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    “From start to satisfying conclusion, it is a beautifully imagined novel, a marvel of a debut, rich with fully realized characters and events. This is one I’ll

    read again, more slowly next time.”


  




  —Johanna Moran, author of The Wives of Henry Oades




  “Patricia Harman has created such a striking and original heroine that pregnant women everywhere will be wanting Patience Murphy to deliver their babies, while the

  rest of us would consider ourselves lucky to call her friend.”




  —Theresa Brown, author of Critical Care: A New Nurse Faces Death, Life and Everything in Between and New York Times opinion columnist




  “I learned, I laughed, I cried, but most of all I was deeply impressed by the artistry of the midwife and her central role in women’s lives prior to the advent of

  commercialized, institutionalized medicine. This novel will live in my heart for years to come.”




  —Amy Hill Hearth, author of Miss Dreamsville and the Collier County Women’s Literary Society




  “The Midwife of Hope River is a luminous novel of new beginnings, loss, love . . . and yes, hope! As an added bonus, there’s plenty here for those who loved

  All Creatures Great and Small! A thoroughly satisfying read by a talented storyteller.”




  —Gay Courter, author of the New York Times bestsellers The Midwife and The Midwife’s Advice
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    Patricia Harman, CNM, is a regular presenter at national midwifery conferences. Harman got her start as a lay-midwife on the rural communes where she lived in the ’60s and

    ’70s, going on to become a nurse-midwife on the faculty of Ohio State University, Case Western Reserve University, and West Virginia University. She lives and works near Morgantown, West

    Virginia, and has three sons. A debut novelist, she has published two acclaimed memoirs.
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  Dedicated to the world wide community of midwives and the childbirth professionals who support them. There is light at the end of the tunnel.




  







  Most of my life I’ve felt I was dreaming. Now and then I wake up, sometimes for months, sometimes for minutes. I’m a character in a play, and I can’t tell if

  I’m making it up or if a great puppeteer is making me dance.




  

    — From the private diary of Patience Murphy, Midwife Wild Rose Road, Liberty, West Virginia, U.S.A.


  




  1929–1930




  







  Autumn




  







  1




  Stillbirth




  “How long do you think my baby’s been dead?” Katherine turns toward me, and I can tell she’s still crying.




  “Five days, maybe less,” I answer my patient. “I heard the heartbeat when I checked you last Friday, and you said the baby moved during church. Shut your eyes now. Try. You

  need to rest.”




  I place my new leather-bound journal on the maple table, lean my head back, and gaze across the dark room. Fire crackles in the blue-tiled fireplace, flickers on the armoire, the canopy of the

  birth bed, and the wallpapered walls. A watery image in the dressing table mirror catches my eye. It’s me, a small woman with long auburn hair, a straight nose, and a round chin, pretty

  enough but not beautiful.




  I’m sitting at the bedside of Mrs. Katherine MacIntosh, the wife of William, owner of the MacIntosh Consolidated Mines. Yesterday was Black Tuesday, that’s what

  they’re calling it. Wall Street fell, and then I had to tell the MacIntoshes that their unborn baby was dead. The crash, a faraway earthquake, rumbled even here in Appalachia, and I’m

  thankful I don’t keep my money in the bank; not that I have any.




  As I desperately searched for signs of life in Katherine’s womb, moving my wooden fetoscope over her round belly, up and down and then across, a line of customers fought to get their money

  out of the First Mountain Federal in Liberty. The queue of men snaked down Chestnut and around the corner to Fayette, though any fool who strolled along Main and saw the closed shops should have

  known what was coming. When the coal mines begin to shut down in Union County, everything else does.




  “Hold me, Patience. I’m so cold.” Katherine reaches for my hand and pulls me toward the bed.




  Mary Proudfoot, the MacIntoshes’ cook, and her grown daughter, Bitsy, are asleep in their room by the kitchen, curled around each other like kittens. William MacIntosh snores in his

  bedroom down the hall. This room is not chilly. It’s Katherine’s heart that is cold, knotted up like a chunk of ice thrown up on the banks of the Hope River. It doesn’t seem

  proper for a midwife to sleep with her patient, but if I rest a few hours, what harm can it do? I’ll need my strength to get us all through this.




  I breathe out a long sigh, carefully place my wire-rimmed glasses with the journal, kick off my slippers, move over to the bed, and fold myself around Katherine, giving her comfort where there

  is no comfort, remembering Pittsburgh when, in the winter, I used to sleep with Mrs. Kelly and Nora.




  I’d like to tell this mother about my own stillborn baby, the one I carried when I was sixteen, the very same baby whose father died before he was born, but I can’t

  add to her burdens.




  I pull the covers over Katherine’s shoulder and put my arms around her as she sobs in her sleep. The loss of this child is all the sadder because her first son, not yet two, a little blond

  boy just learning to talk, died of pneumonia last winter.




  Her contractions are mild and come every ten minutes.




  Dream




  At 6:30 A.M., as light crawls under the heavy drapes illuminating the rose carvings on the tall maple armoire and the pattern on the red-flowered carpet,

  Katherine sits straight up in bed, her hand on her belly.




  “I felt it,” she says. I rub sleep from my swollen eyes, thinking she dreams.




  I’d listened for the sound of the infant’s heartbeat with my wooden horned fetoscope for a full hour yesterday as the room got quieter and Katherine’s eyes rounder. There was

  nothing to hear but the rumbling of the woman’s bowels. No tick-tick-tick of a baby’s heartbeat. No baby kicks, either. I’d even called for Dr. Blum—tall, thin, hair

  thinning on top—and he listened for another thirty minutes . . . still nothing. Katherine screamed when I first told her the baby was dead, and when the physician nodded agreement, patted her

  hand, and took her husband out of the room, she screamed again.




  The sound of that wail goes right to your heart. I’d only heard it once before, at Manny McConnell’s delivery in Pittsburgh, when Mrs. Kelly, the midwife, told her the twins had

  expired, but you never forget. Even if you were outside on a warm summer evening and heard it through an open window, you would know what I mean.




  Downstairs, on William MacIntosh’s new RCA console, we could hear the faint voice of a newscaster describing what was happening to the stock market. Then, before I had time to discuss the

  case with Dr. Blum, he was called away to attend a sick child and left the stillbirth to me. I was the midwife, and she’d signed up to deliver at home instead of in his small private

  hospital. He must have thought I’d know what to do.




  Katherine is still kneading her white belly like bread dough, pushing it back and forth. “I felt it,” she says. “I felt something!”




  I stretch and sit up. “It was probably just a gas bubble or maybe a labor pain. Do you need to go to the bathroom?”




  In addition to electric lights, the MacIntoshes have an indoor latrine and running water. In town this is not unusual, but in most of rural West Virginia both electricity and plumbing are still

  rare.




  “I felt it. I did. I know I did.”




  “Katherine . . .” I straighten my rumpled flowered shift, embarrassed at the impropriety of sleeping with a patient, and put on my glasses. “Let’s go to the toilet.

