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Chapter 1

When I was almost fourteen years old, Mamma Barbara fell into a
fever. The leaves were just starting to change that week, and I was
anticipating the crisp weather and the pleasures of Mamma Wanda’s
stews, which she only made after the summer had passed. As the
oldest student, Mamma Barbara had made me her teaching assistant, a
role I relished because I got to spend more time with Mamma
Barbara, a kind and beautiful woman who loved books more than
anything else in the world.

Mamma Barbara was far along in her pregnancy, having succeeded
in carrying the baby well past the danger point. Though I knew only
a little of how grownups lived, I understood she had lost four
babies in the last four years. I imagined the small children
letting go of her when she wasn’t paying attention and wandering
off into the forest surrounding our home. Every time she lost one
of her children, she would be so sad I feared she would wander off
to look for them and never come back. I would try to cheer her up
by hugging her or bringing her drawings, but if the other mammas
caught me, they would tell me to leave her alone and stop being
such a pest. Before long, she would be back to normal – at least on
the outside. But if you looked in her eyes, you could see her
hidden sadness.

Anyway, this time her baby wasn’t going to disappear into the
forest; all of Mamma Barbara’s fear and sadness were replaced with
a kind of exhausted happiness as each day passed and the baby grew
inside her. Mamma Una, the oldest and wisest of the mammas, came to
the schoolhouse to talk to Mamma Barbara one day while the younger
children were at lunch.

“Sheena can take over classes until after the baby is born. Now
that the harvest is over, the garden won’t take up much of her
time.”

Mamma Barbara laughed. “Sheena’s hardly in any condition to do
my job.”

“What do you mean?”

“Una, who will supervise the children when she nods off?”

“Irene will. Won’t you, my dear?”

I nodded reluctantly. It wasn’t that I disliked Mamma Sheena,
but I couldn’t help being disturbed by her constant state of
sleepiness.

“Why not just let Irene teach while I’m recuperating? It will be
a good experience for her.”

I felt a blush of pride rise on my cheeks at Mamma Barbara’s
words.

“She’s still a child,” Mamma Una said dismissively. “She’s too
young to be left in charge.”

“You’re wrong. She’s very mature for her age.”

“And you know why that would be a problem.” Mamma Una raised her
eyebrows and looked at Mamma Barbara meaningfully.

“Why would that be a problem?” I asked.

“Never you mind, young lady,” Mamma Una said. “Go inside and
help Mamma Wanda with lunch.”

I frowned but left the two mammas alone. In the main house,
Mamma Wanda greeted me with a brief hug. Despite my dislike of
cooking and cleaning, I loved being with Mamma Wanda.

My siblings were already eating their dessert – a cobbler Mamma
Wanda had made from some of the peaches I had helped her can during
the summer. Though I had claimed not to be hungry, my stomach
rumbled loudly at the smell of the sweet dish.

“I thought you weren’t coming in,” Mamma Wanda said as she went
back to washing the lunch plates.

“Mamma Una made me leave,” I pouted.

“I’m sure she had a good reason.” The dishes clanked in the sink
and the kitchen’s warm, moist air made me want to curl up and take
a nap right there.

I mumbled my agreement.

“Are you hungry? Do you want a sandwich?” Mamma Wanda was the
only one who knew why I didn’t like to eat lunch on Fridays: I
didn’t like fish. Father always went fishing on Thursdays, and
therefore, we always ate fish on Fridays. Sometimes, I got lucky
and Father didn’t catch enough to feed all of us. Usually, though,
there was plenty to go around and extra to salt-cure for the
winter. Mamma Wanda caught on long ago that I was usually not
hungry on Fridays. When she was able to do so, she always offered
me a honey and butter sandwich to keep me from starving.

“No, thank you. I just want some of the cobbler, if that’s
okay.”

Mamma Wanda wagged her head in exasperation, but dished me up a
helping of the dessert.

“Mamma Una wants Mamma Sheena to take over school when Mamma
Barbara has her baby.” I hopped up on the corner cabinet behind her
to enjoy my treat.

“Hmmph,” Mamma Wanda sounded.

“That’s what I think too. She won’t be able to stay awake –
doesn’t matter how many screaming kids are around, she’ll just fall
asleep.”

Mamma Wanda’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. She rarely
laughed aloud; she said it wasn’t dignified. None of the mammas
laughed easily except Perdita, who was the youngest of all of them.
I made it my business to try to get them to laugh – a rewarding but
scantly paid job. If my goal at that moment had been to make Mamma
Wanda laugh aloud, I would merely have done my impression of Mamma
Sheena. However, humor wasn’t my aim that afternoon. “I’m serious,
Mamma. How is she going to supervise all of us when she’s facedown
on the desk?”

“Now, Irene, don’t be dramatic. You know you’ll just take over
for her.”

Setting my dessert down for emphasis, I said, “Mamma Sheena
doesn’t like me very much. I doubt she’ll be happy when she finds
out I’m more teacher than student.”

“Sheena loves you just as much as we all do, sweetheart. Why,
just the other day—”

The kitchen door crashed open and Ulmer, one of my
eight-year-old twin brothers raced in. “Mamma, come quickly!
Something’s wrong with Mamma Barbara!”

“Oh, no!” I jumped from the counter and grabbed Mamma Wanda’s
still-wet hand, dragging her along with me as I raced after
Ulmer.

In the classroom, we found Mamma Barbara with her head in Mamma
Una’s lap, her normal color drained and pain creasing her face.

“Try to relax, Barbara,” Mamma Una soothed. “We’ll take care of
everything. Just let the pain go.”

