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A Beginning


The woman lay curled in the heather, her skin blue-white against the frost. She was so cold to John Elliott’s first touch; so certainly dead, that the sound of her breathing was shocking. He stood up, perhaps to run away, but she moved and cried out, one single, formless shout. He took her arm and shook her gently, but she lay still again, folded up like a child. Too heavy for him to lift, he left her wrapped in his plaid and ran down the moor past the crags to the farm.
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London, February 1841


Dr Borthwick looked critically at his reflection, turning his head from side to side. The long mirror was high quality, expensive and new compared with the well-used wardrobe and chest and the dented pewter candelabra on the bedside table. The image looked back, dressed in a sober grey waistcoat and trousers with a starched white shirt and dark cravat, reflecting a respectable professional man of modest means. Checking that the drawers in the chest were locked and the keys in his pocket, he turned to go downstairs where he would exchange a morning greeting with Betty, as she served his ritual porridge then eggs.
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Unknown


She woke into dark silence, her tongue so dry and swollen that she retched. The noise and movement hurt her head, the throbbing pain worsening then ebbing again. Images flitted by but she could not catch them, dreams of rain with her hair wet and cold on her neck.


Perhaps time passed. She was lying on a hard surface with something over her body and there were nameless smells. A dim light appeared which became a small window in a bare wall and then the smells developed names: smoke, animal dung, mould. She lifted her hands and moved her fingers across her face; her hair was damp and her skin was cold. Her face, but she couldn’t make a picture of it in her mind.


Later, she was woken by a touch on her shoulder; the animal smell was stronger, underpinned by stale human sweat. Someone leaned over her, and a female voice spoke, but she couldn’t understand what was being said. Her own tongue was clumsy, but she forced a whisper: ‘What happened to me?’


She felt her head being lifted and the woman put a cup to her mouth. The pain was terrible, but her thirst was suddenly overwhelming and she managed to sip the liquid and swallow a little, coughing. It tasted of warm milk but sharper. The woman helped her to drink more, saying nothing, and then eased her back down.


She lay motionless, trying to remember. She was in this small bare room. But where was she? Who was she?
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London, February 1841


It was the first time Dr Borthwick had been to Belgrave Square; the first time a footman in a periwig and satin breeches had opened a front door for him and shown him soundlessly past tall double doors and marquetry side tables and gas lamps on the walls, all alight. Dr Borthwick inhaled with pleasure as the smell of polish and lavender displaced the acrid smokiness of the fog outside.


He had received the elegantly written card requesting him to call on Sir Jeremy Gasgoine with surprise: he had no patients in this part of London and did not think any of his current ones moved in the same elevated circles as Sir Jeremy and his wife. He was intrigued, though, by the opportunity to see inside a recently built house already renowned for its extravagant decoration and paintings, and its conservatory reportedly filled with fruits and flowers, even in the winter.


The morning room was warm and well lit against the gloom at the windows, a side lamp illuminating the bleached face of a heavily pregnant woman lying on a day bed. As she turned to nod at Dr Borthwick’s greeting and bow, her pale lips stretched in the memory of a lovely smile.


Sir Jeremy was polite but brisk. ‘Lady Gasgoine is carrying twins according to Dr Preston and Dr James,’ he said, naming two eminent physicians who provided advice on childbirth to the very rich. ‘There is some disagreement as to how best she can be helped. My wife wishes for a further opinion.’


He sat down by the fire, gesturing Dr Borthwick towards his wife, but Dr Borthwick knew he was being carefully observed.


‘Lady Gasgoine, would you be kind enough to tell me how you are feeling and perhaps respond to my questions?’ Dr Borthwick said, pulling a chair beside the bed so he could sit and face her.


‘Yes. But I tell you now, I will not be bled again.’ The voice was quiet, but each word was clear and decisive.


Leaning forward, he felt her pulse and then turned over her arms, gently pushing back the loose silk sleeves of her robe. The skin was translucent white, patterned with the livid marks of multiple lancet wounds.


‘How often have you been bled?’


‘Every day for weeks,’ she said.


He looked up and hesitated, then: ‘For my own part, I would not recommend any further bloodletting at this late stage, but perhaps there are other ways I could help.’


He was crossing a line: he knew of Dr Preston’s reputation for vicious professional jealousy; he had heard of Dr Preston’s ridiculing of the work of the accoucheur, the man-midwife, as disgustingly Frenchified and an insult to English modesty.
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Northumberland, March 1838


Joanna woke at Mary Elliott’s call feeling the usual bone-deep cold; she was always cold. The window was just visible as a pale grey patch in the black darkness. They started work with the first dawn light then went to bed as soon as the short day ended. She would lie awake, white dots dancing in front of her eyes as she strained to see something, anything, then fall asleep only to awaken to Mary’s voice and the cold and the darkness, again.


Trying not to think, she sat up and dragged the shawl from under the bedcover, wrapping it over her dress, across her shoulders and chest and tying it behind. Then she took out her pair of wool stockings and pulled them up over her socks, stifling a groan when the keens on her chapped fingers opened and bled as she fastened the ties. One morning she had woken to find the stockings frozen to the floor: now, she did as Mary had told her and kept all her clothes in bed. She waited a moment, the cover pulled back over her, until the ever-present hunger won.