  I’ll listen for a heartbeat again after you’ve relieved yourself, but don’t get your hopes up. Your baby’s spirit has gone back to Heaven.” I talk like this, as if

  I’m a believer, but in truth I haven’t been to church, except for funerals and weddings, since my husband, Ruben, died on Blair Mountain along with 150 other union men. This was back in

  the fall of ’21, a bad time.




  “I think I felt it . . . something woke me.” She’s no longer sure.




  In the MacIntoshes’ water closet, I study the apparatus. The high porcelain potty has a round polished oak seat, more like a piece of furniture than a commode. When

  Katherine finishes, she pulls the brass chain and water rushes in to rinse out the contents.




  Stepping out of the small green mosaic-tiled room, my patient turns. “I have to go some more!” She’s a tall woman, taller than I, with the face of a film star and a rumpled

  short blond bob like Jean Harlow. The pregnant woman lifts her white embroidered nightdress and plunks down on the seat again.




  I let out my air, glance at the rumpled covers, and decide to straighten the bed. While I’m fluffing the feather pillows, I hear a low grunt. “Uhhhhhg!”




  “No, you don’t, Katherine!” I know that sound well. I jump over the needlepoint footstool, trip on the edge of the red-flowered carpet, and skid across the shiny wood floors in

  my sock feet. It’s the grunt of imminent birth.




  Nothing’s ready! Katherine showed no signs that she was in hard labor or any labor at all. Maybe that’s how it is with still-births; the woman’s body desperately wants to

  get rid of the baby. I wouldn’t know. In the births I’ve attended before, the infants were alive, at least for a while.




  I have packets of needles with suture in case Katherine tears, I have clean cloth pads, I have sterilized scissors, I have oil to help the vagina stretch, but everything’s wrapped in my

  satchel downstairs, where I left it by the front door.




  “Bitsy!” I call. “Bitsy! Mary! Help!” A door downstairs flies open, and bare feet pound up the stairs. “Somebody bring Mrs. Kelly’s bag.” The feet pound

  back down again. I don’t know why I said “Mrs. Kelly’s bag.” Mrs. Kelly, my mentor, my unofficial guardian, my friend, died a year after we moved to West Virginia, and

  I’m alone again.




  “Mr. MacIntosh!” Ordinarily I don’t have fathers in the room when women give birth—they can’t take the intensity—but I need someone fast.




  The husband arrives in his white-and-blue-striped pajamas, rubbing his eyes. He’s a big man with short sandy hair and a mustache, a handsome guy with the build of an ex-athlete gone to

  seed. Mary and Bitsy, still in their nightclothes, their eyes white and wide in their brown faces, their dark braids flying, crowd in behind him.




  “William, bring clean sheets, towels, anything.”




  I’m dragging Katherine back to bed when her water bag breaks. She understands now that it’s not a bowel movement but a dead baby coming.




  Katherine growls again and squats on the floor. She’s unconcerned about the expensive red carpet, aware only of the terrible pressure, the need to push. I put my hands under her bottom and

  am startled to feel a head right there, as round and hard and warm as a living baby’s head.




  I’d read, in Mrs. Kelly’s worn text The Principles and Practice of Obstetrics by Joseph DeLee, that stillborn babies, when held in the womb for more than a week, start to

  decompose, and I had expected to feel something starting to get squishy.




  “No, you don’t, Katherine! Up on the bed.” I twist her around and guide her backward. Bitsy lowers her down and gets clean towels underneath her. Mr. MacIntosh still leans

  against the rose-covered wallpaper, his face so white it would make the sun blind.




  There’s no time to pull on the special-order rubber gloves I just purchased from Stenger’s Pharmacy, so I place my bare hands like a crown around the head. Katherine grips the

  sheets, wide-eyed and frightened, staring up at the chandelier. I motion to Bitsy to lift the woman’s head.




  “Look in my eyes, Katherine. Look at me! With the next pain I want you to pant. The head is right here. You don’t have to push. Your womb will do the pushing. If you pop the head

  out, you’ll tear.” Out of the corner of my eye, I catch sight of the father as he swoons and slides down the flowered wall, but we let him lie there.




  “Okay, Mary, be ready with a towel to wrap the baby.” I’m not worried about keeping the dead infant warm; I’m thinking that the child may be deformed or the skin already

  peeling.




  The head, with dark hair, turns and emerges between my hands, first the brow, then the chubby cheeks, then the chin. “Pant, Katherine, pant!”




  There’s a cord around the neck, but it’s loose. Once, twice, I loop it over.




  “Now the shoulders. Just a gentle push.” I give the wet, lifeless infant to Mary, the cook, whose hands shake so hard I fear she might drop it. “Hold steady now. Hold

  tight.”




  The limp baby boy, gray blue as Lake Michigan, is placed in the towel, and I drape the tail end over the body. At a glance, he looks perfect and the cord wasn’t too tight. I wonder why he

  died. Maybe a heart defect, I’ve heard that can happen. Or a missing kidney.




  The cook, a six-foot-tall, big-bosomed colored woman, hasn’t moved. Her arms, outstretched, like the limbs of a maple, still hold the corpse. What do you do with a dead baby? Take it to

  the kitchen? Put it into the new white cradle? I had never thought of this.




  While I wait for signs that the afterbirth is separating, I motion Mary over and lift up a corner of the towel again. The dead baby’s eyes are glazed and wide open.




  Then the ribs move, just a tremble like an old lady’s hand. Holy cow! If I hadn’t been staring I wouldn’t have seen it, a sucking-in action.




  “Give me that baby!” I grab the wet infant, almost dropping him on the bed, then, without hesitation, kneel as though I’m praying, put my mouth to his tiny blue lips, and

  breathe for him three times the way I saw Mrs. Kelly do once. Three tiny puffs.




  As the air fills his lungs, Katherine’s son coughs weakly and lets out a mew. He turns from blue-gray to pink, starting in his face and trunk and then out to his hands. Katherine rolls

  slowly on her side. “My baby,” she whispers. “My baby. My baby!” She’s sitting up now, reaching out, crying over and over “My baby. My baby!” And the baby

  is crying for his mother too. I lay him on her lap so she can see his little face.




  “Praise Jesus!” sings Mary, her hands clutched to her chest, holding her joyous heart in.




  Bitsy, who’s sharp as a briar and half the size of her towering mother, has the good sense to cover the crying newborn with another dry towel and rub him all over. I finish cutting the

  cord and deliver the afterbirth, all the time staring at the Madonna and Child. William MacIntosh, who has missed the whole event, wakes up from his faint and crawls across the carpet toward the

  bed.




  “Mother of God! It’s alive?” he asks, turning to Bitsy, unwilling, I imagine, to trust the blunt-headed midwife who had told him his baby would be dead.




  I recall Katherine’s proclamation that she had felt the baby kick a few minutes before. I’m new at this, but it wasn’t just me. Dr. Blum, the family physician, confirmed the

  absence of a heartbeat. Now I wonder . . . had the unborn child been lying in Katherine’s womb with his limbs curled up in a way that we couldn’t hear his heart with my wooden fetoscope

  or even the physician’s new metal one? Even in the best of positions it’s hard to hear that faint sound. Had the cord been pinched, causing the fetal heart to slow so that I confused it

  with the mother’s pulse?