A scream wrenched itself from Mamma Barbara’s body and she went
limp, her eyes rolling back in her head.

When Mamma Una realized she wasn’t alone, she started issuing
orders. “Irene, get Mamma Sheena. Ulmer, find Father. Wanda, help
me lift her.”

I glimpsed Mamma Wanda as I ran from the room. I thought I saw
her shoulders shaking.




Chapter 2

No one slept that night. Even if I had been able to ignore Mamma
Barbara’s screams and drift off, my terrified younger brothers and
sisters needed comforting. With no mammas to hug them, they came to
me and huddled around my bed. Even my sister Nancy, who at nine had
already decided she didn’t need any of the mammas or Father, wanted
me to tell her everything would be fine. So that’s what I did: I
gathered them together and played telephone and told stories until,
finally, when the sun was just coloring the sky to the east, the
screaming changed.

The scream of a newborn is one of irritation. Every time a new
brother or sister joined the family, his or her scream sounded as
if he or she were complaining about the brightness of the light and
the chill in the air – as if the world were not adjusted to his or
her liking. The new baby’s cry was no different. I sighed in
relief, certain everything was fine now that he or she had joined
us in this not-quite-what-we-expect world.

After tucking all the younger children in – even my sister
Penny, who was only a year younger than me – I tiptoed down the
stairs hoping to catch a glimpse of the new baby. Peeking around
the banister, I spied Mamma Perdita crying at the door to Mamma
Barbara’s room, the baby already in her arms. I knew something was
wrong: the baby should, by all rights, still be with the mamma who
had given birth. When Perdita spotted me, she held a finger to her
lips as she indicated I should go back upstairs with a tilt of her
head. I climbed back up the stairs and into bed as quietly as I
could. Pulling my blanket up to my chin, I wondered what terrible
thing had happened.

Penny, who had not fallen asleep yet, whispered, “Did you see
the mammas?”

I shook my head.

She closed her eyes and I soon heard soft snores from her bed. I
don’t know how long I lay there before I heard footsteps on the
stairs. I padded across the floor and opened my bedroom door.
Father was down the hall, quietly pulling the door to Ulmer and
Elmer’s room shut. He saw me and waved me over, a sad smile on his
grizzled face. I hugged him tightly.

“Sweet Irene,” he cooed. “You are a prize beyond measure. Was it
you who took care of the others last night?”

“Yes, Father.”

“Good girl.”

“Is Mamma Barbara okay?”

He shook his head sadly. “She’s very ill. We’re all worried
about her. But don’t you worry too much. Mamma Una is taking good
care of her, and if anyone can help her, she can.”

“What about the baby? I heard it crying earlier.”

He chuckled. “Healthy lungs on that one, eh? Yes, he’s
fine.”

“What’s his name?”

“I haven’t decided yet. I’m hoping Mamma Barbara will wake up so
we can discuss it.”

“She’s sleeping? That’s good, right?”

He looked down at me with sad eyes. “I hope so.” He glanced at
the clock on the wall between the rooms. “What time did you get
them to sleep?”

“Not until the sun rose. Everyone was so scared.”

“Understandable. Go back to bed, Irene. No classes today, I’m
afraid.”

“I can’t sleep, Father. May I go downstairs instead?”

He nodded and hugged me again. I walked down the stairs and into
the kitchen, where I found Mamma Wanda humming and stirring oatmeal
for the breakfast meal.

“Good morning, my darling girl,” she said, smiling.

“Good morning, Mamma.” Her cheerful demeanor made me wonder if
Father was too worried about Mamma Barbara. Mamma Wanda was a
skilled herbalist, having studied the many books Father brought to
her from his trips into town. If anyone could cure Mamma Barbara, I
was certain my mammas would be able to. “Can I help you with
anything?”

“You could set the tables for us.”

“The children just fell asleep a little while ago.”

Mamma Wanda frowned. “Why weren’t they asleep all night?”

“None of us could sleep for fright! Mamma Barbara’s
screams—”

She looked surprised. “I wasn’t thinking! I didn’t realize you
children could hear that ruckus, or I would have come up to check
on you.”

“Weren’t you with Mamma Barbara?”

“No. There’s nothing I can do for a woman giving birth – nothing
can remedy that kind of pain. I stuffed my ears with cotton and
went to bed after dinner. I should have brought cotton up to you
kids.”

“Have you seen Mamma Barbara this morning?”

She shook her head. “Mamma Una insists on caring for her
herself. Besides, Una says she’s sleeping. I don’t want you to go
bothering either of them, okay?”

“Yes, Mamma.”

“Well, since the children are sleeping, just set the table for”
– she stopped and counted on her fingers – “six. You can eat with
us this morning.”

A warm happiness flowed through me as I set the table. It was
the first time I’d ever eaten at the adults’ table, and I was
thrilled to be there – even under such unhappy circumstances.

Before long, Mamma Perdita wandered in and sat down, followed by
Mamma Sheena, Mamma Una, and Father, who cleared his throat as he
pulled out his chair. Mamma Wanda ladled the hot cereal into bowls
that I carried in and served to the other mammas and Father. Mamma
Wanda and I then carried our own bowls in and joined them. I
spooned brown sugar into my oatmeal before adding a pat of butter,
which quickly melted when it touched the bowl’s contents.

None of the adults spoke for several minutes. Everyone was
intent on their meal and no one even looked up for quite some time.
When I sneaked peeks at their faces, everyone looked somber, like
when Mamma Barbara lost her babies. Even Mamma Wanda wasn’t smiling
now.