She held an arm over her head as she stood: the room was in the roof space, the rough-hewn beams touching the floor on two sides, and she could only stand up straight in the centre where the ladder stair disappeared through the hole. Feeling her way, she went down to the kitchen, which was as cold as the loft and filled with brown smoke from the peat fire, the only light.


Mary was leaning over the hanging pot, stirring, her dress pulled tight across her pregnant belly. Smiling, she straightened up with one hand supporting the small of her back, and handed Joanna a cup of thin gruel which she took, swallowing it quickly.


The door crashed open and John came in, rain dripping from his hat and cape. He sat down and looked at the table as Mary put a cup of gruel and a bowl of stew in front of him and then he started to eat. Joanna watched, envying him the stew, the floating lumps of fat and gristle. Perhaps that’s why she spoke. ‘Good morning to you, John.’


He looked at her briefly, picked up the bowl and drank the rest, wiping his mouth on his sleeve as he finished and then, standing up slowly, he coughed and spat past her into the fire. She looked away, disgust vying with something she thought might be pity.


She was indebted to him, to them both: he had told her how he found her on the high moor and, with Mary, carried her down to the farm. That was all he would say. He rarely spoke. She knew from Mary that she was covered only by his plaid, that he had found her all but naked and thought her dead. She also knew that Mary fed her and cared for her when she was too weak even to climb down the stairs, and that there was little food but Mary always shared her portion. She owed them her life, but this life here seemed not to be hers.


She could understand them now and already her speech was filled with their words for the farm and the work they did, but each day she would say things they did not understand and use words for things they did not seem to have any experience of; then those words would disappear again. She didn’t know where they came from, the words just floated in and out of her head, but they related to what she could remember of her ‘other place’. She couldn’t make the other place real; she couldn’t remember it or who she was in it.


She only knew for certain that she was Joanna now, the name Mary had given her.


As the days passed, she became less clumsy, more able to do some of the tasks that filled Mary’s day, taking on some of her work. None of it seemed right at first, even chopping potatoes for the stew pot, though she recognized the feel and smell of the potato, knowing its name and that it needed to be cooked. Some things were harder: Mary had slowly and patiently taught her how to milk the two ewes, how to keep the peat fire alight and make it hotter to boil water, even how to tie up her stockings.


Some nights she dreamed but as she woke the fragments drifted away even as she tried to keep hold of them. There were bright colours, glimpses of sunlight. Then the sea and movement that she could feel and, sometimes, the sound of waves. And the salt taste of her tears.


She heard Mary’s cry late in the afternoon and found her bent over, arms braced against the barn wall, fluid pooling at her feet.


‘We need to go inside,’ she said, putting her arm round Mary’s shoulders and pulling her gently away from the wall.


Mary looked at her in terror and for the first time Joanna realized how young she was, a girl with a woman’s red weather-beaten face.


‘Come inside. I’ll look after you.’ Joanna repeated her words slower still and Mary nodded.


John arrived from the fields at dusk, the wind blowing in with him. She was ladling water from the big hanging kettle into the one metal bowl; she had stoked up the fire to boil the water and the room was almost warm. He looked at her and nodded as he heard Mary moan behind the bed curtain, and went to the stew pot and served himself. A silent statement, Joanna thought, that he understood that the women were busy with other work.


As the darkness thickened, Mary walked round and round the kitchen holding Joanna’s arm tightly and moaning long and hard with each contraction. As each one subsided, Joanna tried to explain to Mary what was happening to her and the baby, using words which came easily into her head and which she understood but which Mary did not seem to. These words stayed, they didn’t float away, they were words she had used many times before.


She took Mary over to the bed and settled her on the blanket. ‘Mary,’ she said, ‘I know how to help you. I need to feel for the baby.’


Mary’s eyes were wide, pupils huge, and her hair was plastered down with sweat. Her fingers were digging into both of Joanna’s hands as she shook her head, shouting as the next contraction started: ‘No. Make it gan away. Make it not be.’


‘I can’t. The baby has to be born.’ She held the sobbing girl until the pain passed.


Her hands were certain as they examined Mary. She let the certainty fill her mind. She had done this many times before, in the other place, wherever it may be. There should be more, she thought, than hands, hot water, a cloth, boiled string, a knife, a single candle. But she was here, and this was all there was.


The candle was only half-burned by the time it was done; Mary was undamaged, and the baby looked a good weight. He was to be called James, Mary said, after old Farmer Elliott. As was tradition: James to son John to son James.


As Joanna came back in from dumping the soiled blanket in the outhouse for washing tomorrow, John pointed to a pan of water and a cloth. ‘Ee gan on wash, and I’ll heat up milk,’ he said.


She smiled at him, understanding the thank-you he was making in the gesture, and carried the water up the stairs. For the first time since being found, she knew some part of herself.


Joanna woke with the sky bright at the window. She pulled on her clothes, fastening the stocking ties with a grunt of exasperation, then slid down the ladder stair to the kitchen and smiled: the fire was well stoked and the bed curtain was pulled back. Mary was sleeping, her baby against her. There was no sign of John but there was water in the kettle and gruel in the pan. She stirred it and ladled out a cupful for her and one for Mary and then drank hers slowly, drowsy as she watched the smouldering peat.


