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The parents were told their
daughters would sing, pray,
and ride horses. The girls say
what they got was closer to torture.
Why do abusive teen homes still
get a free pass from the authorities?

One day last November, a group of teenage girls dressed
in long khaki skirts and modest blouses stepped onto the stage
at an Independent Fundamental Baptist church in Maryland
where Jeannie Marie (a military spouse who asked that her
last name not be used) attended services with her family. The
young women, visitors from a Missouri girls’ home called New
Beginnings Ministries, sang old-time hymns, recited Scripture,
and gave tearful testimonies about their journeys out of lives
of sin. Headmaster Bill McNamara spoke, too, depicting the
home as a place where girls could get on track academically,

restore broken relationships, and leam to walk with God.

New Beginnings describes itself as a character-building
facility for “troubled teens,” and what Jeannie Marie heard
in church that day was that this might be a place for her
daughter to heal. While jogging earlier that year, the
17-year-old (whom I'll call Roxy) had been pulled into a
vehicle and assaulted by a group of men. Since then, she
had begun acting up at home, as well as sneaking out and
drinking. Two weeks after seeing the girls in church, Jeannie
Marie and her husband left Roxy in McNamara's care with
the promise that she would receive counseling twice a week
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and stay at New Beginnings no longer than two months. “It
sounded like a discipleship program,” Jeannie Marie recalls.
“A safe place where a daughter can go to have time alone to
find God and her direction.”

Instead, Roxy found herself on the receiving end of brutal
punishments. A soft-spoken young woman, blonde and blue-
eyed with a bright smile, Roxy confided to me that she found
it easier to discuss her ordeal with a stranger than with the
people closest to her. She told me how, in her first weeks at
the academy’s Missouri compound—a summer-camp setup in
remote La Russell, population 145—she and other girls snuck
letters to their parents between the pages of hymnals in a local
church they attended, along with entreaties to congregants to
mail them. When another girl snitched, Roxy said, McNamara
locked some girls in makeshift isolation cells, tiled closets with-
out furniture or windows. Roxy got “the redshirt treatment™:
For a solid week, 10 hours a day, she had to stand facing a wall,
with breaks only for worship or twice-daily bathroom trips.

She was monitored day and night by two “buddies,” girls
who'd been there awhile and knew the drill. They accompa-
nied her to the shower and toilet, and introduced her to a life of
communal isolation and rigid discipline. Girls were not allowed
to converse except from 6 to 9 p.m. each Friday. They were not
allowed contact with their families during their first month,
or with anyone else for six months. By that time, Roxy said,
most girls are “broken,” having been told that their families
have abandoned them, and that the world outside is a sinful,
dangerous place where girls who leave are murdered or raped.
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