Finally, Father cleared his throat again and asked, “How is the
baby, Perdita? Were you able to feed him?”

“Yes,” she answered, her voice a little higher and squeakier
than normal. I thought I could hear a warble as well. Mamma Perdita
always seemed a little nervous around Father, but the nervousness
was pronounced today. “He was a little slow to latch, but once he
caught on, he ate plenty.” She giggled; Sheena patted her hand.

“Una, how is Barbara?”

“She’s still sleeping. Her fever hasn’t come down, and I’m
having trouble stopping the bleeding completely.”

“Wanda, do you have anything that could help?”

“Nothing she can take while she’s sleeping. Can you wake her
up?”

Una shook her head.

“That’s a shame.”

I glanced up at Mamma Wanda and realized she was glad Mamma
Barbara was ill.

I watched as Mamma Sheena slowly fell asleep, her spoon full of
oatmeal drifting back to the bowl before it reached her mouth.

“She really can’t afford to stay up like she did last night,”
Mamma Una commented. “With her affliction, a lack of sleep cripples
her even more.”

“I tried to get her to go to bed,” Perdita whined.

“No one blames you, dear.” Una smiled at the youngest of
Father’s wives.

“Of course not,” Father agreed. “Sheena can be bullheaded –
everyone knows that.” He pushed back from the table with both hands
and walked around to where Sheena, her chin against her chest, sat.
He put both hands on her shoulders and said her name by her
ear.

Mamma Sheena’s eyes popped open and her head came up as if it
were on a spring. “Did I nod off?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so, my dear. Come,” Father said, helping her to
her feet, “I’ll help you to your bed.”

“Thank you, Rex,” she answered. They disappeared toward the
bedrooms.

“I think she fakes it,” Mamma Wanda said irritably.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Mamma Una admonished. “Why would she do
that?”

“To get attention from Rex, of course.”

“Rex is more than fair with the amount of time he spends with
each of us.”

“She did say she wanted another baby,” Perdita mused, the quiver
gone from her voice.

“I thought three were enough for her.” Wanda dropped her spoon
in her bowl.

“Wanda, you know we want every child God will provide to us.”
Una calmly stirred her coffee.

I had never seen my mammas like this. I remembered watching my
sisters fight over a doll, each one jealous and convinced the other
had played with the doll longer than she had. I knew right then I
never wanted to share a husband with another wife.

“I’d love to have another baby, but he never wants—” Mamma Wanda
stopped herself abruptly, focusing on me. “Irene. Are you done
eating, dear?”

I wasn’t, but I knew that wasn’t what she wanted to hear. “Yes,
Mamma.”

“You’re excused, then.”

“Thank you, Mamma.” I pushed away from the table, leaving half a
bowl of oatmeal and the fascinating argument behind.




Chapter 3

Mamma Sheena took over the classes a few days later. As I had
expected, she didn’t want me to help her at all – she thought I was
just a child, and the child of a rival at that.

I hadn’t really considered the mammas rivals before that
terrible morning meal. Mamma Barbara had told me the other mammas
were like sisters she’d never had, comparing them to the sisters in
her favorite author’s novel, Pride and Prejudice. When I
asked her which sister she was, she had laughed and asked me who I
thought she was like. I didn’t know then. After she fell ill
though, I decided she was most like Jane – the prettiest, sweetest,
and most content of them all.

For the first few days, Mamma Sheena was able to stay awake and
conduct the classes without too much trouble. As Mamma Barbara had
predicted, though, Mamma Sheena soon found herself facedown on the
desk more often than she stood in front of us. I always waited a
few minutes before taking over the class, because Mamma Sheena
sometimes woke up as soon as her forehead made contact with the
cool wooden surface in front of her. When I heard her soft snoring
start, I would stand up and continue the lecture, whatever the
subject may have been. I had already learned the material anyway,
after more than eight eager years under Mamma Barbara’s tutelage.
My ability to soak up all of her lessons so completely was another
reason why Mamma Barbara had made me her assistant – it kept me in
the classroom despite the fact I didn’t actually need to be there.
To keep me from getting bored, she would assign books for me to
read when I wasn’t helping her with the other children. While the
others went out to play, Mamma Barbara and I would discuss the
books at length. My biggest questions always revolved around the
structure of the families in the books. Over and over, I asked her
why there was only one mamma, why they had so few children, and why
their lives seemed so different from ours.

Her answers always centered on how much better our way of life
was than the lives portrayed in the books. “If one of the mammas
were to die, there would still be four more to take care of you and
your brothers and sisters.” “Because their families have only one
mamma, they can’t have as many children as we can. Those children
are smothered by their mammas and they don’t have the strong ties
to their brothers and sisters like you have.” “Life is harder for
the families in the books. The parents are always busy with work
and they have to leave their children in the care of others. Even
though the mammas and your father are busy, they are all still
around for you. Why, you could go out right this minute and find
your father tilling the field!”

What she said made sense: I could usually spot father from the
back window of the schoolhouse. All of the mammas were within
crying distance; whenever one of us fell down, there was always a
lap waiting to comfort us. I accepted her words as truth.

But the squabbling I witnessed in her absence shook my belief. I
wondered if Mamma Barbara had ever fought with the others, or if
she alone saw our family as perfect. I intended to ask her as soon
as she was well.

In the meantime, I taught the younger children the lessons I had
already learned. I loved spelling lessons; Mamma Barbara said I had
a special gift for language. I held a spelling bee at least a
couple times a week. Ulmer was always anxious for those, since he
too had a talent for spelling. I could tell he was upset about
Mamma Barbara; he had a close bond with her like the bond I had
with Mamma Wanda.