There was one flickering red flame which grew until she was somewhere else, watching the red sun drop below the horizon; then back, eyes filled with peat smoke, not remembering. She blinked to clear away the tears, picked up Mary’s cup and went over to the bed.


The day passed very quickly. In the fading light, as she was spreading the last of the fresh straw inside the dilapidated shed, she felt a weary contentment. The two milk ewes, seemingly incapable of learning, kept wandering in front of the pitchfork; she knew them both well now from the daily milking and pushed them out of the way amiably enough. Any job that was out of the wind was a bonus and she had saved this one for the afternoon, knowing it would thaw out her fingers after washing the blanket in ice-cold water. She was pushing the sheep back into the pen, lifting the broken hurdle into place, when she felt a hand on her shoulder and she turned her head, thinking it must be Mary, outdoors far too soon.


It was John. She started to speak but he shoved her forwards, bending her over the top of the hurdle, his weight pinning her there as he pulled up her skirts. She fought then, trying to straighten up and turn round, but he was heavy and strong. When he had finished, she stood up tall and smoothed down her skirts and walked out past him, ignoring him as he fumbled with his breeches.


She went into the kitchen and filled the bowl with water from the kettle and vinegar from the almost empty store cupboard, ignoring Mary who sat silent by the fire, feeding the baby, watching her. Joanna climbed the stairs and pulled up her skirts and washed as best she could with the hot acidic water. Her hands started to tremble then, and she sat down heavily on the hard bed. She must not get pregnant, not here, not in this place, but the words in her head that had made her wash with vinegar had gone again.


Mary came awkwardly up the ladder stair, baby James in one arm, then she put the other round Joanna. They sat, not speaking.


There was no colour except grey in the yard at dawn. She had slept little; had dreamed and woken and dreamed: trying to push him away from her again, but he had been stronger again. She looked around her at the gates, hanging off their hinges, tied with string; at the collapsed end of the barn and the sagging roof; at the piles of stones up against the crumbling walls.


Flexing and stretching her cracked fingers before grasping the pump handle, she pushed hard until water spat then glugged from the spout, bitter cold on her hand. She stooped to pick up the heavy pail, lifting it painfully, and walked to the door, clogs slipping on the ice and mud.


John was in the kitchen and took the pail from her, silent as he filled the big kettle, not looking at her. She stood for a moment until he turned, meeting her gaze. ‘I will pay my keep, but not that way,’ she said.


He dropped his eyes and she took back the pail and walked out, back rigid.
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London, April 1841


Dr Borthwick resisted straightening his cravat as they were shown into the large sitting room. There were two women seated by the fire to whom he bowed as he introduced himself and Mrs Bates, the midwife. After a long pause, the older woman, tightly contained in a voluminous black bombazine gown, rose majestically to introduce first herself, Mrs Westwood, and then her daughter, Mrs Davies. Mrs Davies, young and very pregnant, looked up from her sewing with a small smile and half-rose awkwardly then sat again, a blush spreading over her cheeks. Dr Borthwick pulled round a chair to face her: she was the one who mattered.


Mr Davies had called on him the day before and after the usual exchanges had begun abruptly and with some agitation: ‘You have been recommended to me by Sir Jeremy Gasgoine. You attended his wife and she, and both her twins, survived and indeed he says are all very well. He lays credit for this with your care. He says there is no doubt that you saved her.’


‘How very kind of Sir Jeremy,’ said Dr Borthwick.


‘My wife is in need of attendance. The baby must be only a month or two away.’


Dr Borthwick bowed and smiled: ‘I would be very pleased to call on Mrs Davies tomorrow.’ He paused then asked, ‘Is this your and Mrs Davies’s first baby?’


‘Her first. She is young, my second wife. Very young. Very innocent.’


‘You are concerned for her in childbirth?’


Mr Davies nodded.


‘There is always danger, for the mother and her baby, but with care and attention we can help the mother to deliver and lessen the chance of injury to them both. We can increase the prospect of a living child and an undamaged mother. But I can give no guarantees,’ said Dr Borthwick, his voice calm and measured.


Mr Davies looked down at the floor and then back to him. ‘It took my first wife three days to die. The baby with her.’


Dr Borthwick was used to pregnant women’s mothers, whom, certainly in London, he had found mostly to be either ignorant but helpful or ignorant and obstructive. He did realize that this was unfair: he had occasionally chided Mrs Bates, the midwife, for her pithy comments about grandmothers-in-waiting, and then felt that he was a hypocrite.


Mr Davies, however, had made it clear that his mother-inlaw, Mrs Westwood, was going to be difficult and that he had been forced to override her voluble objections both to the place of birth and to seeking the advice of an accoucheur. Mrs Westwood wanted her daughter to be confined in her own family house in the country, attended by a local woman, as she herself had been seventeen years earlier. She certainly did not want her dearest Emily to be attended by ‘some gin-soaked harridan and a likely lecherous, so-called man midwife in the filthy city’. Dr Borthwick and Mr Davies had agreed that the London newspapers were not always helpful on such matters, though the comment about the city was only too true. The stench of human effluent from the Thames last summer had been vile.


