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CHAPTER 1


In the year of our Lord 1894, I became an outlaw. Like a lot of things, it didn’t happen all at once.


First I had to get married. I felt lucky on the day of my wedding dance. At seventeen I wasn’t the first girl in my class to marry, but I was one of them, and my husband was a handsome boy from a good family—he had three siblings, like me, and his mama was one of seven. Did I love him? We used to say we loved our beaus, my girlfriends and I—I remember spending hours talking about his broad shoulders, his awkward but charming dancing, the bashful way he always said my name.


The first few months of my marriage were sweet ones. My husband and I were hungry for each other all the time. In ninth form, when the girls and boys were separated to prepare us for married life, Mrs. Spencer had explained to us that it would be our duty to lie with our husbands regularly so that we could have children for baby Jesus. We already knew about the children part. We had read Burton’s Lessons of the Infant Jesus Christ every year since third form, so we had heard about how God sent the Great Flu to cleanse the world of evil, just like he’d sent the flood so many centuries before. We knew that baby Jesus had appeared to Mary of Texarkana after the sickness had killed nine of every ten men, women, and children from Boston to California, and struck a covenant with her: If those who remained were fruitful and peopled the world in His image, He would spare them further sickness, and they and their descendants forever after would be precious to Him.


But in ninth form, we learned about lying with our husbands, how we should wash beforehand, and put perfume behind our ears, how we should breathe slowly to relax our muscles, and try to look our husbands in the eyes. How we’d bleed.


“Don’t worry,” Mrs. Spencer said, then, smiling at us. “It only hurts in the beginning. After a while you’ll start to like it. There’s nothing more joyful than two people joining together to make a child.”


My husband did not know what to do at first, but he took his responsibility seriously, and what he lacked in experience he made up for in ardor. We lived with his parents while he saved for a house; in the mornings his mother made little jokes about how soon I’d be eating for two.


During the day I still attended births with my mama. I was the eldest and the only one who actually wanted to learn about breech births and morning sickness and childbed fever, so I was the one who would take over for Mama when she got too old. When I came on rounds with my new wedding ring, the mothers-to-be winked and teased me.


“It’s good you’re learning about all this now,” said Alma Bunting, forty years old, pregnant with her sixth child and suffering from hemorrhoids. “Then you won’t be surprised when it’s your turn.”


I just laughed. I was not like my friend Ulla, who had eight baby names picked out, four boys and four girls. When I was ten and my sister Bee was two months old, my mama had gone to bed and stayed there for a year. So I had already been a mama—I had changed a baby, fed her from a bottle when Mama couldn’t nurse, soothed her at night when I was still young enough to be afraid of the dark. I was not in a rush to do it again. I knew from working with Mama that sometimes it could take months, even for a young girl like me, and I was happy to sleep with my new husband and still sneak off sometimes to drink juneberry wine behind the Petersens’ barn with Ulla and Susie and Mary Alice, and not have to worry about anyone except for me.


But then it was six months since our wedding day, and my husband’s mama was lingering in the kitchen while I put the breakfast dishes away.


“You know,” she said, “after you do it, you can’t just get right up and go about your day. You have to lie still for at least fifteen minutes to give everything time to work.”


She had a way of talking to me like we were girls the same age gossiping after school, but this wasn’t gossip and we weren’t friends. I kept my voice light and happy.


“Mama says that doesn’t matter so much,” I said. “She says the most important thing is the time of month. That’s why I always mark my calendar.”


“Your mama’s a very smart woman,” she said. She had never liked my mama. “But sometimes every little bit helps.”


She took the teacups from my hands.


“I’ll finish this,” she said. “You get ready for your work.”


I didn’t take my mother-in-law’s advice—I’d never liked lazing around in bed. But I started taking my temperature every day so I’d know exactly when my fertile time was coming. Still I didn’t worry—Mama had said it took her eight months to get pregnant with me, and my daddy almost left her, but after that Janie and Jessamine and Bee were easy. My husband made fun of his mother when we were alone—he said she meddled so much in his older brother’s marriage that his sister-in-law banned her from their house. Six more months we were happy and then it was a year.


“There’s only one thing to do now,” my mama said. “You’ll have to sleep with someone else.”


Half the time, she explained, the man was the one who was barren.


This shocked me. Mrs. Spencer had taught us that the most common reason for failing to conceive a child was not lying with one’s husband often enough, and the second was forgetting one’s prayers. If a woman did her duty by her husband and baby Jesus and still did not become pregnant, then most likely she had been cursed by a witch—usually a woman who, barren herself, wanted to infect others with her malady.