History was another subject I enjoyed. The history books Father
had gotten for us were discards from a public school and only went
up to the 1950s or so, but Mamma Una said nothing really
interesting had happened since World War II anyway. Just like Mamma
Barbara, I would read the chapter aloud and then ask the study
questions and call on the others to answer, making sure everyone
answered at least once, starting with the younger children, since
they hadn’t been through the book before.

I always hoped Mamma Sheena would at least make it through the
math lessons. She was the best with numbers of all the mammas,
having honed her skills in the garden. She could tell you exactly
how much a particular plant – be it tomato, eggplant, or green bean
– could be expected to yield. Using this knowledge, she always kept
a garden that fed us well throughout the year. When she taught
math, she created word problems using vegetables and animals right
out of her head. It was the only subject for which she showed a
real talent. Unfortunately, numbers weren’t my strongest subject.
But when Mamma Sheena taught math, I felt like she untangled all
the mysteries right there in front of me for the first time. When
Mamma Barbara came back, I planned to ask her if Mamma Sheena could
continue teaching math for us.

Of course, whenever Mamma Sheena woke up from her naps and found
me in front of the class, she assumed I was misbehaving and
reprimanded me for it. She rarely realized she had, in fact, been
sleeping; instead, she imagined I had somehow snuck up in front of
her in an attempt to make her look bad. If the other children tried
to defend me, they too found themselves punished. After the first
few times, I told the others not to worry about it – I could take
her punishment. Of course, that didn’t stop me from going to Mamma
Una with my complaints.

“Now, Irene, I don’t want to hear about this. Mamma Sheena is in
charge and you can’t be going over her head to get the results you
want.”

“But, Mamma Una! She keeps punishing me as if I were doing
something wrong!”

“I know it doesn’t seem fair, but sometimes that’s just how life
is.” She hugged me and said, “You just keep doing what you know is
right. When Mamma Barbara comes back, I’m sure you’ll be rewarded
for your faithfulness.”




Chapter 4

Mamma Barbara was well enough to see her twin boys after a few
weeks. Elmer had never been very close to her before, but now he
seemed to have supplanted Ulmer in her heart. Ulmer maintained a
wary distance from her, but Elmer went to see her every afternoon.
I was distressed on Ulmer’s behalf and said as much to Mamma
Wanda.

“Don’t worry too much about it,” she advised. “Mamma Barbara’s
different than she was before; the illness changed her.”

“How can an illness change you?”

“Well…” She hesitated. “You can lose or gain a lot of weight,
for one thing. Sometimes it can make you scared of the world…other
times, it might make you more daring.”

“How did it change Mamma Barbara?” I asked, driving the
conversation nearer to the point I was interested in.

She sighed. “She’s just…different. Like I said, don’t worry too
much about it yet.”

“Will she be back in class soon?”

“I don’t know, Irene.”

“Gosh, I hope so. Mamma Sheena is terrible.”

Her shoulders shook with silent laughter. “I’m sure it won’t be
too long.”

Sometimes during the class breaks, I would walk to Mamma
Barbara’s window and try to catch a glimpse of her through it. One
day, I saw her standing just on the other side, holding the baby,
who Father named Timothy. I know she saw me, but her eyes seemed to
just skim over me without recognition. I, too, had trouble
recognizing my mentor: her face was fuller than I remembered and
her eyes seemed further apart. Mamma Wanda appeared behind her and
waved me away. I turned and ran back to the schoolhouse, reassured
by Mamma Barbara’s presence but shaken by her appearance.

Nearly a month after Mamma Barbara’s terrifying collapse, Mamma
Una came to the schoolhouse during one of my spelling bees.

“Elmer, your word is ‘particular.’”

“P-A-R-T-I-C-E-W-L-E-R,” Elmer spelled.

“I’m sorry, no. Have a seat. Ulmer, can you spell
‘particular?’”

“P-A…R-T-I…can you use it in a sentence, Irene?”

“Momma Wanda is very particular about how the dishes should be
washed.”

“Thank you. P-A-R-T-I-C-U-L-A-R.”

“Good, Ulmer.”

Mamma Una cleared her throat and I turned. “I’m sorry, Mamma
Una. I didn’t know you were there!”

“Quite all right, Irene. Ulmer, may I ask why you had Irene use
the word in a sentence?”

The boy sheepishly turned his eyes to the floor and mumbled
something. The children around him laughed.

“Ulmer, Mamma Una can’t hear you when you mumble,” I
admonished.

“I said, I needed more time to remember how to spell the
word.”

Mamma Una nodded and smiled. “Excellent strategy, my son.” She
walked to the desk and placed a hand on Sheena’s shoulder.

“Ah, yes, now America—”

Mamma Una squeezed her arm lightly to stop her. “It’s okay, my
dear. I just came in to make an announcement.”

Mamma Sheena turned a lovely shade of pink and smiled
apologetically. “Of course. Now, settle down, children. Mamma Una
has something to say.”

The children and I returned to our seats. The abrupt end to the
spelling bee upset a few of them, but none disobeyed.

As soon as we were settled, Sheena said, “Go ahead.”

“Now, children, I know you’ve all missed Mamma Barbara.”

I could see Ulmer out of the corner of my eye, his eyes widened
in fright.

“Mama Barbara told me this morning how much she misses all of
you. In fact, she misses you so much she will be returning to
classes tomorrow morning.”