Mr Davies had added rather sadly that his young wife had been sheltered by her mother from any knowledge of childbirth, indeed had even been prevented from seeing the whelping of puppies.


It was becoming evident to Dr Borthwick that Mrs Davies would do nothing other than blush and nod whilst her mother, when not actively interrupting, was fidgeting with irritation at his questions. He turned to Mrs Westwood: ‘It would be helpful for Mrs Bates, the midwife, and I to see the lying-in room. Perhaps we could visit the room now?’


He stood up, catching Mrs Bates’s eye. She, with the practised demeanour of a valued upper servant, was already standing, waiting in the background. They all went upstairs, Dr Borthwick commenting on the fine wooden balustrade as they climbed in procession: Mrs Davies first; then her mother, skirts bunched and rustling, holding his arm; Mrs Bates silently behind.


As Mrs Bates steered Mrs Davies over to the window to check for light and air, Dr Borthwick placed himself firmly in front of Mrs Westwood. ‘I have always found it useful to speak with the lady in private in the lying-in room – chaperoned, of course, by Mrs Bates – so that we are all understanding of what will happen on the day. I think you know Lady Gasgoine who indeed commented only last week on how useful she had found the approach.’


He assumed that quoting his success from a higher social tier would be persuasive, and the Gasgoines were very elevated indeed, but Mrs Westwood surprised him.


‘I should stay. I do not want Emily to be frightened. I think she knows what happened to the first Mrs Davies. The servants have been gossiping,’ she said.


Dr Borthwick took her hand. ‘We both want the best for your dear daughter. Please will you trust Mrs Bates and myself, as Mr Davies has, and as I hope your Emily will?’


Mrs Emily Davies lay in the bed in her shift, covers firmly tucked under her chin, having been undressed by Mrs Bates whilst he waited outside. Pulling up a chair beside her, he asked her what she expected would happen when the baby was due to be born.


He decided she was not as entirely ignorant as her mother may have wanted, but she was embarrassed by his description of how her body would work to deliver her baby. Once or twice she turned to Mrs Bates for confirmation of his seemingly outlandish comments and Mrs Bates nodded composedly. In a grey dress with starched white cuffs and linen cap, Mrs Bates radiated nun-like calm and respectability. It was an image which fitted her very well: she was as she looked, a sober and competent midwife.


He decided that he had given Emily enough to think about. ‘It is likely, Mrs Davies, that your baby will be arriving perhaps rather earlier than Mr Davies thought. I need to examine you. Mrs Bates will just sort out the covers,’ he said.


He turned away and then back again at Mrs Bates’s discreet cough. The sheet was folded down and Emily’s shift turned up so just the pregnant belly was uncovered. Ludicrously – and he still resented it every time – Mrs Bates was holding another sheet up across Emily’s body so that he could no longer see Emily’s face and she could not see what he was doing; could not see her own body being touched; could not be allowed to understand. He could, however, see Mrs Bates and he raised his eyebrows, and, as usual, she ignored him. He palpated the belly carefully, then turned away again until modesty was restored.


‘I think your baby is going to be here soon, perhaps in the next fortnight. We will call on you again next week and then you and Mrs Bates will probably manage having the baby very well between you. Mrs Bates has helped many hundreds of babies into the world. I will go to speak with Mrs Westwood whilst you dress.’


The welcome the following week was different: both women stood up as soon as Dr Borthwick and Mrs Bates were shown into the sitting room. Mrs Westwood reported with some enthusiasm that ‘dear Emily’ was feeling much better after following his advice on diet and had taken the air in the garden every day, with Mr Davies escorting her. Emily looked straight at Dr Borthwick and smiled her agreement. He nodded briefly, pleased he had freed her from being caged with her mother since the first frosts.


They took tea amicably, Mrs Westwood even deigning to pass a cup to Mrs Bates. Then they all trooped upstairs again, although this time Mrs Westwood left them at the door, saying she would be in her own room.


Later, after he had examined Emily and the sheet was pulled up firmly to her chin, he placed the chair beside the bed again.


‘So, as we thought, your baby will be wanting to see the world in the next week or so.’ He was watching her, waiting.


She turned her head and the sobbing started. Mrs Bates, standing on the other side of the bed, bent over to take her hand. He sat quiet, unspeaking, until the sobs subsided. ‘Tell me,’ he said, his voice very gentle.


‘Mrs Davies, the first Mrs Davies, I mean Mr Davies’s first wife . . .’ She stopped, struggling to say the words. ‘They say she screamed for three days. Then she died. The baby stuck inside her.’


Dr Borthwick thought that ‘they’ were unkind, cruel even, but probably not intentionally so. He spoke calmly. ‘Sometimes childbirth is difficult. But you are young and healthy and Mrs Bates will help you and I will too, if you need me. But I can make you one promise: you will not scream for three days. I have medicine I can give you that will help.’