I knew from Mama that there was no such thing as curses and that sometimes the body simply went wrong all on its own, but I had never heard of a man being barren before. When Maisie Carter and her husband couldn’t have a baby, it was Maisie who got kicked out of the house and had to live down by the river with the tinkers and the drunks. When Lucy McGarry didn’t get pregnant her family took her back in, but when two of her neighbors miscarried the same summer, everyone looked to Lucy for the cause. I was eleven when she was hanged for a witch. I had not yet started going on rounds with Mama; I had never seen a person die. It terrified me, not the violence of it but the swiftness, how one moment Lucy was standing on the platform and the next she was dangling limp below it. I tried to imagine it myself: what it would be like to see and think and feel and then suddenly plunge into blackness—more than blackness, into nothingness. It kept me awake that night and for many nights after, the dread of it. But at the gallows I cheered with everyone else; only Mama did not cheer.


“I don’t want to sleep with someone else,” I said. “Can’t we just try a little longer?”


Mama shook her head.


“People are already starting to gossip,” she said. “My patients are asking me if you’re pregnant yet.”


She would find someone for me, she said. There were men who did this for money, men whose virility was proven and who knew how to keep a secret. When it was the right time of month, I’d meet with one of them during the day for a few days running.


“Don’t think of it as being unfaithful to your husband,” Mama said. “Think of it as keeping yourself safe.”


The man was a surprise to me. We met at my mama’s house, where he posed as a repairman (he really did repair Mama’s stove). He said I could call him Sam, and I understood that was not his real name. He was Mama’s age and ugly, with a scraggly mustache the color of mouse fur, a big belly, and skinny legs. But he was kind to me, and put me at ease.


“You ever want me to stop, you tell me,” he said, taking off his socks.


I did not want him to stop. I wanted him to do what he had to do quickly so I could go back to my husband with a baby in my belly and never be afraid again.


After our fourth meeting, when I was waiting to see if what we had done had worked, I asked Mama what really made women barren. Mama knew many things that Mrs. Spencer and the other people in our town did not know. She knew, for instance, that the Great Flu that had killed all eight of her great-grandparents was not, as everyone else said, a judgment from baby Jesus and Mother Mary. Mama’s teacher Sarah Hawkins, a master midwife, had taught her that the Great Flu had come to America on ships along with spices and sugar, then spread from husband to wife and mother to child and trader to trader by kisses and handshakes, cups of beer shared among friends and strangers, and the coughs and sneezes of men and women who didn’t know how sick they were and went on serving food and selling cloth and trading beaver pelts one day too long. Sarah Hawkins said the Flu was just a fever, a sickness like any other, and the only reason people put a meaning to it was that otherwise their grief would have overwhelmed them. Mama said Sarah Hawkins was the smartest person she had ever known.


But when I asked Mama about barrenness, she just shook her head.


“Nobody knows,” she said.


“Why not?” I asked. I’d never before asked Mama a question that didn’t have an answer.


“We don’t even know exactly how a baby forms in a mother’s womb,” she said. “How can we know why sometimes her womb stays empty?”


I looked down at my hands and she could tell I was disappointed.


“I know one thing,” she said. “It’s not witchcraft.”


“How do you know?” I asked.


“People cry witchcraft whenever they don’t understand something,” she said. “Remember, the town ladies said a witch had put a curse on Mayor Van Duyn, and when he died the doctor found his lungs all filled up with tumors. The only curse on him was that pipe.”


“So why don’t you tell people?” I asked. “Everyone listens to you.”


Mama shook her head.


“I used to tell my patients,” she said. “Every woman worries about a curse if she’s not pregnant two months after her wedding. ‘That’s just a silly story,’ I’d say. But they didn’t believe me, and what’s more, some of them got suspicious, like maybe I had cursed them.”


Mama delivered all the babies in the Independent Town of Fairchild and cured most of the illnesses besides. She had set more bones than Dr. Carlisle and heard more confessions than Father Simon. Her reputation was so secure that even when she took to her bed after Bee was born, her patients were all but lined up at our door the day she got well. Nobody was suspicious of Mama.


“I don’t understand,” I said. “Why didn’t they believe you?”


“When someone believes in something,” Mama said, “you can’t just take it away. You have to give them something to replace it. And since I don’t know what makes women barren, I’ve got nothing to give.”


