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Middlesex County NOW
PO Box 1432, Highland Park, NJ 08904


                                       November, 2011
Officers
President – Skip Drumm

Vice President – Lisanne Powers
Secretary – Open

Treasurer – Alan Gross

Campus Liaison – Sarah Kelly
Our Next Meeting
Our next meeting will be Mon, Dec 12th, 
7 pm, at the home of Rich and John.  There is no meeting in November.  Dinner will be served, once again courtesy of our hosts.  Let me know if you're planning to attend, so we can have enough food for everyone.
2012 Chapter Meeting Dates

We will set up our schedule for 2012 meeting dates at our Dec 2011 meeting.
November Elections
Do you have a favorite candidate whom you would like to see elected?  Go and volunteer to work in her/his campaign.  And remember, NOW PAC has endorsed Karen Carroll for NJ State Assembly.  See www.Carroll-for-Assembly.com.  There are a number of tasks (small and large) that need to be done before election day, among which are phone banking, door-to-door campaigning, and challenging at the polls on election day.  Contact the campaign at the website above to sign up.
The Legal Definition Of Rape Is On Course For Change 

See press release by Ms. magazine.

Happy Birthday!
"Our Bodies, Ourselves," the classic book about women's health and sexuality written for women by women, celebrated its 40th anniversary last month.  In this excerpt from its new 2011 edition, a look at what has changed since the 1970s.

Saving Abortion:  What can you do?
“Seeking Women With a Story to Tell”

By Mimi Pichey 

Never go back!  People under 50 don’t know what life was like for women prior to Roe v. Wade in 1973.  Do you remember what it was like to worry every month?  If you got pregnant, your choices were few – an illegal abortion with all the terror that came with it, forced pregnancy ending either in adoption or raising a child under less than ideal circumstances, or a legal abortion in which you handed over your life savings and testified that bearing a child would cause a mental breakdown.  All of them…terrible choices that could alter your life forever.

 

We need to get our stories out to keep the anti-choice forces from having their way.  The Rutgers University Choice group (RU Choice) is partnering with the Middlesex County chapter of NOW to record women’s stories, both taped and written. 

 

Our goal is to post some short videos and written memories on a website and reach out to young people using the internet.  We're hoping that these vignettes can educate young people about the dangers that await if we don't pay attention to preserving the rights we gained in 1973.
 

The videotaping would be done by Rutgers students.  If you prefer, it could be done so that you are not recognizable.  You would also have the ability to approve the final product before publication.  You are also welcome to share a written memory such as the one that appears below.
The Cradle Will Rock

By: Jane Lee*

Prelude:

   My oldest sister entered the convent when I was in eighth grade. Every fourth Sunday of the month we would all get into the family Ford and drive through small New England towns to Hartford, Connecticut. Right on the outskirts of the old city famous for its insurance industry, we passed a large red-brick building set back from the highway. A black wrought-iron fence enclosed the grounds. It haunted me as I rode in the car with my parents, speculating about the stories of the girls inside this home for unwed mothers—Hester Prynne’s outcast daughters. The feeling of the forbidden was attached to the mystery of the place: compelling in its ability to attract and repel at the same time. This ambivalence was strong enough to compensate for the details which were absent from my musings. Catholic girlhood shrouded me in a cocoon of ignorant speculation about sex. At that time, the terrors loomed larger than the possibilities.

   I used to go and sit with them when they came back from the hospital. They were only there for a short while, a couple of hours. They’d lie on top of the narrow beds, in the pale light filtered by drawn shades. I’d hardly say a word. They’d do the talking. This was the time when I really got to know them. This was the time when I could see clearly what it was we were all doing there. I thought I knew the cost. And I knew that my day was coming. As it turned out, there was no waiting period for me. No lying on the freshly-laundered spread, sharing secrets in the quiet room, waiting for my ride which would return me to the world. When I left, I went straight from the nursery to the car door. My mother drove, passing out of the little New Jersey town that had been my home since late December; back into the city and across a bridge that paralleled the trestle bridge bearing the sign: “TRENTON MAKES, THE WORLD TAKES.” A modern mantra writ large…It echoed. 

   I came to this home in December, right after Christmas. The sight of those protruding bellies when I entered the home was my first welcome. I couldn’t wait for my parents to leave. The bulging middle of my body was the cause of the greatest discomfort between us. We couldn’t acknowledge it and we couldn’t ignore it. The nun who greeted us sensed this tension. She gently encouraged my parents to make a quick leave-taking. I was struck by the strangeness of having nuns in charge of such a place. The line between the sacred and profane was starkly drawn with the obviously sexual girls alongside the chaste and holy sisters. The nuns walked black-robed and beaded, rosaries swinging at their sides. They were a German order. Many of them wanted to be missionaries but were sent to us instead. In Africa one of their missions cared for incurable lepers. With us, there is hope for recovery. Now we sit at table together—my first communal meal of many. Ladies-in-waiting with bowed heads: asking for grace. The nuns undoubtedly think we need it. It takes me much longer to reach the same conclusion. 