  I feel like a fool and maybe a dangerous one. What makes me think I can be a midwife with only a few years’ apprenticeship and no Mrs. Kelly to guide me? On the other hand, the

  baby’s alive . . .




  I show Bitsy how to gently massage Katherine’s womb every ten minutes so that it stays rock hard. She’s a quick study and repeats everything I say. Then I show her how to inspect the

  placenta for any missing pieces and how to weigh the baby in the old-fashioned hanging scale that Mrs. Kelly left me.




  Finally I sit back in one of the satin chairs and observe the new family. The mother is already breastfeeding. When I pull up the fringed window shade, the sunlight bursts into the room.




  This child will be stronger than any of us.




  

    

      

        October 30, 1929. New moon high in the daytime sky.




        

          Seven-pound live-born male, thought to be dead.


        




        Name: William MacIntosh the second. Son of William MacIntosh the first and Katherine Ann MacIntosh. Active labor, five minutes. Pushing, one minute. Blood loss minimal.

        No birth canal tears. I had to breathe for the baby three puffs. Also present, Mary and Bitsy Proudfoot, the MacIntosh servants, and the father, although he fell down in a faint.
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  Home




  To be a midwife was never my goal. As a girl, I imagined myself an explorer in the Amazon or maybe an around-the-world traveler and journalist like Nellie Bly, yet here I am, a

  thirty-six-year-old widow, wanted by the law in two states, living alone in the mountains of West Virginia, too old and too obstinate for courting.




  I drag my bicycle up on the porch steps, exhausted from little sleep, and watch as Mr. MacIntosh turns his Olds around, thankful that he offered me a ride home. It’s one of those crisp,

  clear, cloudless days of autumn, with little boats of white clouds sailing across the blue sky, and my two brown-and-white beagles tumble from under the house whining and jumping up on my legs.

  “Hi, Sasha! Down, Emma! Miss me?”




  The female, Emma, is named for the radical anarchist Emma Goldman and the male for her lover, Alexander “Sasha” Berkman. Those monikers were as familiar to me as Santa Claus and

  Jesus Christ a few years ago. That was back when I worked with the unions in Pittsburgh. Now here I hide, lost to that world.




  I press my forehead on my periwinkle blue door, so glad to be home but dreading the emptiness. When Mrs. Kelly and I moved to this farm at the base of Hope Mountain, her

  grandmother’s home place, a little over two years ago, we thought of coating the weathered clapboards white, but after paying two hundred dollars for the adjoining ten acres, we

  couldn’t afford it and decided to paint just the door. I found the gallon of periwinkle marked down at Mullin’s Hardware in Liberty.




  As I enter the house, I reach down to ruffle Emma’s fur, then stop to admire my parlor. Though it’s small and nowhere as elegant as the MacIntoshes’, I like the space better

  and it pleases me that everything in the room is handmade or cast off. It was from my mother that I got the desire to make things pretty, from my grandmother my sense of thrift.




  There’s the secondhand davenport Mrs. Feder gave us for helping with the birth of her daughter-in-law’s twins. I’ve covered it with a blue-and-white quilt that I made myself in

  the flying goose pattern. There’s a pine table I pulled out of the cellar and sanded till it looks almost new. There are shelves of worn chestnut barn boards for books and a potbellied stove

  in the corner. (The cookstove and the heater stove, an oak rocker, two iron bedsteads with feather mattresses, and the bicycle were all that we found when we moved here.)




  Other than that, there’s just the ornate black-and-gold mantel clock that Mrs. Kelly brought on the train from Pittsburgh and the piano, a used dark upright I bought for thirty dollars

  when the Mt. Zion Church purchased its organ. That was back when I could get work now and then and still had some cash. Now the jobs have dried up, and, let’s face it, there’s not much

  money in delivering babies.




  Whether a birth is long or short, I’m always done in when I get home. I step out of my shoes, flop down on the sofa, and glance at the painting on the whitewashed pine wall above me.




  My baby’s father painted that oil portrait when I was sixteen. Lawrence was a student at the Art Institute of Chicago then. In the picture, a girl stands on a pier overlooking Lake

  Michigan with a strand of long loose auburn hair across her face. Her head is thrown back and she’s laughing. That girl was me, Elizabeth Snyder. I adopted my alias, Patience Murphy, when we

  left on the run from Pittsburgh, and the name fits now, has a nice ring. Patience Murphy. Patience the midwife . . .




  Lawrence, my first husband—I call him my husband, though he died before we could marry—was a scene designer when I was a chorus girl at the Majestic Theatre. I had

  lied to get the job, told everyone I was eighteen, and got chosen out of a queue of girls because of my voice. The House of Mercy Orphanage was probably glad to be rid of me. One less mouth to

  feed.




  I throw some wood on the coals in the heater stove, fill the teakettle with water from the bucket, and pull the rocker up to the fire. Light fills the room through the two tall front

  windows.




  Why didn’t my baby live? Katherine’s lived.




  I think I know the answer, have read about it in DeLee’s heavy text. My afterbirth, or placenta, as Dr. DeLee refers to it, separated too early, an obstetrical emergency, and they

  didn’t do cesarean operations routinely then, certainly not on an orphan like me. I experienced two deaths in two weeks: Lawrence’s in the train wreck and then the baby’s. I still

  don’t know how I made it, didn’t crumble into dust. Somehow I went on, as we all have to go on; stuffed my grief in my pocket like a chunk of black coal and stumbled forward. I carry it

  still, but over the years the lump has grown smaller, harder, like a diamond.




  The girl from so long ago stares out across the inland sea. Birth and death, so intertwined. Love, birth, death, my trilogy.




  There’s a distant moo from the barn. My animals! I had stayed for breakfast at the MacIntoshes’ . . . sausages, biscuits, and home-canned peaches

  with maple syrup, a real celebration breakfast, Big Mary called it. We three ate in the kitchen, Bitsy, Mary, and I, after we helped Katherine clean up and dress in a dark blue silk robe so that

  she and Mr. MacIntosh could enjoy breakfast together.




  Now it’s past noon, the chickens haven’t been fed, and poor Moonlight’s udders must be bursting! The cat, Buster, is okay because I leave a bowl of milk on the stoop and he can

  find field mice and chipmunks. My beagles can hunt, but the critters confined to the barn this time of year are helpless. I grab a clean metal bucket from the pantry, step into the high black

  rubber boots I keep on the enclosed back porch, and curse myself for my forgetfulness.




  When I pull open the double barn doors, the animals’ cries assault me. The chickens are squawking, and poor Moonlight moans in pain. I throw the fowl their grain and toss

  hay into the cow’s stall, then sit down on my three-legged stool and beg her forgiveness.