I didn’t get pregnant that month, or the month after. At my husband’s house my mother-in-law watched me all the time, like she might catch me in the act of witchcraft. Once she came into our bedroom while I was washing and began making small talk with me, forcing me to answer politely as I washed my underarms and private parts. I felt ashamed of my body then as I never had before, of my small breasts, stomach flat over an empty womb. She began to make me pray to baby Jesus in the mornings; we knelt together and asked him to send our family a child. My motherin-law was not a particularly religious woman. She kept a crèche above the hearth and a copy of Burton on the shelf like everyone in Fairchild, but went to church only on holidays or when she was seized with a desire to appear pious. The fact that we were praying now—in stumbling words I imagined she half-remembered from some childhood catechism—showed me how desperate she’d become.


At night my husband would touch me only during my fertile week; he was tracking me himself now, as though he didn’t trust me to do it. When I reached for him late in the month he told me his mama had said it was better to save our energy for when it counted, and I was not surprised that he talked to his mama about such things, but I was still disgusted by it.


My meetings with Sam, strangely, became a refuge. In Mama’s house no one watched us. Afterward he did not pester me to lie still or put my legs up the way my husband did; he put his clothes on and said goodbye and left me alone so that I could lie in my childhood bed and pretend that I had never married.


Sam and I didn’t talk much, but in the third month of our meetings he asked if I wanted him to touch me while we did it.


“It might help you relax,” he said. “Some people say that makes you more likely to conceive.”


By that time I trusted Sam. He had never tried to do anything I didn’t want, had always behaved like a friend helping me with something—perhaps a dish on a high shelf I couldn’t quite reach. So I said yes, he could touch me, and that was the beginning of the end.


When it came to married life, we girls had other sources of information besides Mrs. Spencer. We had the older married girls and the web of gossip and advice they wove to keep us safe. From them we knew it was dangerous to sleep with someone too many times before you were married—if you didn’t get pregnant after a few months of fooling around, he’d never marry you. Worse, he might spread the rumor that you were barren. We knew, too, that if you married someone who turned out to be cruel, the best thing to do was to have children as quickly as you could. A woman with three children could divorce her husband and she would probably find another man to marry her—she had never said as much, but I knew that was why Mama had waited until after she had Janie and Jessamine to leave our daddy and bring us to Fairchild, where the old midwife had recently left town. A woman with four children could do as she pleased, marry or not, and I knew that was one reason no one spoke ill of Mama when she chose not to take another husband after Bee’s daddy left.


There was also a book that circulated among the girls and younger women of Fairchild, succinctly titled Fruitful Marriage. The book was more explicit than Mrs. Spencer’s lessons, and it was mildly scandalous to be caught reading it, though not altogether forbidden. When Susie’s mother had found the book while cleaning, she had not reprimanded Susie but had merely replaced the book under her bed in such a way that made it seem likely she had read some of it.


Fruitful Marriage included drawings of men and women naked together, locked in embrace. The author, one Wilhelmina Knutson, also discussed something called “climax,” which she described, frustratingly, as “a moment of indescribable pleasure.” The ability to feel this sensation, Mrs. Knutson said, was the sign of a physically and psychologically healthy individual who was ready for motherhood. And Mrs. Knutson was very clear on one point: climax could only occur when a man’s “member” was deep inside a woman’s body.


I had never experienced climax with my husband, and in recent months, I had come to believe that my inability to do so was yet another sign of my bodily deficiency. But when Sam touched the top of my vagina with his fingers, rhythmically and patiently, for an amount of time that might have been two minutes or two hours, I experienced a sensation so extreme that I thought it must either be climax or something very dangerous, possibly fatal. It was something like what I had felt a few times when, awakening from a sweaty dream of hands and mouths, I touched myself under the covers of my bed. But what I felt with Sam was much more intense, and when he took his leave that day I was still shaking slightly, and absolutely sure that this time, I must be pregnant.


I was still thinking about it when I met Ulla and Susie at the barn a week later. Mary Alice was four months pregnant with her first baby so she wasn’t meeting us anymore; Ulla was two months married, and Susie was engaged to be married in November during the harvest feasts. At first we joked and gossiped about our former classmates and their courting the way we always did, but soon I was too curious to keep quiet.


When it was my turn with the bottle I took a deep drink.


“Have you ever had a climax?” I asked my friends.


Susie knitted her brows for a moment, considering.


“I think so,” she said, “a small one.”


Ulla laughed. She had a gap between her front teeth that always made her look mischievous, like nothing would shock her.


“With Ned it’s like this,” she said, miming a hammer pounding in a nail. “Mostly I just feel sore. But my mama says not to worry, you don’t need a climax to get pregnant.”


She took a swig from the bottle.


“Why,” she asked, “have you?”


“I think so,” I said. I should have stopped there, but my confidence buoyed me on. My period was a day late and I knew that what Sam and I had done must have worked at last.


“And do you know,” I said, “I think a man can make you climax with his fingers.”