I broke into a grin at the words, even as Ulmer shrank back.

Mamma Sheena stood up and sighed with apparent relief. “That’s
wonderful news, isn’t it, children? Let’s spend the rest of the
afternoon decorating the classroom for her return. Who would like
to go out to the garden with me to gather some squash to fill the
cornucopia?”

Elmer and one of the other boys raised their hands
enthusiastically, and soon Sheena and her volunteers were gone. I
found some construction paper and set the rest of the children to
cutting out leaf-shaped decorations, while I worked on a sign
welcoming Mamma Barbara back. Ulmer, meanwhile, sat brooding. I
kept one ear on them as Mamma Una knelt down next to the boy and
put a hand on his back. “Are you okay, my son?”

He shook his head sullenly.

“What’s wrong?”

“Something’s wrong with Mamma Barbara.”

“Why, what do you mean?”

“She’s…different now. She don’t look right.”

“Doesn’t,” Una corrected.

“You see it too!”

“No, I don’t, Ulmer.”

His frown grew deeper.

“Elmer doesn’t seem to see any difference.”

“He does. But he’s happy about it. He likes the new Mamma
Barbara better than the old one.”

“She’s the same person, Ulmer.”

“She don’t look right!” he repeated emphatically.

“What’s wrong with her?”

“She’s…bigger. Her eyes are wrong, too.”

I remembered my own glimpse of Mamma Barbara and knew he was
right.

“She’s bigger because of the pregnancy. She gained weight.”

“What about her eyes?” he persisted. “They look like they don’t
know who I am.”

“You’re very perceptive, Ulmer. Mamma Barbara has a memory
problem. You need to help her remember you.”

“How?”

“Tell her about things you used to do together. Tell her about
the books she read to you.”

“I really liked Tom Sawyer.”

“Tell her about that.”

The boy smiled and hugged her. “Okay, Mamma Una. I will.”

“That’s a good boy. Why don’t you go help Irene with the poster,
okay?”

Mamma Wanda appeared in the doorway before Ulmer could answer
her. “It’s Barbara,” she said, beckoning Mamma Una to follow
her.

She stood and brushed her apron to remove the dust it had
gathered while she’d been kneeling next to Ulmer’s desk.

“Hurry!” Wanda urged.

“I’m coming, I’m coming.” To me, she said, “Thank you for all
your hard work, my dear.”

“You’re welcome, Mamma Una.”

Mamma Una rushed out the door, pulling it closed behind her.
Though I was worried about Mamma Barbara, I tried to concentrate on
the sign. With Ulmer’s help, I finished the poster welcoming Mamma
Barbara back to the classroom well before lunch. Sending Ulmer over
to help the others, I watched as the children prepared and cut out
autumn “leaves” to hang around the room.

“Irene?” Ulmer asked, looking up from his construction
paper.

“Yes, Ulmer?” I sat down next to him so we could talk. The other
children continued with the project, chattering among
themselves.

“Have you seen Mamma Barbara?”

“Of course, silly,” I laughed.

“No. I mean, since she got sick?”

“I saw her through the window the other day.”

“Oh. You haven’t been near her though?”

“No. You know Mamma Una said too many people around her might
keep her from getting well.”

He frowned. “I saw her. She don’t look right.”

“’She doesn’t look right,’” I corrected. “I don’t, he doesn’t,
she doesn’t. Remember?”

“She doesn’t look right,” he repeated. “I don’t, he doesn’t, she
doesn’t.”

“Good. Now, what’s wrong with Mamma Barbara?”

“She doesn’t look like the same Mamma.”

“I’m sure you’re wrong, Ulmer. Who else would she be?”

“I don’t know,” he said, looking at his desk. “But she
don’t…doesn’t look right.”

 “I’ll tell you what,” I said, ruffling his hair, “when I
see her tomorrow I’ll look at her extra careful and let you know if
it’s the same Mamma Barbara. Okay?”

I didn’t think about Mamma Barbara again for the rest of the
day. I was too busy attending to the other children, discreetly
helping Sheena shepherd them to and from lunch and later teaching
the history lesson as Sheena slept with her forehead against the
desk.

That night, Mamma Wanda came to see me as I prepared for bed.
“Irene, may I come in?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I need to speak with you about something important,” Mamma
Wanda said, glancing at the other three girls in the room. “Perhaps
you could come to my room for a few minutes?”

“Yes, Mamma,” I said quickly. I’d never been invited to any of
the mammas’ rooms. As far as I knew, Ulmer and Elmer’s visits to
Mamma Barbara’s room were unprecedented in the family. Of course,
none of the mammas had ever been sick before.

“Good.” Mamma Wanda disappeared out of the bedroom.

I brushed my hair rapidly as my sisters wondered aloud what was
going on.

“Are you in trouble?” Penny asked.

“No. I don’t think so.”

“Don’t be silly. Irene’s never in trouble.” Nancy, her arms
crossed, sat on her bed eyeing me.

“That’s because I always do what I’m told.”

“Mamma Perdy says you are a goody two-shoes.”

“What does that even mean?”

Nancy shrugged. “Don’t know. But it sounds like you.”

Putting the brush on the dresser, I laughed. “I don’t think I’d
follow Mamma Perdita’s path if I were you. You’ll end up stuck in
the nursery.”

“Maybe I wanna take care of babies. Seems like she’s got the
easiest job.”

“No one to talk to all day, crying babies, dirty diapers…”

“Better than cooking like Mamma Wanda. She does nothing but cook
and clean, cook and clean.”