  “I’m so sorry, girl,” I apologize. “I was at the MacIntosh house in town all night. I still can’t believe it! I was sure their baby was dead. I listened so

  long for a heartbeat . . . I even had Dr. Blum check. Katherine told me that for over two days there’d been no movement.




  “Now I feel foolish, and by tomorrow every woman in Union County will know I’m inept. Even though Dr. Blum was there to confirm the stillbirth, I’m the one they’ll

  blame.”




  As I rhythmically express the milk from the tense udders, I look around this warm space, the sunlight coming through the cracks high above me, the rough golden walls and the hand-hewn oak beams.

  There’s the smell of hay and sweet manure. Moonlight looks around, sympathy in her brown eyes. She accepts me just as I am, energetic or tired, inept or confident, in love with life or walled

  off in pain.
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  Summons




  On the way back to the house, with my bucket of milk and six eggs in my pockets, I laugh as the wind sweeps the red and yellow leaves off the maples and oaks and scatters them

  across the blue sky. There was a time, after Mrs. Kelly died, that I didn’t notice such things, just kept my head down, plodding along, careful not to step in the puddles of my own tears.




  It happened our second spring here, a sudden massive heart attack, Dr. Blum called it. One afternoon, coming in from the garden, I found my dear Sophie slumped on the sofa. On some dark nights,

  she’s sitting there still.




  I ate little, lost weight, stopped washing my long hair. There was no more singing as I worked or dancing in the field on a sunny day. I’d come to a similar black place not long before,

  after Ruben died at Blair Mountain, but experiencing loss is not something you get used to. The more death one experiences, the more painful it is. For almost a year, I hovered on the edge of my

  own dark grave; then one afternoon I raised my head, sniffed the air, and recognized the changing light. It was spring again.




  “Grief takes about a year,” Mrs. Kelly once told a young mother who had lost her son. “You have to get through each holiday, each new season. You will cry at Christmas and New

  Year’s and Mother’s Day and Thanksgiving. You will suffer with the first daffodil, the first falling red leaves, the first snow . . . Each occasion, each new season will rip your heart

  out; then, when there’s nothing left, you’ll get better.” She was right, and she knew from experience.




  Sophie, like me, had suffered great loss: her sister from typhoid fever when she was little, her mother from stomach cancer, and, worst of all, her young husband and daughter in that big flood

  in Pennsylvania, the one in 1911 where a thousand people died when the pulp mill dam broke and flooded the whole town. My teacher, protector, and friend had lost everything, home and family, all in

  one day, and had been found, more dead than alive, a mile down the river, hanging on to a tree limb. For a while, she told me, she wished she had died. I know the feeling.




  In the kitchen, I wash my hands again, wipe my glasses, then tenderly clean the brown eggs and gently place them in a woven basket. I strain the milk though cheesecloth and

  pour it in a clean gallon jar. Through the small window over the sink, the green hills tumble toward the valley where the Hope River twists, fuller now than in summer.




  I am just getting ready to pour boiling water from the top of the woodstove into the washtub to rinse out some necessaries when I spy a small figure moving up the hill, a solitary fellow who

  leans forward on his burro as if in a hurry. He’s leading a second animal. At the first mailbox, the Johnsons’, a half mile away, he stops and looks at the name, then stops again at the

  second, the Maddocks’, and moves on up the mountain. I have a sinking feeling he is coming for me.




  Carefully, I haul the jar of milk out to my springhouse, where cold water collects in a rock basin and stays cool all summer, and when I come back, I see a tall black man tying his two animals

  to a tree. He’s wearing a gray fedora and a gray canvas jacket that’s torn at the sleeve, maybe a miner looking for help. The companies used to have their own physicians, but most of

  them are gone now, the best of them anyway. Sanitation and health conditions are so poor in the mining camps that Dr. Blum refuses to go into them.




  The man tips his dusty felt hat. “I’m Thomas Proudfoot, Mary Proudfoot’s son. Izzie Cabrini, one of the miners at King Coal, asked me to fetch you. His woman’s in

  trouble.” I know what the word “trouble” means.




  “How long’s she been paining?”




  “A day, maybe two.”




  These cases worry me. I don’t know the Cabrinis and have never been to the King Hollow Coal Camp. I don’t know if the missus is too early or too late or what the situation is.




  “Has she had babies before? Won’t the coal camp foreman drive her to the hospital in Torrington?”




  Thomas shakes his head no.




  “Doesn’t King Coal have a doctor?”




  Thomas looks me right in the eye and shakes his head no again. I see by his look that he’s an intelligent man who believes this is wrong but knows enough to keep his mouth shut.




  Coal Camp




  It’s three miles on rocky dirt roads to King Coal, and we move right along, although burros are not much for hurrying. Three vehicles overtake us, and we have to get down

  into the ditch while they pass: a Pontiac roadster, a Ford Model T, and a John Deere tractor, moving just a little faster than we are.




  I think of the Frontier Midwives in Hyden, Kentucky. I’ve been told the nurses ride horses into the hollows and over the mountains to attend the laboring mothers. Maybe I should get a

  horse! I brighten at the thought, but at once my hope dims. Money would be the problem. I don’t have more than a few dollars, and Mr. MacIntosh didn’t offer me anything except a ride

  home. Maybe they’re still in shock that their dead baby lives.




  I cringe again, thinking of my mistake and how it will look to the community. Maybe people will just chalk it up as a miracle! The baby was dead, but it came back to life! Maybe

  they’ll say that I performed the miracle. Not likely.




  At last we arrive at the mining village. The King Coal camp is a ramshackle community set up along King Lick. Though the camp has been here only five years, the water in the

  creek is already brown and the rocks have turned yellow from the mine’s acid runoff.




  Coal camps that are unionized have a one-room schoolhouse, basic cabins for the miners and their families, a clinic, and a store, but this camp, from the looks of it, is a makeshift affair, no

  unions, no benefits, nothing. The houses are little more than shacks.




  Passing us, a ragged line of men wearing metal hats with lights on the front turn to stare. Their faces are so covered with coal dust, their eyes are the only thing alive, and you can’t

  tell by looking who’s Scotch Irish, who’s Negro, who’s an Italian brought in by the coal barons to work the black gold. Five years ago, 20 percent of the miners were black, former

  sharecroppers who found better work and better money by leaving the South. Now, with the closing of the mines, the numbers are way down. Trailing along behind the men are two little boys not more

  than ten, also wearing miner’s hats.




  When we lived in Pittsburgh, Mrs. Kelly, Nora, and I fought alongside the International Workers of the World, the Wobblies, for the Child Labor Amendment of 1919, but the Supreme Court shot it

  down. Somehow the judges believed the federal government didn’t have a right to regulate the industrialists and it would be just fine for young children to work in sweatshops or miles

  underground.




  Trotting hurriedly through the village on the burro, I make note of the lack of outhouses. There’s not one privy anywhere, and when it rains the human waste seeps into

  the ground and runs downhill to the communal well. Despite the chill in the autumn air, children play barefoot in the yellow-brown creek. A rail-thin woman wearing a thin blue-and-white-flowered

  feed-sack dress walks out on her stoop and throws the water in her dishpan across her yard.