Ulla looked incredulous.


“With his fingers,” she said.


“That’s right,” I insisted. “He touches you between your legs, above the opening. And then it’s just like Mrs. Knutson says—a little hard to describe, but very powerful. Almost like fainting.”


“Your husband did this?” Ulla asked. “Just by touching you?”


“That’s right,” I said, in what I hoped was a convincing tone.


Ulla shook her head.


“That’s not possible,” she said. “Everyone knows a woman can only climax from deep inside. Mrs. Knutson says so.”


“Well,” I said, affecting a tone of pride, “maybe my husband knows better than Mrs. Knutson.”


She looked skeptical.


“Where did he learn it, then?” she asked.


It began to dawn on me that I had made a mistake. “What do you mean?” I asked, stalling for time.


“I mean I highly doubt Mr. Vogel taught the boys about this form of climaxing, if none of us have ever heard of it before. And he certainly didn’t learn it from Fruitful Marriage. So how did he know how to do it?”


“From another book,” I said, “that only the boys have.”


“Really?” Ulla asked. “What book?”


“It’s called Fruitful Marriage for Men,” I said, cursing myself even as I said it. “It’s quite rare. One of my husband’s visiting cousins had a copy.”


Ulla took another drink, all the while looking me in the eye.


“Well,” she said, “I’ll have to track it down. Ned could use a copy.”


I’ll never know who put two and two together, whether it was Ulla or Susie or both who understood that the experience I was describing was much more likely with an outsider than with one of our town boys, young and inexperienced and raised on all the same folk wisdom as we had been. All I know is that when I came back to my husband’s family’s house after my rounds with Mama one evening, my husband was gone and his mother and father were sitting at the kitchen table.


“You know,” said my mother-in-law, “I stuck up for you.”


“What’s going on?” I asked.


Mama’s old suitcase, the one I’d used to bring my clothes and medical books to my husband’s house, was standing next to the stove.


“Malcolm thought you’d be a bad match. He said your mama was unstable. He said if it wasn’t for the charity of your neighbors, your little sister would have died.”


My father-in-law looked vaguely pained. He had never spoken more than three words to me. It was hard for me to imagine him saying all this to his wife.


“That’s not true,” I said. “I took care of Bee myself while Mama was sick. She was never in any danger.”


“That’s what I said,” my mother-in-law went on. “And I told him your mama still delivers every baby within ten miles of here. That has to count for something, I said.”


She waited like she expected me to thank her. I didn’t say anything.


“Are you listening?” she asked. “I’m trying to tell you why it hurt me so much to find out you betrayed us. To find out you chose to be with another man when my son loves you so much, he was willing to wait another year if that was how long it took.” I imagined the conversations they must have had about my failure to conceive, the same ones in which she told him to save himself for my fertile days. I doubted either he or she would have waited a year.


“I didn’t want to sleep with him,” I said. “I just wanted to give you a grandchild.”


My mother-in-law rolled her eyes.


“Well, did it work? Are you pregnant now?”


I shook my head. I’d started to bleed that morning, while I was mixing mallow and beeswax for a baby’s rash.


“Of course not,” she said.


Was she disappointed? What would have happened if I’d said yes? Would we have raised the child, my husband and I, together? Would I have done it again? Sometimes I still wish for that life, and everything it would mean.


My mother-in-law nodded at her husband and he picked up my suitcase and handed it to me.


“Leave your wedding ring on the table,” she said.


That night I had dinner with my mama and sisters like nothing was wrong. Janie and Jessamine were excited to see me and told me everything that was happening in seventh form: how Arthur Howe said his daddy had gone to the high country to join the Hole in the Wall Gang, but everybody knew he had just taken up with a woman two towns away, how Agnes Fetterly had started her monthlies already but nobody wanted to court her because she was an only child, how Lila Phelps had tried to fake hers with chicken blood so her mama would let Nils Johansson come to court her, but her mama caught her pouring the blood onto her bedsheets and made her do all the laundry in the house for a month. It hurt, almost, to remember what I’d been like at their age, not so long ago, a woman-child—my body beginning to change, my mind, like theirs, still full of tricks and gossip. The darkness of the grown-up world just starting to seep in.


All the time our sisters were talking, Bee was stealing looks at me. I could tell she already knew something was wrong. Bee was eight years old that spring. Mama said we were like two sides of the same coin. When I was her age I’d been chatty, always asking questions. Bee was quiet—she picked up what she needed to know by watching and listening.