   The home is a hive of activity. Most of it involves the coming and going of the girls, the new replacing the old, the ones who have given birth. The trips to the hospital take place at all times, usually in the night. The girls travel to the hospital for check-ups too. Visited by doctors in little cubicles, weighed and measured, reassured and sent back to wait some more. Time is the primary color of our days. The other activity we share is cleaning. Cleanliness is next to Godliness was a favorite saying of my mother. This is true as far as the nuns are concerned. They parcel out a daily ration of tasks involving scrubbing, polishing, washing and waxing. All surfaces must gleam and reflect. We are shining our way to a better future. Our souls are in danger and our penance is in the dust rag and floor mop. The discipline of daily chores executed in serene surroundings forces calm into our bodies and souls. We are getting ready to be mothers. For most of us, this motherhood amounts to an instant. Like “Queen for a Day,” but different. The popular television show brought forth its surprised contestants, who sat on a stage and looked on in disbelief as the contents of their lives were dragged forward in front of the matinee audience. We on the other hand, are shut off from viewing. Our watching in disbelief is cloistered. 

   Like life in any institution, there are rules to follow. We are the inmates, even though we are treated with kindness and care. Each day looks almost the same as the next. The imperceptible differences loom larger after spending weeks in confinement. The most important changes are in the menu. We can tell what day it is by the meals. Meatloaf on Mondays is a favorite. The one addition which is guaranteed to lift our spirits is cake. Our over-reaction to the coveted cake is our barometer of boredom; a sugary respite from the flat horizon of our days. The doors aren’t locked. We are free to come and go during the day, to make outings, go for walks, shop, and eat in area restaurants. Card games and television are favorite pastimes. Knitting is another. Reading magazines and writing letters. We are allowed a small number of outgoing telephone calls: connections to the outside world.

   My life takes on a routine of exploration. I explore the town outside and the stories of the girls inside.  My other explorations come through books. I discover the small library on my first walk into the town. This has always been my first destination in any new place I’ve ever lived. This public library is the smallest I’ve ever seen. It’s housed in two rooms at the top of a steep flight of stairs. Still, its walls are lined with books. I linger in front of the stacks, wander up and down, and approach the librarian. Clearly, she is uncomfortable. She informs us that the town doesn’t extend lending privileges to visitors. We are just visitors—only staying in this small town until we complete our mission. Like spies but without the secrecy. Our names have been altered, our pasts are undivulged, and our futures are waiting to be rubbed out. But we are here for all to see. We can’t deny our obvious condition. We go to the drugstore for books. 

   Route 130 runs through the town, dissecting it and connecting it to points north and south. Camden is south; Hightstown and Milltown are north—the bleak center of New Jersey. The home is situated on a hill overlooking the highway. I lie in bed at night and listen to the traffic of the trucks traveling up and down the industrial spine of the state to points far away. It connects me to the future, when I too will ride out of town. The trucks are my night time companions. Troubadours, traveling past the Polish Hall and speeding by the home on the hill, filled with young women, lying in the still night air, listening.

… We’ve each been encouraged by the Catholic social worker to keep away from prying questions. Still, I want to know who these others are; their stories; what brought them to this place. I have almost six months to learn about their lives and what brought them to this outpost. We are the generic bad girls who got caught, like Julia, who makes her living as an exotic dancer. Julia holds a fascination for some of us—probably all of us—though only a few tread close enough to hear the details. She is a legend unto herself in a private room, so as to prevent contamination that might result from proximity. We visit the room and question her. She introduces us, fallen yet still curious girls, to the etiquette of stripping. For most of us, this will be our only encounter with the world of pasties. Julia is very young, with long brown hair and long legs. Her nonchalant recounting of the life of a stripper comes down to the details of paraphernalia. She never expresses the feelings we suppose she must have. We would have, like guilt, embarrassment, regret. It’s her occupation—the way she makes her living—almost an art form. She doesn’t exhibit signs of evil either: the classic bad girl. She lives a different life, harder than our own. Yet she doesn’t seem tough. She needs defenses and hasn’t built up enough calluses yet. She seems too naïve for the life she’s living, now briefly interrupted.