Penny piped up and said, “I want to be like Mamma Sheena.”

“What? And nap all day?” Nancy asked.

“No. I want to take care of the animals and play in the
garden.”

“Mamma Wanda says Mamma Sheena’s work is the reason she looks so
old – too much sun. I need to go; she’s waiting for me. You three,
go to bed.”

Nancy laid back without covering up. My youngest and quietest
roommate, Selena, was already in her bed. She wrapped her arms
around the well-worn rag doll that had once belonged to me and
closed her eyes. Penny hugged me and kissed Selena on the cheek
before going to her bed.

“Good night. Dream happy.”

A chorus of “good nights” came from the beds as I pulled the
door closed and walked into the empty second-story hallway. All of
the other bedroom doors were closed already. I tiptoed to the
stairs and descended as quietly as I could to the first floor,
where Mamma Wanda’s door was open just a crack in anticipation of
my visit.

“Mamma?” I whispered through the crack.

Mamma Wanda’s whispered answer invited me inside. I hadn’t seen
the room in years – we children were discouraged from forming too
strong a relationship with any particular mamma. We’d been taught
the mammas’ bedchambers were private. I was surprised to find
drawings my sisters and I had made pinned up around the room. I
hadn’t given Mamma Wanda a picture in years, since Mamma Wanda’s
reaction to them had seemed chilly at best. Now, I felt tears sting
my eyes as I realized how much Mamma Wanda treasured those
pictures.

“Irene, dear, come sit here with me.” Mamma patted the bed next
to her and I obeyed. “Are you okay?”

“Oh, Mamma, I’m sorry I haven’t given you any pictures lately,”
I cried.

“What? Oh, no, dear…don’t worry about that. I love them, but
that’s because I love you so very much.”

All of the mammas had told me they loved me, but none had ever
said it quite like that. I looked questioningly at Mamma Wanda, who
had wrapped her arm around my shoulders.

Mamma smiled at me. “You are my daughter – my birth daughter –
 and I love you. But things are happening in the family that
could put you in danger and I need you to know how to react to
them.”

The shocking revelation coupled with the warning drove the
breath from my body. I watched her with wide eyes, recognizing
myself in her features for the first time. “What sort of things?” I
whispered.

Mamma stood up and paced around the bed, her brow furrowed and
her lips curved downward. “I can’t tell you specifically. But you
know you always have to agree with whatever Mamma Una or your
father says, right?”

I nodded.

“They are going to tell you something that will seem like a lie,
but it’s important you agree with them…and don’t question them at
all.”

Remembering my earlier conversation with Ulmer, I asked, “Is
this about Mamma Barbara?”

Wanda’s eyes widened and she rushed to make sure the door was
securely closed. “What do you know about Mamma Barbara?”

I recoiled, surprised by my mother’s actions. “I-I d-d-don’t
know,” I stammered. “Ulmer said—”

“Ulmer can say anything he wants. He’s still young, and he’s a
boy besides. Boys will always be allowed to say things girls can’t
say and not suffer for it.” She sat down on the wooden chair in the
corner of the room. “Girls, though…we don’t have those privileges.
If you say anything that makes Mamma Una doubt your belief, you’ll
be sent away.”

“Sent where?”

“To your husband’s family.”

“My husband?” My hands were suddenly cold and my heart was
beating wildly. I was only fourteen – surely I didn’t have a
husband waiting for me already.

“Yes. Mamma Una and Father made the arrangements last summer.
Mamma Una arranged for you to stay with us until your sixteenth
birthday, but if you give them any trouble – any reason at all –
they’ll send you to him sooner. The groom’s family is anxious for
you to join them.”

The tears flowed silently down my face as I heard these words. I
wasn’t going to be allowed to stay with my family the way I’d
imagined. Silly girl, I thought to myself. What did
you think would happen? That you’d stay here and be Mamma
Barbara’s teaching assistant forever? A part of me did think
that – and that part was now curling itself into a ball of fear in
the pit of my stomach.




Chapter 5

Mamma Barbara was back in the classroom the next day. Having
been warned not to comment on her strange appearance or her lack of
memory, I didn’t. When the other children went outside to play, I
stayed behind as I normally did – though I now stayed in the
classroom more to avoid Ulmer than to help Mamma Barbara.

“Go on, Irene. Get some sun.”

“I usually stay inside with you, Mamma Barbara.”

“Oh.” She knitted her brow as if she were trying to grasp the
memory of this habit. Finally surrendering, she asked, “Why do you
do that?”

“I’m more your assistant than your student.”

“So you’re not studying anything at all?”

“You’ve been assigning me books to read from the family
library.”

“Like what?”

I pulled Brave New World from my desk and held it up
for her to see. “This is the most recent one.”

She took it from me and flipped it open to the middle, reading a
few pages. “I remember this book. It’s all about removing
individualism and familial bonds from society.”

“It’s scary. I didn’t like it…and I felt sorry for the
savage.”

“You’re supposed to identify with him. He’s the real hero of the
book.” She handed it back to me. “What else have you read?”

“All of the Jane Austen books, some Hemingway, Fitzgerald, a lot
of Shakespeare…”

She held up one hand to stop me. “Okay. I get it. And what have
you learned from all this reading?”

“That we are different from most of the world.”

“Different good or different bad?”

“Just different. Can I ask you something?”

“Okay.”

“You always say you love the other mammas like I love my
sisters. But when you were sick, Mamma Wanda seemed happy. Doesn’t
she love you like a sister?”

“You should probably ask her that, don’t you think?”