Jessamine and I were washing the dinner dishes when Sheriff Branch came to call. He was friends with Mama and often came just to chat, bringing barley candy or Babies’ Tears for my sisters. He’d tell us stories, too, tall tales about Jesse James or the Kid, the leader of the mysterious Hole in the Wall Gang. The Kid was nearly seven feet tall, the sheriff said, and as strong as three ordinary men put together. His eye was so keen he could shoot a man dead from a mile away, and his heart was so cold he’d steal the wedding ring from a widow or the silver spoon from a baby’s mouth. Unlike the common cattle rustlers who plied their trade in sweat-stained hats and filthy dungarees, the Kid was known for his vanity—he wore a wide-brimmed pinch-front hat in the Colorado style, and his face was always covered with a fine silk scarf.


The sheriff himself had never personally squared off against the Kid. But he assured us that when they finally met, that villain’s days of riding roughshod over the laws of the Dakotas would be over.


Susie’s daddy and some of the other men in town told stories about outlaws to scare their children. But Sheriff Branch never aimed to terrify us; he always promised that while he was the law in Fairchild, no outlaw or anyone else would harm a hair on our heads.


“As long as you mind your mama,” he’d add, winking. “If I hear you’ve been giving her a moment’s trouble, I’ll drag you down to the courthouse to stand trial.”


I had always loved Sheriff Branch and his visits. He rode a quiet horse named Maudie, and when he came to call he let us pet her mane and feed her lumps of sugar or carrots from the garden. But this time I remembered Lucy McGarry, and I was afraid. I knew I was right to worry when the sheriff refused coffee and Mama’s spice cake.


“I can’t stay long,” he said. “Maybe the three of us grown-ups could talk?”


Mama told Janie and Jessamine to take Bee upstairs, and only then did Sheriff Branch accept a seat at our table. He took off the white hat he always wore when he was working, stared at the brim of it, and made as though to brush some dirt away although there was no dirt there. Despite his work, Sheriff Branch was a shy man.


“I heard there’s been trouble in your marriage,” he said finally.


Mama didn’t wait for me to answer.


“It’s Claudine,” she said. “She never liked Ada. She made that house a hell for her. Stress isn’t good for conceiving children, Sheriff. You know that.”


Sheriff Branch had just one child, a daughter. He would have had no children and maybe no wife if not for Mama. The sheriff was friends with Dr. Carlisle, and had asked him to attend the birth of his first baby. But Dr. Carlisle had little experience with births, and when Liza Branch’s labor stalled, the baby’s head halfway down the birth canal, he began to panic, pacing around the house and muttering to himself while Liza howled in pain. Finally he called Mama, who was able to turn the baby’s head from front to back so Liza could push her into the world. Sophia was born blue and barely breathing, but Mama revived her; another half hour stuck inside Liza, Mama said, and the baby would have been beyond help.


Since the birth, Liza had been unable to conceive again. Mama had visited many times to give tonics and massages, but nothing had worked—finally, she had told the Branches that perhaps they were not meant to have more children. Sheriff Branch became distant from his wife after that, but doted on his daughter as if she were five children.


“Claudine can be a handful,” the sheriff said. “But I’ve started hearing complaints. Greta Thorsdottir says she saw Ada walking the fields at night carrying a dead hare. Agatha Dupuy says she and her daughters have all come down with womanly ailments in the last month.”


Mama shook her head. She looked completely calm.


“Sheriff,” she said, “you’ve known Ada since she was a child. How could you possibly suspect her of what those women are suggesting? You know Aggie and her daughters are always coming down with something, usually imaginary.”


The sheriff nodded. His brows were knit. He kept twisting his wedding ring around on his finger.


“True enough,” he said. “Ada, you’ve always been a good girl. As long as you stay with your mama, and stay out of trouble, you won’t hear any more from me.”


He turned back to Mama.


“Of course, she can’t attend births anymore,” he said. “She’ll have to find something else to do.”


Bee came down the stairs as Mama was seeing him off. “That’s ridiculous,” Mama said, “but all right. She’ll help me at home with the herbs and tinctures.”


The sheriff stood, taking his hat in his hands.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t want to make this call.”


“So why did you make it?” Mama asked. She kept her voice even but I could see how angry she was.


“Evelyn, you know what I always say is the most important part of my job.”


“Protecting children,” Mama said. “But my daughter hasn’t harmed anyone. She’s barely out of childhood herself.”


The sheriff nodded. “And hopefully she never will harm anyone. But if there’s even a chance that she’ll hurt a baby, or keep a baby from being born—I couldn’t live with myself.”


His voice was cracking.


“You understand, don’t you, Evelyn? Of all people?”


“We’ll do what you ask, Sheriff,” Mama said, standing up and moving toward the door. “That’s all I can promise.”