  At last Thomas halts in front of a sloping black tar-papered shack where a girl of about eight watches the road through the dusty four-pane window. The youngster’s face

  brightens, and she announces my arrival to whoever’s in the room. From the looks of the place, this is another birth for which I won’t be paid, and it’s not because they lost

  their money in the stock market, either.




  The dark man helps me off my burro, hands me my satchel, and prepares to leave. “Thanks for escorting me, Mr. Proudfoot.”




  There’s just the flicker of a smile. “Ma’am,” he responds, tipping his hat. That’s all he says; then he’s gone.




  Delfina




  Stumbling up the rickety steps with my birth satchel, I wish Thomas Proudfoot had at least stayed to introduce me. Inside, who knows what I’ll find? But before I can

  knock, the door flies open.




  “She’s doin’ poorly,” a nervous man says. His little mustache quivers, and his large brown eyes with long lashes illuminate his worried face.




  I take in the room. Newspapers cover the interior walls to keep out the wind. There are two big beds, a worn sofa, a rocker, and a cradle. In one corner, a crude kitchen counter has been put

  together with shelves of weathered boards. The iron cookstove, a wooden table with six unmatched chairs, and the one lightbulb that hangs on a long cord from the ceiling—that’s all

  there is.




  I’m surprised to see that the family has electricity, but remind myself that all coal camps do. The mines need electric power to bring mechanical shuttles up on tracks. It used to

  be donkeys that brought the coal out; before that, men were used as pack animals, and before that, children and females because they were small.




  A woman lies moaning under a tattered brown quilt in one of the rumpled beds. Three little boys dressed in rags sit at the table, hiding their faces, but the girl, still perched on the

  windowsill, looks right at me. Nobody smiles. Nobody says hello. I’ve entered a Charles Dickens world.




  I skip the introductions. They know who I am. “How long has she been having pains, Mr. Cabrini?” When she hears my voice, the woman on the bed looks up, and I see

  that she’s about my age, maybe younger. Her curly brown hair is matted on one side, and her face is flushed and sweaty.




  “Since last night.” The man has a strong Italian accent, and I wonder if his wife and children speak any English at all.




  “Is she leaking fluid?” Cabrini shrugs that he doesn’t know.




  “Is your water trickling out?” I direct my question to the woman louder than I need to. Why do we always increase the volume when we think someone can’t understand?




  “Her under-bloomers is wet,” the girl tells me. Obviously, the daughter speaks a little English.




  Four children. The patient may have delivered several more that died at birth or a few months later. Infant mortality is high in the mountains. If a mother has ten children and she’s

  impoverished, without good sanitation, two, at least, will die. Even in the best of conditions, like those of Katherine MacIntosh, the chance of stillbirth or death within the first year of life is

  one in ten.




  I turn to the girl. “What’s your mother’s name?”




  “Mama.”




  “Delfina,” the man corrects.




  “Delfina.” I sit down next to my patient and place a hand on her shoulder. “Delfina, my name is Patience Murphy. I’m the midwife.” I dropped my married name,

  Gordesky, after Blair Mountain, and I say “midwife” with reservation following my blunder at Katherine’s delivery.




  “I know you’re weary and have been in labor for a long time, but could you roll on your back, please, so I can check you?” Her pains, by the change in her breathing, are mild

  and about every five minutes; she hasn’t had a strong one since I entered the room. This is not a good sign. We want robust contractions to get the baby out, and if the womb is exhausted, it

  won’t clamp down afterward and the mother will bleed.




  I turn to the mister. “We’ll need boiled water. Have the boys bring a bucket from the well. Send them outside while I figure out what’s going on. Your daughter can stay. I

  might need her.




  “Can you roll on your back after the next pain?” I ask the mother again.




  The girl says something in Italian, and her mother rolls slowly, dragging her belly along with her hands, then plopping it down. I note the dried blood on the inside of her legs when she pulls

  up her shift.




  The first thing I do is listen to the fetal heart rate with my wooden horned fetoscope. I do so with dread, afraid of another stillbirth, but finally find the tick-tick-tick high on the

  abdomen, higher than I’d expected.




  By Mrs. Kelly’s gold pocket watch, which I wear just as she did, on a ribbon around my neck, the infant’s heartbeat is regular, about 140 beats a minute, and I’m grateful that

  Delfina’s skin is still cool—no fever yet.




  The next thing I check for is the presenting part. I run my hands over Delfina’s abdomen, searching for the baby’s head. Finally I think I find it, a hard bulge the size of a small

  acorn squash on the right side, almost out of the pelvis. Too high.




  A couple of explanations come to me: This mother has had more than five children, and her abdominal muscles and womb are so flaccid that even a full-term baby could float around in there any way

  it likes. Or, and this is potentially more serious, something is blocking the opening, a large fibroid tumor or, even worse, the afterbirth, stuck low in the womb.




  The safest thing to do would be to leave at once for Liberty and get help, but that option isn’t open. We have no transport except Thomas Proudfoot’s burros. And even if the camp

  boss would drive us, on these steep, winding country roads it would take over an hour to get to the big hospital in Torrington. Finally there’s the issue of money. It’s clear that Mr.

  Cabrini doesn’t have any. Dr. Blum, in Liberty, has told me before that he can only afford to take paying patients, and God knows what the hospital in Torrington costs.




  I open my case and pull out the new rubber gloves I didn’t have time to use at Katherine’s birth. They’re still clean, sterilized with bleach, and wrapped in roasted newspaper.

  The only way to find out what’s going on is to do an internal examination, but that’s risky, and also against the law.




  The West Virginia Midwifery Statute of 1925 bans midwives from doing internal exams. We are also “expressly forbidden to assist labor by any artificial, forcible or mechanical means, or

  administer, advise, prescribe, or employ any dangerous or poisonous drugs.” The local medical societies jealously guard their right to prescribe and treat. In addition, the law requires that

  we must be “of good moral character.” I smile to myself. That leaves me out.




  Knowing I’m violating the rules, I adjust my glasses and pull on the gloves. I’m already wanted for far worse crimes. What can they do to me for a vaginal exam? The mother stares

  with big eyes.




  “Delfina, I need you to open your legs so I can feel what’s keeping the baby from coming.” The husband turns away and steps out on the porch, aware that this is female

  business. He leaves the white-haired girl as an interpreter, and she creeps up on the bed.




  “What’s your name?” I ask the dirty-faced urchin.




  “Antonia.”




  “Antonia, can you tell your mama that I need her to lift her bottom so I can put down a clean pad and to open her legs again so I can wash her and feel where the baby’s head is? Tell

  her I will be very gentle. It won’t hurt.”




  As the girl explains this in Italian, the woman does what I say and lets her knees fall apart. With the new brown soap I got at Stenger’s when I purchased the gloves, I carefully wipe her

  bottom, then pour some over my fingers. If the afterbirth is attached too low and I poke a hole in it, Delfina will bleed to death. Then I will lose both mother and baby.




