that when I recall that day, I always remember how awful I looked.

We had planned to take a walk before I went on duty, but Bill arrived with a hired horse and buggy and announced he had a minister waiting.

“Waiting for what?” I asked, as he helped me up to the carriage. I wasn’t being coquettish, at least not entirely. We’d talked about marriage. At least he had. But Bill’s parents were observant Jews. I’d been raised in the Catholic Church, or just outside it. Why had he lined up a minister?

“To marry us, of course.”

I told him I couldn’t possibly get married that afternoon. I went on duty in two hours. Note the coyness. I didn’t say I wouldn’t elope with him, only that I didn’t have time to elope with him that afternoon.

“It’s now or never, Peg. I’m not going to wait around to have my heart broken.”

The conversation was getting interesting.

“I don’t believe in marriage,” I said.

His laugh was shrewd. The sound frightened me. Was it possible he knew something about me I didn’t?

I tried a more practical tack. “They’ll drum me out of the training program.”

“You don’t need the training program. You won’t have to work. I’m going to take care of you.”

“I don’t want to be taken care of.”

He laughed again. Now I was getting angry.

“Of course you do. All women do.”

“I’m not like other women,” I said, though even as I spoke, I felt a pull as powerful as a rip tide. No more running up and down dark cold stairwells, no more retching at the sight of wounds and incisions and blood, no more exhaustion, no more struggle, no more fear, no more loneliness. I will not, I repeated in my head, but the voice was puny.

Did he sense my vacillation at that moment? He pressed his leg against mine. I felt the heat through his trousers and the ugly blue dress. It ratcheted up the temperature of the steamy afternoon.

“Please, Peg.” His breath caught in his throat, and I imagined I heard the death rattle of a man being strangled by love.

“Yes,” I answered, as my mother and my grandmother and even my little sister had before me.

FOR YEARS, PEOPLE speculated about why I married Bill Sanger. I often wondered myself. Some said I was looking for a father. I could have told them that the one I had, overbearing, underprotective, huge of spirit, small of accomplishment, was more than enough, thank you. Others said I wanted security. Though Bill had the soul of an artist, he worked as a draftsman at McKim, Mead & White. But even then I must have sensed that he was not cut out for life in an office. Still others insisted I was thumbing my nose at the church. But though Bill had been raised as a Jew, he believed only in art, social justice, love, and sex. His sex upended the world. His love filled the hole my childhood had carved out of me. Maybe that was the reason I married him.
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I TOLD NO one except my family about the elopement. I was sure I could keep the nurses’ training program from finding out. Perhaps that was another reason I married Bill, to break silly rules and defy foolish prejudices. My marital status would have no effect on my nursing ability.

He took a room in a boardinghouse on Christopher Street. I escaped there whenever I wasn’t on duty. We no longer had to lie in fields, or huddle under trees, or risk being arrested for public indecency, though when the Sixth Avenue Elevated rumbled past our window, we sometimes scandalized the passengers.

The small room at the top of that down-at-its-heels house simmered with sex and love and one other joy. In the crowded, raucous house in Corning, sleeping, eating, and washing elbow to elbow with my ten siblings, I’d been chronically and deeply lonely. Now, suddenly, I was no longer alone. On the street, we walked arm in arm. At concerts and lectures, we leaned toward each other. At rallies, our voices rose in unison and our hands pumped the air in rhythm as we demanded justice. Then we’d stroll home and climb the steep steps that sagged to one side, breathless with the ascent and the anticipation of what we knew we’d find at the top, each other, ourselves. We roiled around the room, unbuttoning, unlacing, tugging at each other’s clothes, shedding our own, until finally there was no boundary between us, and eyes wide because we wanted to see as well as touch and feel and smell and taste, we turned the world inside out. And sometimes, afterward, when we lay entangled and contented, I wondered why I’d fought marriage.

Then Bill began to talk about children. Night after night, morning after morning, as the stench of summer steamed up from the street, as the first chill of autumn made me pull the covers around us, as the aroma of chestnuts roasting over trash cans made my mouth water, we went round and round. The discussion twisted and turned, but the line between us ran straight. Bill wanted them. I didn’t.

He thought he understood my reluctance.

“I’m not talking about a brood of eleven or thirteen or even five,” he explained. “I mean a child, born of love, welcomed with love, raised with love. As every child should be.” He rolled over on his side and looked down at me. “As you never were, my poor darling.”

He leaned down to kiss me. I turned my face away.

“I’ve managed to keep our marriage a secret from the training program,” I reasoned, “but I’d never be able to hide a pregnancy.”

“You’ll be graduated before you begin to show.”

He went on trying to persuade me. I continued to resist, though I never repeated the doctor’s warning that pregnancy would exacerbate my tuberculosis. I refused to think of myself as a sick woman. I would not let others brand me as one.

“I just can’t imagine your not having children,” he said one Sunday morning. Outside, rain pelted the window and the lights of the Sixth Avenue El cars shone a jaundiced yellow as they rattled by, but inside, our room was dry and warm. “Childless women are, I don’t know, somehow unfinished. No, not unfinished, unrealized. Like a painting that’s technically perfect on the surface but lacks depth and feeling.”

I thought of my sisters Mary and Nan. I didn’t mean to, but I couldn’t help myself.

“You’re not like that, Peg. You’re the most womanly woman I know. You’re the essence of womanhood. Not having children is a denial of that essence, as surely as not making love would be.”

He rolled over to me. I reached for the bedside drawer where we kept the French letters. He took my hand and put it on his erection. I let him. 
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