For weeks I lived under a kind of house arrest. In the mornings I woke, made breakfast for my sisters, then sat and read in my bedroom while Mama went out on calls. Sometimes in the afternoons I’d bake corn muffins so that the house would smell good when my family came home. It was not an unpleasant life, especially after my husband’s house, and I might have lived a long time that way, except that at the beginning of March, the town had an outbreak of German measles. In one week, three pregnant women lost their babies. One was Lisbeth, the mayor’s niece; one was Mrs. Covell, who taught the lower forms at the school; and one was Rebecca, the new wife of Albert Camp, who worked in the bank, and who had been widowed the year before.


School was canceled; my sisters stayed home. Janie and Jessamine plaited each other’s hair and told increasingly outlandish stories about what they would do once they were allowed outside. Bee sat by the window and watched the empty street. Mama still made her rounds, but when she came home at night she was troubled, and circled the house doing small tasks as though trying to outrun her mind.


“The general store is closed,” she said, “and the bank. The church is empty—Father Simon visits once a day to light candles for the babies. Even the saloon is deserted.”


She didn’t say it, but I knew what she was afraid of: too many lost babies at once, and people would start looking for the witch. I was not the only barren woman in town. Maisie Carter was still alive, still young even; if she’d been fertile she would still be having children. But no one saw her, she came into town only rarely and bothered no one. I was the one whose expulsion from my husband’s home was a fresh scandal, whose barrenness was news.


After a week, though, the sick began to improve. None of them died; the measles that had been so deadly for babies in the womb turned out mild for those already on the earth. The saloon started serving again, the congregants returned to church. The general store and the bank reopened for business. Then Mama came home ashen-faced: Ulla had lost her baby.


“I didn’t even know she was pregnant,” I said.


Mama ignored me. “They sent me away,” she said, shaking her head. “They had Dr. Carlisle attending her. If she bleeds out, it will serve her stupid mother right.”


“Why did they send you away?” I asked.


Mama looked at me with weariness and sorrow in her eyes and I saw the answer before I heard it.


“Ulla is saying you put a curse on her. She’s saying you made her lose the baby.”


“I haven’t seen Ulla in months,” I said.


“It doesn’t matter,” said Mama. “Now her family will want you charged with witchcraft. And with the others, too, the sheriff won’t be able to protect you.”


I knew it was useless to argue. I saw already that my time was up and what little I had left would be taken from me. But I argued anyway.


“You said it was the measles. You always say German measles is dangerous for pregnant women. You tell everyone about it. Why would they think it was witchcraft?”


“They want to know what caused the measles,” Mama said. “Maybe if it had been just one woman, two, even three. I thought for a day or two we might be all right. But another loss right when people were starting to catch their breath—they’ll want someone to pay, Ada. They’ll want it to be you.”


We sat on the bed Bee’s daddy had bought for Mama before he left in the third month of her sickness. It was twice the size of her old one, with a heavy headboard made of rock maple all the way from Vermont. Bee and Janie and Jessamine loved to pile into Mama’s bed, but it always made me think of the nights of her sickness, when I sat with her after Bee was asleep, terrified to be with her in the dark when she had become almost a stranger to me, but terrified that if I took my eyes off her she might just give up, just quit breathing the way she’d quit dressing and cooking and getting out of bed. Every night I fell asleep in the chair next to Mama’s bed, and every morning I woke up and she was just the same, until one morning I woke up and she was better.


“So what do I do?” I asked Mama.


She smoothed a strand of hair behind my ear.


“I know a place,” she said. “You won’t like it, but you’ll be safe there.”


That night as I tucked Bee in, I told her I was going away for a while. She just nodded, those wide eyes taking everything in.


“You’re going to have to help Mama,” I said. “In a few years, you’re going to have to start learning the business from her.”


“Janie and Jess are older,” Bee said.


“Jess faints at the sight of blood,” I said. “And Janie can’t focus long enough to darn a sock, let alone stitch a wound. It has to be you.”


Bee nodded. She had dark brows like her daddy, who was half Polish, half Ojibwe and handsome—not like my daddy, whose long pale hatchet face I still remembered, though I remembered little else about him. Bee’s daddy had tried with her in the beginning, he really had, but only I could soothe her. And he still sent money every couple of months, and letters for Bee, which was more than my daddy ever had.


“Don’t worry,” I said. “You’ll be good at it. Most of it is just listening to people, and you already know how to do that.”


I wanted to give her a head start, so that in time, when she started to learn in earnest, she’d remember me. I taught her the song Mama had taught me to memorize the seven most important medicinal herbs and their uses. I showed her how to count a pulse and explained what it meant if it was fast or slow. I was halfway through explaining the early symptoms of the six childhood fevers when I saw that her eyes were wandering and her brows were knitted close.