  The first thing I come to is . . . nothing. No foot, head, or butt poking through the opening of the cervix. No cervix, either. The patient is fully dilated. Gently I palpate the lower

  wall of the womb for a hard gristly growth or soft squishy afterbirth but find none. This is good news, but then what’s keeping the baby from coming?




  A cord. It could be a short cord wrapped tightly around the infant’s neck, another potential disaster. If the woman pushes vigorously, the cord will make a noose and choke the baby or,

  even worse, pull the afterbirth away from the womb. I take my fingers out and stare at the wall, where a carved wooden crucifix hangs over the bed.




  I gave up on the church a long time ago, and I’m not even privately religious. In fact, I’ll admit it: since Lawrence, my first love, perished in the train wreck and then years later

  Ruben, my true love and husband, was killed during the battle of Blair Mountain, my faith in God, like a tallow candle, has sputtered and gone out.




  Still, looking at the carving, I silently ask Jesus and myself what to do.




  “As far as I can see, we have to give it a try,” I mentally converse with him. “If I do nothing, the baby will eventually die, then the mother will become infected, and she

  will die too. If I do something, there’s a chance; the baby and mother might live . . .”




  The man on the cross seems to nod in agreement.




  “Antonia, get your father.”




  Clouds have come over and the room is getting dark, but when Izzie returns with the water and reaches up to turn a knob above the hanging bulb, the newspaper-covered walls burst into harsh

  light.




  “Mr. Cabrini, the safest thing to do is get your wife to the doctor in Liberty or the bigger hospital in Torrington, but I don’t think that’s possible without putting Delfina

  and the baby in more danger. I’ve checked inside her, and there’s nothing in the way. The infant is alive, but the head is too high. I think we can get the baby out in a few minutes if

  you’ll help us and maybe a few other women from the camp.”




  Izzie shakes his head no. “The women won’t come. I’ve already asked them. They don’t like dagoes. They think we take their men’s jobs.”




  I frown. When I was working with the Wobblies in Pittsburgh, I’d thought that all workers would stick together, but I am naive; people have told me this. With the gradual failure of the

  economy, there has been less need for steel and even less for coal, and the unions have all but disbanded. To cut costs, the mine owners bring in cheap labor, immigrants from the North and blacks

  from the South. Local men live in fear for their jobs, and their women try to protect them.




  “Okay . . .” I think for a minute. “Then I’ll need you and the oldest boy to help. Tell him he won’t have to look.” The man throws his hands into the air and

  spits out a few words in Italian. It’s clear he doesn’t like this. The girl argues back in their native tongue, and he slams out the homemade oak door.




  At last, reluctantly, Mr. Cabrini and his son of about nine return and we’re ready. While he was gone, I straightened the bed, propped up the limp patient, and laid out

  my oil, sterilized scissors, sterilized string to tie off the cord, clean rags, and a pan of warm sterilized water.




  “Mother.” I address the woman through her daughter, reminding the patient, by the appellation “Mother,” what her suffering is about. “The baby’s head is too

  high and the cord may be wrapped around his or her neck, so we won’t have much time.” I wait for the translation.




  “Your children will help you sit up, and I want you to pull back on your knees and push as hard as you can. Push with all your might. Your husband will use his hand on your abdomen to

  guide the head down.” I take Izzie’s hand and show him how to palm the baby’s head through his wife’s flesh.




  “I’ll have my fingers inside to feel if it’s coming. If there’s a cord, I’ll try to push it aside.” This all sounds so complicated, but Antonia, using her

  hands to illustrate, translates quickly. “Once the head is in the pelvis, I’ll want you to squat, but don’t stop pushing for anything, don’t let the head slip back.”

  Delfina nods that she understands, and I see by the light in her deep brown eyes that despite her exhaustion, she has plenty of grit.




  When we’re ready, I look up at Jesus and make the sign of the cross the way I’ve seen Mrs. Kelly and the Catholic women do, and the whole family follows. The minute I feel

  Delfina’s womb get hard, I nod and we get into position. Izzie cups the fetal head, and the round orb begins to slide down. The mother pulls back her legs and strains forward. The children,

  Antonio with her eyes wide and the older boy with his eyes scrunched shut, support their mother from the back.




  At first I feel nothing—no cord, no limb protruding, then just the tip of something hard. “Yes!” I shout. “It’s the head. It’s coming!” What I lack in

  expertise I make up for in enthusiasm. This is where my two years on the stage at the Majestic come in.




  Delfina takes a deep breath and strains down again. We don’t wait for another pain; I’m afraid that if she stops, the head will slip back. The children push their mother up a little

  higher each time, and Izzie, with the wisdom of a gentle man, keeps the head steady. He knows he can’t shove this baby out, though no doubt he would like to. With each maternal effort, I feel

  the skull lower until it fills the floppy cervix and then comes through. I could check the baby’s heartbeat, but that would take time, and besides, what would I do if the heart rate dropped?

  No! We keep on.




  “It’s coming!” I shout.




  Izzie hollers something in Italian that I think must mean “Push!”




  “Okay, this is it! Children, help your mother to squat.” I get down to show them. “Izzie, you keep the baby’s head low, don’t let it work back.”




  The woman is straining for real now. The urge is spontaneous, and the whole head is crowning. I reach behind me with one hand, dip my gloved fingers in the oil I use to counteract tears, and

  swipe it around the woman’s opening. Usually I would slow things down at this point, but a birth canal tear is the least of my worries.




  “Yi, yi, yi!” Delfina is yipping. I don’t know Italian, but her meaning is clear. Her opening burns like a ring of fire.




  Then the head is out . . . silence. Everyone stares, even the boy. There’s nothing stranger than the sight of a woman with a baby’s head sticking out of her, one life emerging from

  another.




  I lean lower, feel for the cord around the neck, and am surprised when I find none. The newborn is already scrunching up its face, a good sign. I wipe its mouth with a clean piece of rag.

  “Last push!” The baby spins three times as a cord at least three feet long unwraps around his chest and a little boy falls into my lap.




  Now we are all laughing. Laughing and crying. Language doesn’t mean anything in the presence of true joy. My eyes meet Izzie’s, and I see how much he loves his wife and new baby and

  these dirty kids. Delfina’s head falls back into his arms.




  Praise Jesus, the words come to me as I look up at the crucifix.




  

    

      

        October 30, 1929. New moon setting over the mountain.




        

          Live-born male, 6 pounds, 4 ounces. Name, Enzo Cabrini. Seventh or eighth child of Izzie and Delfina Cabrini. Presentation, cross lying, cord around the body three times. Active

          labor, two days. Pushed five minutes with father holding the head down. No tears. Blood loss one cup. Mrs. Cabrini knew to put the baby right to the breast. Also present two young children,

          who helped the mother squat. No payment again. The women in the camp wouldn’t help us.
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  Midwife




  It’s been one week since Mrs. Cabrini and Mrs. MacIntosh delivered.