Dr Borthwick rarely permitted himself to be angry, but he could be about this. There was no need in the modern world for women to die screaming. When he had arrived in London, he had followed his former mentor’s wry advice to find a decent apothecary, one who was both properly licensed and did not consume too many of his own potions. Dr Borthwick administered tincture of laudanum if forceps were needed but used much stronger opium resin for women when the baby was dead and had to be removed. Women still sometimes died, and he was deeply distressed by his inability to save them, but at least he could dull their pain and blunt their fear with opium.


He was eating lunch when the note came, two days later, in Mrs Bates’s neat script: ‘Mrs Davies is tiring. No progress after 15 hours. Mrs Margaret Bates.’


Betty, the maid, said that Mr Davies’s carriage was waiting outside. He picked up his instrument bags, collected his coat from Betty in the hall and left.


Mr Davies himself opened the door to his house and took Dr Borthwick upstairs, pausing outside the room, unable to speak.


‘I’ll see how Mrs Davies is progressing. Where is Mrs Westwood?’ said Dr Borthwick.


‘She’s in there. Emily asked for her,’ said Mr Davies and turned away.


Dr Borthwick opened the door and closed it quietly behind him, watching the scene: Mrs Bates supporting Emily as the contraction subsided; the girl’s head lolling forwards, sweat or tears running down her cheeks; Mrs Westwood sitting by the bed sobbing loudly. Mrs Bates looked up and shook her head, then grimaced in Mrs Westwood’s direction.


‘Mrs Westwood,’ he said, taking her arm. ‘I need to examine Emily, so please could you wait outside.’


As he leaned forward to help Mrs Westwood up, he was engulfed in a miasma of eau de cologne, alcohol and laudanum. After closing the door firmly behind her, he spoke to Emily as he removed his coat and washed his hands in one of the bowls laid out on a table by the bed. ‘Mrs Davies, Mrs Bates is going to help you get in position so I can examine you before the next pain. It will be uncomfortable, I’m afraid, but it will be quick.’


She barely opened her eyes, but she nodded. No modesty sheets now, just the sweat-soaked shift pulled up, one knee resting against Mrs Bates, the other against him. Emily made soft mewling cries as he examined her. Finishing, he carefully lowered the girl’s knees and pulled down her shift. He looked at Mrs Bates who nodded towards the instrument bag.


‘Hopefully not. Let us have one more try,’ he said to Mrs Bates, then, ‘Mrs Davies, I know you are very tired. We are going to help you change position again. You need to squat on the floor. It is time you had this baby. I want you to concentrate very hard on what Mrs Bates says.’


They supported her as she squatted down through the next contractions. He felt the increase in energy as Emily, perhaps for the first time in her life, took control. She breathed and pushed and panted in rhythm with Mrs Bates’s firm instructions, until with final loud and triumphant cries, she gave birth to a healthy baby girl.


A little later, Emily lay half-dozing with her baby close against her as Mrs Bates tucked a clean sheet over them and Dr Borthwick finished packing his bag. Straightening up, he stretched for a moment, back arched, then turned to find Emily looking at him with a slight frown, as if to ask a question. As he moved to the bed her eyes drifted closed. He smiled as he gently felt her pulse which was strong and steady as she slept.


Dr Borthwick, leaving the house with Mrs Bates, was delayed yet again by Mr Davies thanking him and shaking his hand. He was used to the relief of husbands that their wives had survived but was finding Mr Davies’s frank and open delight in his wife and baby daughter to be very touching in a man he had thought to be rather dour. He smiled when Mr Davies turned to Mrs Bates, pressing a whole crown into her hand.


‘You’ll be able to charge him a good amount then,’ murmured Mrs Bates as they got into the carriage and she carefully fastened the money into her pocket. Dr Borthwick said nothing but smiled again and nodded. He knew that she struggled with him charging a variable amount, based on what he thought the family could afford to pay, which was sometimes surprisingly little. He paid her a generous hourly rate regardless and she kept any extras.


She settled back on the cushioned seat and closed her eyes, as she always did. Mrs Bates was not interested in general conversation: they spoke only about work, which to a large extent suited him. He looked at her now with affection.


His first landlady had introduced him to the widowed midwife who had a room in a house run by her friend. The landlady had been keen to tell him that only respectable widows lodged there, no men or children allowed.


At their first meeting, Mrs Bates had been cold and suspicious. ‘What are you then? One of them man-midwives?’


‘I do not claim to be a midwife and certainly do not have your years of experience. I am a physician, but I am also an accoucheur, with training in the use of forceps and other instruments. But I use them only when needed,’ he said.


‘So, what do you want?


‘I have a number of ladies now who need the attention of a good midwife. But I have some requirements about how the work is done.’


‘What might they be?’ Her voice was hard.


He knew she had complied at first for the money and then later the status: as his practice had grown, she worked more and more in the smart new streets and squares where well-dressed servants opened the front door to her. Their relationship had changed when Mrs Bates sent him a note asking for help with one of her own mothers, as she called them, a local woman living in her street. He had gone immediately.


‘Her third but a big one, too big,’ Mrs Bates had told him as he entered the small, cold room.


He nodded and then focused on the pale woman who was barely responding to Mrs Bates’s encouragement to push.