“What’s wrong?” I asked her.


“Aren’t you scared?” she asked.


“Scared of what, Honeybee?”


She dropped her eyes from my face.


“I know people die sometimes,” she said. “Mama didn’t talk about it, but I know Sally Temple died.”


Sally Temple had lived on the outskirts of town with her husband, who was a ratcatcher. She was very young—just fifteen, some people said—and her baby came so fast that he ripped her all apart inside. Mama was finally able to stop the bleeding, but Sally had lost too much, and she died in her childbed with her new son screaming in the next room. I was there when she died and for weeks I dreamed of her, her little pointed face draining of color, the confusion and then anger and then panic in her eyes. Then Mama explained to me how she went on, knowing it could happen anytime.


“Mama says at every birth, death is in the room. You can try to ignore it, or you can acknowledge it, and greet it like a guest, and then you won’t be so afraid anymore.”


Bee looked skeptical.


“How do you greet it? ‘Hello, Death’?”


“She pictures the last patient she lost,” I said. “The death that’s freshest in her mind. She pictures that woman standing right there in the room with her. She looks the woman up and down. She doesn’t say anything, but sometimes she gives a little nod. Then she’s ready for the birth.”


“Does it work?” Bee asked.


I had seen Mama enter a birth with fear in her heart, if the baby was early or breach or the mother was sick with sugar or high blood pressure. Mama’s face was as confident as ever but still everyone in the room could feel something was wrong; the aunties’ hands would begin to shake as they wiped the laboring mother’s brow. And then Mama’s eyes would focus on a point in the empty air, and she would nod, and then the whole room would pull together around her, and the birth would go as well as it could possibly go, because she was in charge.


“It works,” I said.


I bent to hug Bee, more for myself than for her. She smelled like soap and cedar, just like she had ever since she was a baby.


“When I’m grown,” she said into my shoulder, “I’m going to come find you.”


I pulled back to look her in the face.


“Bee,” I said, “I’ll be back before you’re grown.”


“Okay,” she said, not believing. “But if you’re not, I’ll get a horse, and a map, and I’ll come help you, wherever you are.”




CHAPTER 2


The Mother Superior of the Sisters of the Holy Child said I could have sanctuary as long as I accepted baby Jesus into my heart. Baby Jesus had not helped me conceive a child, but neither had drinking four glasses of milk every day or keeping my legs above my head or lying down with Sam or anything else I had tried. I had nothing against baby Jesus.


“I accept Him,” I said.


The Mother raised an eyebrow.


“You’ll have Bible study with Sister Dolores,” she said. “In six months, if she thinks you’re ready, you can take your vows. Then you’ll be one of us.”


In the meantime, Sister Rose introduced me to Goldie, Holly, and Izzy. Sister Rose was a skinny girl with a gummy smile. She shared my room at the convent—two narrow beds, two chamber pots, a washbasin, and a crèche.


She was a natural with animals. The cows calmed visibly when they saw her, and when she touched their backs and cooed to them she was almost graceful. Holly, the Holstein, was the only one who let me near her. The others switched their tails or kicked or jerked their dugs out of my hands. But Holly was quiet, her eyes big and droopy, almost like she felt sorry for me, and Sister Rose showed me how to squeeze so I didn’t hurt her, so milk ran in a clean stream from her teat to the bucket.


Milking was a good time to cry. I was hardly ever alone at the convent; at matins and breakfast and Bible study and vespers and dinner, I was surrounded by sisters. But at milking time, Sister Rose was focused on Goldie or Izzy, and the wind blew across the meadow and shivered the barn windows and hid the sound of my cries.


I cried out of pure sorrow. I kept remembering the softness of Bee as a little baby, the way Janie and Jessamine filled the house in the mornings with their voices. I cried, too, out of anger. I had never done anything in my life as bad as what Ulla had done to me. I knew that Ulla had only been trying to save herself—her mother-in-law was meaner than Claudine, her husband weaker than my husband, and she had been considered a risky match because she had only one sister, who had a clubfoot and breathing troubles. For some families one miscarriage was enough to kick a new wife out, even if it happened during a sickness. But none of this made me want to forgive Ulla, who had been my best friend since we were smaller than Bee, who had slept in my bed whenever her mother’s rages became too much, who had cried at night as I stroked her hair.