  I remove the blue ribbon from the last used page of my journal. The day I went to check on them, both mothers were doing well and seemed to have plenty of milk. Bitsy and Mary will wait on

  Katherine for her two-week lying-in period. Delfina is already up cooking and cleaning.




  A few years after Ruben’s death and the disaster at Blair Mountain, when the fog around my heart finally lifted, I began to assist Mrs. Kelly with births along the south

  shore of the river in Pittsburgh. I couldn’t go back to Westinghouse, not after what happened. Sophie took me with her at night, more to shake me from my grief and self-absorption than

  because she needed me. I attended another fifteen births here in West Virginia before she died, that made thirty-five, but I’m still a novice, and after the last two births, I’m

  beginning to wonder if I should be attending mothers at all.




  I didn’t refer to myself as a midwife at first. That changed when Dr. Blum gave my name to the state health department and I was required to register. I’d met Blum only that one

  time, when Sally Feder had her twins. Mrs. Kelly had never needed him again. At first I was flattered that he remembered me. Later I realized that it wasn’t because he thought I was so great;

  he just wanted someone to take care of the poor so he wouldn’t have to. That came after Sophie’s heart attack. Now I’m the only midwife between Delmont and Oneida, except for an

  elderly black woman, Mrs. Potts, but I’ve never met her.




  It’s easy to be a licensed midwife in West Virginia, no exam or anything. All I had to do when the home health nurse, Becky Myers, sputtered up Wild Rose Road in her Model T was

  demonstrate that my house was clean and I could read and write. Then I signed some papers saying that I understood the regulations, and that was it.




  Mrs. Rebecca Myers sat on my worn sofa in her pale blue nurse’s uniform with the crisp white collar and dark blue sailor tie and showed me how to fill out the birth certificate. I watched

  her, wondering where this very precise woman with the midwestern accent, obviously university-trained, came from. She wasn’t a local, that was for sure.




  The public health nurse asked to see my birth kit. I offered her tea and had a few books on my shelves and paintings on the walls, so she must have thought I was a decent person. That’s

  the other requirement I mentioned before: you must be of good moral character . . .




  Becky is my friend now, and I know a little bit more about her. She’s a widow like me, and she’s not from the Midwest. I had the accent wrong. It’s Vermont, but she worked at

  Walter Reed during the war, then came to West Virginia to work in the mining camps during the typhoid epidemic of 1918. The Presbyterian Women’s Mission asked her to stay, and now she’s

  employed by the state Department of Health in Charleston.




  It hadn’t been easy, she told me. This was on her second visit, and we were sitting out on the porch. Local doctors had objected to her presence at first, thinking she was practicing

  medicine. If you ask me, she probably knew more than they did, but she’d never say it. “You have to understand how to work within the system,” she warned. “Don’t

  overstep your bounds.”




  Becky’s the one who told me about the Frontier Nursing Service in Hyden, Kentucky, and encouraged me to keep records of my births in this diary. Before that, I just wrote the date and

  baby’s name in the family’s Bible like Mrs. Kelly did.




  Mrs. Myers asked why I didn’t go to the nursing service in Kentucky for more formal training. She’s a registered nurse with a degree from some fancy college up north, Yale, I think,

  and that’s where she heard about the school for midwives. She forgets that I’m not a nurse and have no money for travel or tuition. Anyway, who would take care of mothers like Delfina

  while I was gone? Not Dr. Blum. He charges twenty-five dollars if he comes to your home, thirty dollars if you go to his hospital. Twenty-five dollars would buy shoes for the whole Cabrini family

  for two years.




  I pull my rocking chair over to the front window to admire my journal in better light. It’s a beautiful book and quite too expensive. When I saw the bouquet of tulips

  embossed on the brown leather cover, I had to have it.




  Inside, in the top corner of each lined page is a small colored print of a poppy or rose, a toad or snail, some living thing. There’s a lock and a key that I keep on the cord with Mrs.

  Kelly’s gold watch. My life has been difficult, and the delicacy of the empty pages is what charmed me, like a friend I could talk to, some gentle, sensible woman . . .




  Mr. Stenger, the balding pharmacist with one lazy eye, gave the journal to me in trade, as well as twenty dollars, for taking care of his seventy-three-year-old mother, Cora, when her foot went

  bad from sugar several months ago.




  I stayed in her home in Delmont, bathing her, cleansing the open sores, using my comfrey and goldenseal poultices and some of the medicated powders from the pharmacy. More than anything, I

  cooked, did her household chores, and kept her foot elevated so it could heal.




  That was before I inherited my cow from the Johnsons and had to be home every evening. When the bank foreclosed on their farm at the bottom of Wild Rose Road, they couldn’t take the cow

  with them to Wheeling. Besides, I’d delivered their son and they wanted to repay me.




  I inherited this house and land too, from Mrs. Kelly, after she passed. Turned out she’d made an appointment to prepare her will with Mr. Linkous, the lawyer in Delmont, just three weeks

  before her demise. I found that out later from Mr. Johnson, who’d driven her into town in his truck. It made me wonder if she’d known she was dying . . . but she never let on. Dr. Blum

  explained that some vessels in Sophie’s heart had burst from hard farming work, that women weren’t meant for it, but I knew better. Her heart broke when her lover, Nora, left us. After

  that it was just a slow bleed.




  I throw another log into the woodstove. Outside, a few snowflakes float down, gentle reminders that winter is coming. Somehow I must find money to buy wood. Coal would be nice, but it’s

  far too expensive. The bare trees shiver in the gray light and only a few groves of pines splash green higher up on the mountains. You can see the Hope River clearly now, but not the rocks and the

  rapids.




  Treasured Child




  Sometimes I get confused. Most of my life I’ve felt I was dreaming. Now and then I wake up, sometimes for months, sometimes for minutes. I’m a character in a play,

  and I can’t tell if I’m making it up or if a great puppeteer is making me dance.




  I’ve played too many roles in too short a time; had too many names, lived in too many places. It helps me to go back to the beginning.




  I was born Elizabeth Snyder on October 19, 1893, in Deerfield, a small town north of Chicago and a few miles inland from Lake Michigan. My mother was a teacher, the daughter of a prominent

  farmer who died before I was born, and we lived with my grandmother in a two-story white Victorian on Third Street.




  My father was a seafaring man, a first mate on a lake freighter hauling wood and iron from Wisconsin to Ohio. His parents died in the yellow fever epidemic of 1878 in New Orleans, so I never

  knew them.




  As a little girl, I attended the Congregational Church, where Mama played organ and Papa sang in the choir when his ship was in port. I was an avid reader and devoured every book I could find,

  as well as the Chicago Tribune that Papa brought from the city. I played the piano, loved to sing and dance, and fished with my pa in a canoe on the Des Plaines River, a treasured only

  child, but that didn’t last.




  In the winter of 1902, my beloved grandma passed away from a lung condition and we buried her in the hard, cold ground. Not three years later, more tragedy followed. My father’s ship, the

  Appomattox, on its last run from Milwaukee, foundered in a November fog. The freighter, the longest wooden ship on the Great Lakes, carrying a load of iron ore from Lake Superior, grounded

  on a sandbar in the mist. Papa was the only crew member who died, swept overboard by a ten-foot wave.