It was the first time Mrs Bates had watched him use forceps. He delivered the baby with difficulty but to his surprise and pleasure the little girl was alive. In the everyday miracle which still moved him, the exhausted mother reached out for her daughter and held her tenderly.


Later, as he left, Mrs Bates turned to him: ‘I’d have lost her. Babe also. What you did, it was well done.’


Dr Borthwick had gone home and toasted victory with a hot bath and a small glass of port.


The carriage stopped at her lodgings. Mrs Bates opened her eyes and caught him looking at her, smiling in recollection.


‘What?’ she said.


‘We have been working together for a year.’


‘That’s all right then,’ she said.


He took her arm and helped her out of the carriage.


The doctor’s house was warm: Betty knew to keep the fires going if he was called out. He handed his coat to her and agreed that a chop and gravy would be required in half an hour and then walked up to his bedroom to wash, locking the door behind him.
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Northumberland, April 1838


John had kept away, not speaking to Joanna at all for weeks, so she was surprised when he looked up from his stew. ‘Jack Turnbull’s wife at Broome Farm is for a baby soon and I told’m as you would act midwife. Her from village is gone away, not that her was any use as they say. I told’m as you did a good job for Mary.’


These were the most words he had ever said to her.


She nodded. ‘You should make them pay something – not much, but something.’


‘Aye. Two laying hens.’


Farmer Turnbull came for her early that Sunday afternoon with no information except that his wife had sent him to fetch her as it was time. Pulling her shawl over her head, Joanna followed him outside and then stopped, looking up at the huge horse and then back at the farmer who, shaking his head slightly, pulled himself easily up into the saddle. John bent and cupped his hands, telling her to step up, and then the farmer leaned down from the saddle and hauled her on to the horse in front of him. To make it worse he unconcernedly pulled her right leg across until she was sitting legs astride. Knowing she was blushing, she pulled her bunched skirt as far down as it would go over her filthy stockings and tied-on clogs. He took the reins in one hand and kept his other arm casually round her waist.


It was the first time she had been beyond the yard and home field. The horse walked down the path and turned into the valley and then the sun was behind them. She could see for miles: rolling moorland rising to the left with bright green patches of early grass; woodland falling away to the right, some in spring leaf, some still winter dark; patchwork fields ahead, where far away on the horizon was a line of darker blue. The sea – she knew it was the sea – eastwards to the sea.


She was content to watch, treasuring this certainty as the view unfolded, but the horse’s back was wide, and her thighs started to ache. ‘How long will it be to your farm?’ she said, turning her head as far as she could towards the farmer.


‘Not long, another quarter-hour.’


He did not speak again but she was very aware of his arm heavy round her each time she tried to move to lessen the pain, now worst in her buttocks.


Farmer Turnbull got off the horse at the field gate, leaving her clinging to the reins until he lifted her down on to her shaking legs, handling her without comment. As she leaned heavily on the gate, he methodically tied up the horse next to a water trough and then walked across the yard to the farmhouse, gesturing at her to follow him.


The Turnbulls were not like Mary and John, not always hungry and always cold, not starving poor. Their kitchen was warm with a coal fire burning in a big metal range. As well as a table with benches there were three wooden chairs round the hearth and two spinning wheels, but above all there was a lovely smell which Joanna immediately recognized as baking bread. She stood, waiting; aware her dress was dirty, hanging loose, shapeless and too short; aware the farmer was looking at her with seeming distaste. Then she heard the low moaning and she felt the certainty come into her head with relief.


‘I’ll need hot water and soap to wash my hands and then more water boiling, a knife and string both cleaned and boiled, and clean linen. Now, is Mrs Turnbull through that door?’ Her voice was calm. She could feel rather than see Farmer Turnbull’s surprise.


‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Her mam’s with her.’


She delivered Ellen Turnbull’s baby girl two hours later. It was an easy birth, third baby to this big-hipped young woman who moaned loudly with each contraction and then leaned back against her mother with a wide smile. She pushed and panted with muscular enthusiasm when Joanna told her and laughed through her tears as Joanna lifted the baby girl on to her belly.


Joanna realized that she was smiling too and that it felt both forgotten and remembered.


An hour later, Joanna left Ellen clean and comfortable, nursing her baby, with her husband and two young sons sitting round the bed in a silent but admiring circle. The kitchen was still warm, the coals glowing, and Ellen’s mother gave her a big bowl full of thick stew with plenty of meat and turnip and a slice of soft and fragrant bread. She was a lined and heavier version of her daughter, but her smile was marred by blackened, broken teeth. Ready to laugh and talk, pleased with her new granddaughter, she sat spinning as she watched Joanna gulp down the stew.


‘There’s more bread on table,’ she said.


‘I’ll take it home for Mary, please,’ said Joanna.


‘That bad, is it?’


‘There’s been me to feed as well.’


‘Looks from eez hands that ee been doing plenty work in return. Eat more bread. I’ll give ee some for Mary.’ Ellen’s mother paused the wheel to join the thread. Then she nodded, settling back in her chair, the wheel spinning again. ‘That were a good farm in old James Elliott’s time,’ she said.


‘What happened?’