“I can’t talk to any of the mammas the way I talk to you.”

She sat back down at her desk and rested her elbows against the
wooden surface. “Honestly, Irene, I don’t remember what my
relationships were like with any of the other women. I can only say
that since I woke up here a few weeks ago, all of the women have
been kind to me.”

“You don’t remember anything from before?”

“Una says the memories I have are false.”

“Like what?”

“I’m not going to burden you with this. Just give me a little
time to get up to speed on everything around here.”

“Before you got sick, you called me your friend.”

“We may be friends, but you’re still very young.”

“Not so young. Father and Mamma Una have already found me a
husband.”

I could feel her eyes drilling through me. “What do you
mean?”

“Mamma Wanda told me,” I said softly. “She wanted me to be
careful and obedient, or Mamma Una might send me to my husband’s
family sooner than they planned.”

 “What are you supposed to be careful about?”

I looked out the window to be sure none of the children or
mammas were coming to the schoolhouse. “You. You don’t look the
same. I know it’s just the illness, but Ulmer doesn’t believe
you’re really Mamma Barbara at all.” When I looked back at her, her
eyes were wide and shocked. Hurriedly, I added, “But I know it’s
just that you’ve been sick and now you can’t remember
anything.”

“Are there any pictures of me from before I got sick?”

“Just drawings. None of us are very good artists, though. Can’t
you see how different you look?”

She smiled sadly. “I look the same as I always remember looking.
I’m just not where I think I should be. How old are you,
Irene?”

“I just turned fourteen.”

“How long have I been here?”

“I don’t know exactly. You’ve always been here, as far as I can
remember.”

“Do you know how old I am?”

“You told me you were almost thirty not too long ago.”

Again, her eyes widened.

“How old did you think you were?”

“Twenty-three.” She glanced toward the door as if she expected
it to burst open any second. “You’re too young to get married.”

“That’s what Mamma Wanda thinks too.”

“No. I mean, it’s illegal for you to marry at your age.”

“What do you mean, illegal?”

“The government has laws…”

“What government?”

“The United States.”

“But, Mamma Barbara, you taught us there is no government
anymore.”

“What?”

“Don’t you…? No, you don’t, do you?” I sighed. “You taught us
there used to be a country called the United States, but its
government collapsed years ago. We live away from the towns and
cities because desperate, evil people live in those places. Father
has to be very careful not to let them know what we have out here,
because if they found out, they’d come and try to take it away from
us.”

“That’s not true,” she whispered. “That can’t be true. I was
there, wasn’t I? I had a job and a sister and a niece.”

I didn’t know what to do. In some ways, she was very much like
Mamma Barbara. She was changed though, with different eyes, wider
hips, and too many doubts. While she continued to mutter to
herself, I left the schoolhouse.

Ulmer was waiting for me on the steps. “Well?” he asked.

“She’s just been sick. She’ll be back to normal soon.”

He squinted up at me and I was thankful the sun was over my
shoulder. He wouldn’t be able to see how much I doubted my own
words.




Chapter 6

As the weather turned decidedly cold and Mamma Una replaced the
summer sheets on our beds with the winter blankets, Mamma Barbara
became more like herself. The cold seemed to galvanize her resolve
that our family was truly her family too.

The end of November was always my favorite time of the year. The
mammas and Father kept a holiday they called Thanksgiving, a
leftover ritual of the now-defunct nation from which we were
refugees. Our history books described the holiday as a celebration
between the pilgrims who first settled on this continent and the
natives who were already here. None of my brothers or sisters had
ever seen a Native American, so we had only the illustrations in
the book to go by.

At Mamma Una’s request, Penny and I wrote a short play for all
of the children to perform for the adults on Thanksgiving. Our
everyday dresses looked very much like the pictures of the pilgrim
ladies in the book, but the boys wore trousers and long-sleeved
shirts that didn’t look anything like the breeches and buckles the
pilgrim men wore. Therefore, all of the girls played pilgrims, and
all of the boys played indians. We gathered feathers from the
poultry coop and fastened them to construction-paper headbands for
the boys to wear. Elmer, the loudest of my brothers, played the
indian leader – we gave him five feathers instead of two so it
would be clear he was the chief. I was the pilgrim leader, because
I was the tallest of my sisters. In the play, the pilgrims thanked
the Creator for his mercy and a bountiful harvest. The indians
approached, carrying a basket full of vegetables to share with the
pilgrims. Elmer then held out the basket to me and said how the
indians had just that morning thanked their gods for the friendship
of the white people. Penny and I struggled with that – the book
calls the pilgrims “white men” but all of our pilgrims were women.
We finally had to ask Mamma Barbara what she thought we should
say.

On Thanksgiving, we gathered the adults in the schoolhouse,
pushed Mamma Barbara’s desk aside, and performed our play. The
mammas and Father clapped and stomped their feet in appreciation,
and most of my brothers and sisters ate it up. Only Ulmer seemed
uncomfortable. I wondered if he were jealous of his brother or
still worried about Mamma Barbara.

At the meal that followed, my seat was at the adult table for
the first time since that disturbing breakfast a few months before.
“You’re fourteen now,” Mamma Wanda had answered when I asked why I
was to sit at the adult table. “You need to study how women should
behave at the dining table.”

She didn’t see my frown; if she had, I’m sure she would have
scolded me.