  When the representative from the shipping company brought the news, Mama looked at me and said, “At any minute your life can change. Remember this. Between one breath and another, the song

  can stop and everything can be different.”




  Later I wondered, in my childish mind, if in actuality Papa had just jumped into a lifeboat and rowed away, faking his death to escape his debts. His body was never recovered.




  In our first months of grief, things went from bad to worse. Mama was shocked to learn, from her solicitor, that we were destitute. The money my grandmother had left us was gone, gambled away by

  my father in high-stakes card games out on his freighter. Because of his debts, the Trust Company of Illinois foreclosed on our home and we moved to a rooming house in Deerfield. Those were hard

  times. It was Christmas, and I was twelve.




  Fortunately, Mother was able to retain her teaching position, but our quarters were cramped and her pay was minimal. We sold our furniture, the piano, everything but our clothes, the family

  Bible, her hymnal, and a few favorite books. In the evenings, Mama did washing for the traveling men. I was taken out of school and sent to work with Mrs. Gross, the seamstress, on Westgate.




  Only two years later, Mama developed a cough and came down with consumption just like her mother. She was spitting up blood when she died. I was shipped to Chicago to stay with the widowed

  sister of our solicitor, Mrs. Ayers, and worked as a laundress in her small inn, washing and ironing the linens and cleaning the rooms until Mrs. Ayers found a new husband and shipped me off to St.

  Mary’s House of Mercy, an orphans’ asylum for the destitute. Mrs. Ayers cried a little when I left, but I wasn’t her responsibility. Not even kin. I understood that.
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  Mastitis




  The weather has turned warm again, blue sky dotted with innocent white clouds, the smell of leaves rotting, a last shower of gold from the big oak out front, but there’s

  something wrong with Moonlight. When I went out to milk her last night, one of her teats was as tight and red as a German sausage. I suspect the problem is an infection brought on by an injury or,

  more likely, from my not milking her on time, letting her bag get too tight and full, but I don’t know much about cattle.




  Consumed with guilt, I’ve been going out with hot water and rags to wrap around her udders every few hours. She seems to like the warm compresses but hates it when I try to milk her.

  Still, it’s the only thing I know to do. A breast infection hurts like the holy devil. I should know; I had mastitis a few times myself when I was a wet nurse.




  First, to get the milk flowing, I pull on the teats that aren’t quite so tender. It’s what I tell my mothers when they have a red, tender breast: “Nurse on

  the good side first, rest, drink fluids, apply warm compresses. Keep the breasts empty, and leave the nipples open to the air.” Good food also helps and sometimes cabbage leaves, but I

  can’t figure out how to tie cabbage leaves on the cow’s udders, so I skip that part. Meanwhile, I lay my head against the side of my beautiful black-and-white bovine, and my eyes fill

  with tears. I am so sorry, Moonlight.




  This morning, finding my cow with her head hanging low, I get up my nerve, hike down the road to the neighboring farm, and ask Mr. Maddock what I should do. Maddock is a

  stern-faced old bugger who always wears a black felt hat and never waves when I pass, despite the fact that I’ve lived here two years. I was hoping he might be out in his fields mending fence

  or cutting brush, but I have to go up to the house.




  “She’s stopped eating and doesn’t even look up when I come in the barn,” I tell him through the screen door. Maddock doesn’t invite me in, though a stiff wind is

  blowing and I have to keep brushing my hair from my face. “She just looks at me with big eyes and moans. I’m milking her six times a day, even getting up at night and using warm

  compresses. Can you think of anything else I could do?”




  Maddock owns four or five Holsteins; I’ve seen them in his field. He pulls on his coarse black wool jacket, steps out on the porch, and yanks down his broad-brimmed headpiece. “You

  could ask the new vet; maybe he’d have some salve.” He scratches his chin through his gray-speckled beard. “He doesn’t live far. You can walk around Salt Lick Road to his

  farm on Titus Hollow or just hike over the top of Hope Ridge on the old Indian trail that goes through the woods. His place backs up to yours on the other side. Either way, you’d be there in

  an hour.”




  Behind the weathered man, in the parlor, sitting by a kerosene lamp on a table, Mrs. Maddock, a pale woman with her silver-and-gold hair twisted up in a bun, sits knitting. She doesn’t get

  up or come to the door. I catch her eye and smile. She doesn’t smile back. There are books on shelves behind her and a display of framed needlework on the walls. Ordinarily, women in

  Appalachia would invite you in, but Mrs. Maddock, who looks, from her books and artwork, like an interesting person, must not approve of me, a woman without a man living alone just up the road. She

  turns her head and goes back to her knitting.




  House Call




  The hike over Hope Ridge, through a thick forest of stunted spruce growing out of flat sheets of granite, takes longer than I’d expected. Just when I decide that maybe

  I’m lost, I smell coal smoke and see, through the trees, a stone house with a white barn down in the hollow. The two-story dwelling, situated in a long narrow valley, appears to have been

  built a hundred years ago. Three horses graze in the pasture.




  It’s a picture-book place but so quiet that it occurs to me, for the first time, that I don’t know the veterinarian by sight or even his name, and the closer I get, the more I begin

  to fear that this trip may be wasted. He could be out on a call or, now that I think of it, probably has an office in Liberty or Delmont.




  A pileated woodpecker laughs from the top of a bare sycamore and I can hear a vehicle winding along Salt Lick, a pickup, maybe the mail carrier. As I work my way down the hill through the stubby

  yellow grass and outcroppings of rock, I sight a man dressed in coveralls, next to the barn, wearing black rubber boots and hammering on a piece of metal. Clang. Clang. Clang. He has a

  strong back; a tall fellow, maybe six feet, his light brown hair receding. Around forty, I think; I’d expected the vet to be someone much older.




  A rock about the size of a cottontail rabbit catches under my foot and begins to roll downhill straight toward him. “Look out!” I yell.




  He steps aside and watches as it lands near his feet. “Where’d you come from?”




  “I’m sorry, I should have called out. My name is Patience Murphy.” I’ve been using this name since Mrs. Kelly and I came to Union County, and by now it rolls off my

  tongue like honey.




  “I’m the midwife from over Hope Mountain.” I’m not sure why I tell him I’m the midwife. Maybe I feel it gives me some kind of legitimacy. “I have a cow

  with a red swollen teat, and Mr. Maddock, my neighbor, told me you might help.”




  “A house call is five dollars. You could have used the telephone and saved yourself some trouble.” He looks me over, head to toe, and I’m suddenly aware of the sight I must be.

  Usually when I go into town or make a social call, I spruce up, wear a dress and hose (if I have any), but today I’d come in my work boots, the trousers I wore when I worked at Westinghouse,

  and a heavy men’s red-andblack-plaid jacket that Mrs. Kelly and I bought secondhand, before we exiled ourselves to these outer lands.
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