Joanna finished the stew, wiping the bowl clean with a second and then a third slice of bread, as the story was told at length, with great relish but also some sympathy. The Elliott farm, high up on the moor, had suffered more than most from the drop in the price of wool after the war and old Farmer Elliott’s death had left his widow to cope with only two daughters to help. John, their much older brother, had gone away to sea years before. After Widow Elliott died, John came back to claim his inheritance but found no money, a sickly flock, ten years of repairs not done and two sisters to feed. He rapidly made himself unpopular with his neighbours by endless carping about being cheated out of prize money in the Navy. Worse, though, when drunk, he would accuse them of having stolen from his mother.


Joanna, warm and full of food, interrupted when Ellen’s mother next paused. ‘Where are the two sisters?’


‘Older girl, Joanna her name too, her died that first winter John were back. Were a bad year, Edlingham Burn frozen solid for a two-month. Me man Billy went too, God rest his soul, and old man Johnson, allus death in threes.’ She paused, joined the thread again, and continued in a lowered voice, ‘So that left just John and Mary.’


‘Mary? But Mary . . . I thought Mary was . . . ?’ Joanna stopped.


So it was that. Not poverty that stopped Mary going with John to the village. Not his angry pride that kept visitors away after the baby was born. A deeper shame.


‘Ee not know then? Mary’s the youngest sister, born after John went to sea. They never met ’til him came back. Still a mortal sin. Best her’s kept hidden, her and child.’


Joanna felt angry, the strongest feeling since she had awaken ed in the small dark room. She knew enough of John’s sin. Then she looked down at the wiped-clean bowl, and thought of the remorseless, grinding work John and Mary did every day, just to eat, and of Mary’s tenderness with her baby. Tears filled her eyes, quickly squeezed away.


Ellen’s mother stopped spinning and leaned forwards, whispering now: ‘Is it well formed? Or monster?’


‘Little James is a healthy baby,’ she said. So far.


Farmer Turnbull took her back in the evening light in his cart, two hens squawking in a box behind. He didn’t speak at all in the thirty-minute journey but he handed her down from the cart gently enough.


‘I’ll carry hens, but you go indoors quick-like with this. Ellen said it’s for you and Mary,’ he said, handing her a bundle.


He took the hens round the back, calling out for John, and Joanna went in to the kitchen and opened the bundle with Mary: a piece of soft flannel to make baby clothes; a bobbin of thread with a needle; a fresh white loaf. Riches.


A week later Joanna delivered another big fat baby, a boy and a first child, for Ellen’s sister, much to his grandmother’s delight. This time Farmer Turnbull took her in both directions in his cart, to and from his brother-in-law’s farm on the hillside at the end of the track. On the way back with the flitch of bacon which John had required for her services, Farmer Turnbull took her hand and pressed a thrupenny piece into it: ‘From brother-in-law and me. For you. Not for John Elliott.’


The week after that she was called to Blacksmith Weddell’s wife, a first venture into Edlingham village. The cottage stood alone at the end of the lane, opposite the forge, surrounded by a low wall with yellow primroses massed against the honey-coloured stone. Inside, she had only a fleeting impression of the sheen of the polished table and dresser and the blue-patterned plates as the blacksmith hurried her through to the bedroom and left her with his wife.


Mrs Weddell moved her head and started to smile but, turning away, coughed again and again. Joanna waited until the deep rasping sound stopped and passed the young woman a cloth from the neatly folded pile on the little table by the bed.


‘Would you like a drink?’


Mrs Weddell nodded.


Joanna helped her forward, arm round the thin shoulders, and put the cup to the white lips. Mrs Weddell sipped and leaned back.


‘Thank you. Farmer Turnbull said to send for you.’ Her voice was quiet but clear, different from any Joanna had heard on the farms.


She stood by the bed, aware of her rags in this clean room, not wanting to sit on the pale blue quilt. Then Mrs Weddell moved slightly in the bed.


‘Are you having any pain?’ Joanna said.


‘Not yet. The bleeding started this morning. Same as the last two.’


‘When was your last monthly?’


‘Christmas. The others . . .’ Mrs Weddell closed her eyes and one small tear ran down her cheek. ‘The same. Four months.’


Joanna looked at Mrs Weddell’s pale face, the shadows under her eyes dark as bruises, the fair hair damp with sweat. Again, the certainty, the knowledge, came to her, but this time touched with pity.


‘Mrs Weddell, I need to examine you but first I must wash my hands and –’ she gestured at her skirt – ‘I need to borrow a clean apron.’


‘Jane, please call me Jane.’ Jane Weddell opened her eyes and smiled. ‘There’ll be warm water in the copper through the back, and aprons on the drying rack.’


In the scullery there was a small square mirror on a hook over the big enamel sink. Joanna looked at the speckled surface; the first time she had seen herself, the bone-thin face with hollow eyes and lank, dirty hair. She looked away as other pictures appeared in her head of the face: fuller, smiling, framed with thick brown hair. Then the pictures faded and were lost. She shook her head.


Joanna sat with pale, coughing Jane Weddell as she miscarried for the third time, holding her hand until the cramps had stopped and then washing and changing her.


Blacksmith Weddell towered over her as she came out of the bedroom with a large bowl covered in a bloody cloth. A massive man but his voice was quiet and slow.