When all the sorrow and anger were wrung out of me and I was almost hoarse from sobbing, then, like the thunder that follows lightning, came the fear. I knew Mama was right, that the families who had lost babies would want someone to pay, and I was afraid they would turn on my sisters in their grief. I had seen it before—when Lucy McGarry’s neighbors miscarried, suspicion fell on her whole family, even her littlest sister who was barely five years old. Some people said Lucy ran a coven out of her mama’s house. But when she was hanged the rumors dissipated, and her family went back to their lives—her sister eventually married the mayor’s nephew.


I knew Mama must have thought it all through. She must have believed she could keep herself and my sisters safe once I went away. Probably she decided her position in town was secure enough that she could weather whatever came—people could whisper about her for a while, but eventually they’d realize Dr. Carlisle didn’t know the first thing about birthing babies, and they’d be forced to come back to her. But what if, instead, the mayor decided to send for another midwife? I didn’t know, I realized, what had happened to the one before Mama. But if Fairchild could find her, then it stood to reason they could find someone else, if their fears for their future babies came to outweigh her record of healthy babies born.


And once I had been down this list of frightening thoughts, I always came to the worst of all—that Mama must have been down the list too. That she knew it was dangerous to send me away instead of letting the sheriff take me, and she did it anyway, balancing her safety and the safety of my sisters against my life. Deciding my life was worth risking all of theirs.


When I was finished crying there was always a time when I stared blankly up at Holly from my milking stool: her strong shoulder, her calm, contented eye, her pale pink udder already filling again with milk, the simple rightness and sufficiency of her. It was in this position that Sister Rose found me, and though I could have wiped my tears quickly and pretended nothing was wrong, I was tired of being so lonely and instead I let her see.


“Do you miss your family?” she asked.


I nodded.


“Don’t you?”


Sister Rose sat cross-legged on the barn floor. Our dresses were made for this, dark cloth to absorb dirt and spills for six days, until Sister Dolores and Sister Socorro washed them all in enormous steaming tubs on Saturdays and hung them up to dry in the washroom, drips pinging on the stone floor.


“I was married,” Sister Rose said. “He was nice when we were courting. He used to bring me flowers from his mama’s garden. But after we got married, I couldn’t stay pregnant. I miscarried three times in a year, so he kicked me out. And my daddy wouldn’t take me back. He knew he’d never find someone else to marry me. Luckily our priest was friends with the Mother Superior, and she took me in.”


Sister Rose smiled. “This is my family now.”


Every sister had a story like this. Sister Mary Grace’s husband divorced her after five childless years. Sister Dolores started sleeping with the neighbor boy when she was fifteen—when they were seventeen he told everyone in town that she was barren, and then nobody would marry her. Sister Clementine had been married two years with no pregnancy when a baby on her street was born with a hard black crust over its face and neck. The sheriff arrested her for putting a curse on the baby, but because she was just nineteen (and maybe also because she was pretty and sweet and claimed to pray to baby Jesus every day), he let her go to the convent instead of jail.


Sister Rose was right—these girls and women without families were a kind of family of their own. Sister Mary Grace took care of Sister Teresa, who couldn’t use her arms. Sister Socorro was like a daughter to Sister Dolores, who had taught her Latin and Greek and laundry. Sister Rose was not my sister, but in the mornings I let her brush and braid my long hair, like my sisters used to do.


In time I learned to milk Goldie, and even Izzy, who was trouble, and Sister Clementine taught me how to strain the curds out of hot milk to make cheese. Everyone was kind to me except the Mother Superior.


One day as we filed into the chapel for morning prayer, the Mother asked in her loud voice, “Trying to be stylish, Ada?”


I didn’t understand what she meant. I looked down at my dress, my heavy brown shoes.


“Sister Rose,” said the Mother, “after service, show Ada how to tie her headscarf properly.”


“She can be a little stern,” said Sister Rose later as she helped me knot the scarf at the back of my neck, under my hair. “But don’t worry. She’s like that with everyone.”


“She isn’t,” I said. “She loves you and Clementine.”


I’d seen the Mother whisper to Sister Rose as she gave her communion. At breakfast, I’d seen her scoop the applesauce from her own plate onto Sister Clementine’s.


“We’ve been here for years,” said Sister Rose. “It’ll be different for you when you take your vows.”


I wasn’t sure I believed her, but in the mornings I went to catechism and learned from Sister Dolores about the lives of Saint Hannah, Saint Monica, and of course Mother Mary herself. Sister Dolores made us memorize Burton and recite him aloud, and I felt like a child mouthing those familiar words: “and the orphaned infant she had suckled at her breast was Jesus Christ Himself, come to preach a new gospel to her.” But I allowed the stories to comfort me like everything I had ever learned by heart—the letters of the alphabet, the names of the medicinal herbs, the days of the week, the months of the year.
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