   My roommate’s name is Sarah. She’s married and giving birth to her second child. She’s young and too deeply depressed to ever talk about her feelings. She’s in the process of trying to divorce her husband. He is the source of the pain that she can’t talk about. As a young mother married to this man, she lived in a state of fear and indigence; double jeopardy. It was this condition which led her to place her first born up for adoption when he was a small child; the inability to feed her son. For her, the sisters make an exception to the rule that no married woman can be sheltered in the home. Sarah has beautiful shining dark hair. She has a fuzzy pink bathrobe. She’s small and fastidiously neat. One night, she’s sitting in front of the mirror, brushing her hair and listening to news on the radio. I’m lying on my bed reading when I hear her gasp. It sounds like she’s in pain. She’s holding her stomach and bending over. It’s a different kind of pain. The newscaster just reported that her husband has been arrested for armed robbery. One day, dressed in a suit, she goes to the prison with the final papers for her divorce for her husband to sign. It’s important to her that she looks beautiful that day. And that she go alone. I want to comfort her—make her talk. But she tells me that the greatest favor I can do is to let her hold her tongue and to respect her silence. Her need is to go straight through without flinching—like walking on hot coals. 

   Molly’s room is on the ground floor. Like Sarah, Molly had a husband, but she divorced him. From Molly, I learn about things that I know only from books—about incest and the tearing of the human soul when it is repeatedly subjected to abuse by familiars. She tells me that she always sleeps with her radio on because she can’t stand to be alone. At that time, I can’t comprehend a pain so deep; feelings that prevent peace or escape. For a short while, I visit her room and talk to her. I brush her hair and we try to come up with new improved hairstyles. I only do that for a while. Her story is too intense for me and I withdraw. One morning, Molly dresses to go out for her check-up at the hospital. She leaves the building and then comes back. I’m cleaning the floor, scrubbing it with a big cotton cloth. I’m traveling down the hallway and as I get closer to her door, I see little red drops. Then bigger red drops. The spots on the floor finally illuminate their meaning and I push open her door. She’s standing in front of her sink, looking at herself in the mirror, as a faucet of blood shoots out onto the wall, coloring it red. Later, I learn that she stabbed her wrists with a screwdriver. She goes to the hospital and we don’t see her again. 

   Many of the inhabitants of the home are fond of visiting the nursery. This is beneficial for the new born babies who are living there, waiting to be rescued through adoption; or the other, older babies, who have been there for longer periods of time, hostages of their mothers’ inability to make a decision which will move them out of this limbo. The prospective mothers hold the babies and help the over-worked nuns who minister to these infants. Many of us never visit. The babies growing in our bodies, the ones we are about to renounce, are as close as we allow ourselves to get to the domain of the nursery—to feelings. I go there once or twice. Each time, I retreat, hastily, guardian against oncoming reality. Before, I was never enchanted by babies, never drawn to them as was my younger sister. She could never pass by a baby without some expression of interest. This is my experience now, except different. I am drawn yet hold myself away, shoring up an invisible wall, like in the TV ad for toothpaste; seeking protective cover.

   We have a parade of women through the home while I’m there, late December through the beginning of May. Less than six months. Each has her own story, her particularized pain. Not one is indifferent or impervious. Some are more willing or able than others to put it behind them—to claim their future and bury their past. Most lie in their rooms waiting for their ride home fully aware of the burden of loss. The little bundles upstairs in the nursery, wrapped in blankets, booties on their feet, gasping hungry mouths, breasts full of milk, unable to suckle. I was a young woman then—a teenager. I gave birth to my son five days after my own birthday, on Mother’s Day. It just happened that way, so as not to forget. Twenty-six years later, the memories of the women I lived with in that time and place are pulled from the past as I sit watching Randall Terry on TV. He is leading his Christian troops onward with fanatically calm certitude. The religious Right is a political force and they are working their way toward forcing women back in time. The thought terrorists on the front lines of the right-to-life movement are acting in the belief that they will force an end to a problem that has no end, as long as men and women of child-bearing years lie down together. The ethical and torturous choices will always need to be made by individual women. Legal or illegal, safe or unsafe, the choice will almost never be made without conflict, guilt, and pain. Each woman decides and having made the decision, carries it with her. Almost no woman acts with impunity in this matter. I turn off the television; turn off the light; shut my eyes. I remember. 

*  Jane Lee is the pseudonym assumed by the author during her stay in the home for unwed mothers. 
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To gain further insight into this chapter of women’s history, I highly recommend these two books. There are many more, but these are outstanding windows into this world:

Ann Fessler: The Girls Who Went Away: The Hidden History of Women Who Surrendered Children for Adoption in the Decades Before Roe v. Wade.  The Penguin Press, 2006. 

Lynn Lauber: 21 Sugar Street. W. W. Norton & Company, 1993. 
We invite guest writers.
Send articles, poetry, and other items of interest to the chapter at the above link.  
What issues would you like to see our chapter address?  

Please reply to Middlesex@nownj.org.

How to Contact your State and National Legislators:  

Go to www.Congress.org.  Enter your zip code to find your legislators and their contact information
Addendum:


If you have a pre-Roe v. Wade story to share and wish to participate in the "Never Go Back" project, please contact Mimi at 732-316-1078 or mimi_pichey@hotmail.com or Sarah at 732-939-2944 or sarahwkelly@gmail.com.