“Do you think you can carry the turkey platter to the dining
table?” She gestured toward the dead bird whose name used to be
Hedda. Nancy had spent most of the day before in hysterics because
she’d gotten to the bird pen just in time to see Mamma Sheena chop
off Hedda’s head. I’d tried to console her by telling her that
everything on the farm has a purpose, and Hedda’s purpose was
Thanksgiving. It didn’t help. She sobbed until she wore herself out
and vowed not to eat any of the turkey. I’d been sure she’d refuse
to participate in the play, but she’d played the part assigned to
her, though she’d frowned the whole time. Her frown had finally
disappeared when the applause started.

Now, as I carefully carried the main course into the dining
room, I noticed Nancy seemed to have overcome her distress. She was
talking and laughing with our other sisters and brothers. I
wondered if she’d relent and have some of the turkey after all.

“Careful with that,” Mamma Sheena said sternly when she spotted
me.

“I’m being careful.” I gripped the plate more tightly just to be
sure I wouldn’t drop it.

“Relax, Sheena,” Mamma Una said. “She’s a capable young
woman.”

“I just don’t want to see good food go to waste.”

“Then you should make sure the younger children eat what they
take, not worry about whether the food makes it to the table.”
Mamma Una smiled reassuringly at me as I set the turkey in front of
Father.

“Irene!” Mamma Wanda called from the kitchen. “Where are you? I
need your help!”

“You’d better hurry,” Father said, not taking his eyes from the
golden bird before him. “Looks delicious, doesn’t it, ladies?”

The other mammas murmured in agreement as I hurried back to
Mamma Wanda.

“Stir the gravy. Make sure it doesn’t have any lumps.” She
handed the big metal spoon she’d been using to me and picked up the
pot of boiling potatoes, carried it to the sink, and drained it
before adding butter and beginning to mash them.

I stirred the gravy, watching it for anything remotely lumpy. I
could hear the rest of the family laughing and talking, and I
wished I could be in there instead of in the kitchen with Mamma
Wanda. “Why don’t the other mammas help you cook?”

“We all have our jobs to do, Irene; you know that. Mine is
cooking.”

“Yes, but this is a huge meal. You’d think they’d help.” I heard
the whine in my voice and braced myself for her reprimand.

“You’re helping me, and that’s all the help I need. Are you an
adult or not? If you’re not, you can march right back out there and
move your plate to the children’s table.”

“I’m an adult,” I answered.

“That’s right, you are. You’re going to be a first wife to your
husband in a few years. You have to know how to handle all the
household chores, not just the teaching. You really should be
spending time with Sheena in the garden and with Perdita in the
nursery.”

“But Mamma Una was a first wife and she doesn’t do
anything.”

“Una earned her stripes long before any of the other mammas came
along, and if she wanted to sit on her butt and do nothing, that
would be fine. But you’re wrong – who do you think handles the
laundry and makes sure the house is clean? Magic genies don’t pop
out of bottles around here to take care of the housekeeping.”

“I think I’d rather do all of the work than share my husband
with anyone else.”

“Shush!” Mamma Wanda said urgently. Then, in a rushed whisper,
she said, “Don’t let any of the others hear you say that. It’s a
great honor to be a first wife – Una and Rex went to a lot of
trouble to find you a husband who didn’t already have wives. That’s
why you’ve got to be well-trained and ready for your marriage.
You’re lucky you’re so pretty. It will be much harder to find a
good marriage for Nancy, poor thing.”

Mamma Una appeared in the doorway. “Wanda, how much longer? The
pilgrims and indians are restless.”

“Almost ready!” she answered brightly. “Tell Rex to go ahead and
say grace.”

“Wonderful.” Una went back to the dining room.

“The gravy boats are under the cabinet on the right,” Mamma
Wanda said.

Our conversation about my future over, I pour the gravy from the
copper pan into the boats and carried them into the dining room,
followed by Mamma Wanda and her potatoes.

“Ah, here they are,” said Father. “I wanted to wait for you both
before saying grace.”

“Thank you, Rex,” Mamma Wanda said, kissing him on the cheek
before taking her seat. I noticed Mamma Perdita glaring at her. I
bumped Mamma Sheena’s chair gently to wake her up as I sat
down.

“This has been a year of plenty for our family – two new little
ones, successful crops, and, I’m pleased to announce, an alliance
between our family and another. Our dear daughter Irene is
betrothed. When she is ready, she will leave us to start her own
family.”

Though this wasn’t news to me, the words still struck my heart
like arrows, especially when I glanced toward my younger brothers
and sisters for their reactions. Nancy was the only one who seemed
unfazed. Penny seemed terrified, Ulmer looked heartbroken, and the
rest of them were confused. Finally, Elmer raised his hand as if we
were in the classroom.

“Yes, son?” Father always did that with Elmer and Ulmer – he
couldn’t tell them apart, so he didn’t say their names. The mammas
and the rest of us had no trouble telling one from the other
because we spent so much time with them.

“What does ‘betrothed’ mean?”

Father chuckled. “Why, it means your sister is getting
married!”

Now their reactions were clearer. Most of them were happy for
me, because the greatest reward in life – as Mamma Barbara had told
us many times – was a happy marriage. Nancy was still outwardly
unmoved, Penny seemed even more distressed, and Ulmer was ill. Of
course, I knew my thoughtful younger brother had a crush on me,
despite our family connection. Mamma Barbara had told me it was
probably because I was his teacher. Now that Mamma Barbara was so
different though, I worried he might be too attached to me.

“Settle down, children, settle down.” He waited for silence to
fall over them before continuing. “So, as you can see, this has
been a year of blessings. Everyone, please bow your heads as we
give thanks to our Creator.”

As I tilted my head forward I saw Mamma Sheena was asleep once
more.
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