‘How’s my Jane?’


‘She’s lost a lot of blood. She may bleed more. But go in now. She wants to see you.’


‘Will she live?’ Tears were running down his furnace-reddened cheeks.


‘I don’t know. But if she does, she won’t survive another pregnancy.’ She paused, but he deserved the truth. ‘Or another winter, I doubt. I think she has a sickness on her lungs.’


They both knew what she meant.


He nodded and went in, to be with his dying wife.


It was warm in the spring sunshine as she went outside to empty the blood-filled bowl into the privy and wash it out under the pump. The yard was tidy, a few hens pecking round her feet and two metal troughs planted with more primroses. She left the bowl to dry and went over and carefully picked a few, stroking the pale yellow petals, and took them inside and found a blue vase on the dresser. As she arranged them, she knew she had done this before; had put flowers in a pot; had seen primroses growing. But there was nothing more, not where or when.


Putting down the flowers, she ran out to the pump and pushed the handle hard up and down, forcing her head under the cold water and scrubbing one-handed at her face and hair.


The blacksmith said nothing as he came out, but he handed her a dry cloth and later wrapped a blanket round her before he lifted her on to his cart and took her back to the Elliotts’ farm.


But not, she was sure, to home.


Blacksmith Weddell arrived at the farm again the next day with nails and newly forged hinges, the required price for her services, and then helped John fit them as an unexpected extra payment. She looked up from milking the ewe as he effortlessly lifted up the shed door, holding it as John hammered in the long nails. The smith’s forearms were bare, and she could see the scars where hot metal had splattered and then the thick corded muscles. She felt a flash of something remembered then forgotten, but enough to make her smile and bury her face against the sheep’s greasy flank. The ewe, sensing her lack of concentration, pulled away and she only just caught the pail before it tipped over. There was little enough milk now with the ewe almost dried off, she thought, irritated with herself as she carried the milk through to the kitchen.


Blacksmith Weddell came to see her before he left and pushed a package into her hands.


‘This is for you, not him. From my Jane. She said as you were very kind. I thank you for that and for your honesty,’ he said, then looked away, clenching his massive hands.


‘Thank you both,’ she said.


‘I’ll ask for you again when she needs you. For the coughing, I mean. I’ll not risk the other.’ He looked at her, desolate.


‘Whenever she needs me, I’ll come,’ she said.


He left then, so tall he had to bend his back to go through the doorway. In the package was a woollen shawl and a starched white apron. Folded inside was a shilling. She gave the shawl to Mary, for baby James, but she hid the shilling behind the loose plank upstairs, along with the thrupenny piece.


Two weeks passed and the extra food, eggs from the hens and the flitch of bacon, made a huge difference to how they felt and how they lived. John was doing more repair work ready for lambing and, as Mary picked up the household tasks again, Joanna worked companionably enough outside with him. He never touched her but sometimes she could feel him watching as she moved across the yard.


Then, one morning, she woke and realized that, for the first time in this room, she did not feel cold. It was early and very quiet, with only the faintest of light at the window. She ran her fingers over her face and tried to picture herself, but the only image was of the thin white face and filthy hair in Jane Weddell’s mirror. Not her. It couldn’t be how she had looked before, when she had learned to be a midwife and more. She tried to remember: she knew that Jane would die from the disease in her lungs but what was its name? It had a name, but it was lost. Lost. The tears started to well up, but she wiped them away and sat up. She needed to think, to plan. She had to leave the farm, find a safe place to live, find work. Maybe set up as a midwife in the village. Perhaps then she would find herself.


There was movement below, Mary raking the fire and then the clang of the gruel pot on its chain over the hearth. Her debts to Mary were paid off: she had cared for her and baby James; the farm was in a better state than when she arrived. But she would be leaving Mary to him.


The dead lamb was very small and malformed and already foul smelling. John had hold of the mother, inspecting its bloodied rear end.


‘Yow’s well enough,’ he said as he let the ewe go, not ungently. The second miscarried lamb this week, two the week before, and he did not need to explain to her what the losses meant: another poor lambing would lead to another half-starving winter and there was a baby now to be fed. They walked on in silence, Joanna thinking through what she needed to say, wary of his quick temper. She was worth something: she had earned again last week, a half-bag of oatmeal for splinting the broken arm of one of the quarrymen’s sons (and a penny for herself). She needed him to listen, though, for Mary’s sake.


‘Have the other farms lost lambs?’


‘Not my business,’ said John.


‘But perhaps there’s something could be done. You could ask Farmer Turnbull?’


‘I’ll do as I see fit. And ee not be speaking my business with any else.’


He strode away, driving his crook hard into the ground with each step, and she felt both sadness and a small sense of release, a hardening of her resolve to leave them.


She worked it out in the wakeful nights: she would offer her services as a nurse to poor dying Jane Weddell, the blacksmith’s wife, and make herself indispensable. She would be safe there, safe with Blacksmith Weddell, safe from John. She would escape next week on market day, whilst John was away. Take her few coins and the white apron and the clothes she was wearing and walk away up and across the moor. Then, one day, she would try to look for the other place, for the woman she may have once been.
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