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PART I

As it was in the beginning

“As it was in the beginning, is now,
and ever shall be, World without end.”

GLORIA PATRI

THE DECLARATION OF ABSOLUTION

BOOK OF COMMON PRAYER, 1928 VERSION
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SEPTEMBER 1962

DUKE UNIVERSITY, DURHAM, NORTH CAROLINA

Please lie down,” I begged Zelda. “Please.”

Wearing nothing but a shiny coat of sweat, the young black woman stood upright on her hospital bed, stomping from the lumpy pillow to the foot rail and then back again. For the past fifteen minutes she’d been running laps on top of her bed, towering four feet above me as I raced along the floor with my arms outstretched in the futile hope that I might catch her if she fell.

“It’s against the rules to do that,” I whined, aware of how prissy and juvenile I sounded, but I was just a student nurse, and I’d be in trouble if I couldn’t control this crazy pregnant woman. I tried another line of reasoning. “You might hurt yourself, not to mention your baby.” Yeah, that sounded better. But she wasn’t buying it.

Moaning, she sped to the head of the bed, tromped on the pillow with her callused feet, and grimaced as another labor pain began. Shaking her head from side to side, she banged on the wall with her thin hands. I watched the line of her vertebrae sway like beach grass in the wind while she dealt with the pain.

“Lordy, lordy, sweet Jeeeesus, help me, Lord. Yes, Lord, stay with me and guiiiiide me. Mmm-hmm, yes, yes, sweet baaaaaby Jesus. Umm-hmmm . . . ” As the contraction wound down, she murmured, “Thank you, thank you.”

She was twenty-two, in labor with her third child, and so skinny I could see the tendons in her arms and the sharp angles of bones in her face. Even with her belly sticking out in front, her hipbones jutting beneath the brown skin were easily visible. I saw the baby’s knobby heels and elbows moving just below the surface of Zelda’s taut abdomen. It was the only part of her that was big. It looked as though the child in her womb had drained all the nutrition out of her body and into its own, like sand in an hourglass moving from one chamber to another.

Short of tackling her, I didn’t think I could convince her to lie down, so I pulled up the safety rail but saw the low barrier would contribute nothing toward preventing a fall. I lowered it, shaking my head in confusion and wondering what Mrs. Purdue, my instructor, might say. But then I figured rules are rules, especially when you’re a student nurse, so I hauled it up again. I saw Zelda’s half-smile as she watched me from the head of the bed. Blushing, I could just imagine what she was thinking: up, down, up, down, what is this crazy white girl gonna do next?

Then Zelda turned again and headed toward the foot of the bed, lurching and reeling above me, and I thought, Lord, she’ll just trip over the bar and land on her head. So I lowered the rail and this time I left it down. Besides, it gave me better access to her. I thought maybe I could rebound her onto the bed like a basketball if she fell.

Zelda mostly ignored me, and I knew I looked as ridiculous as I felt. Earlier that morning as I snapped up my denim-colored uniform, I had no hint I’d be assigned to an uncooperative woman who refused to follow the rules. A year on the medical and surgical floors where so many of the patients seemed to be suffering from rare or lethal diseases had left me wondering if perhaps I should transfer into elementary education. Maybe I wasn’t cut out for nursing.

But just the week before, I had discovered a passion for obstetrics. All it had taken was seeing my first delivery, and I knew I’d found a reason to stay in nursing school. Everything changed the day that little baby unfolded into the doctor’s arm, threw his hands overhead, and screamed. It was more astonishing than any magician’s stunt. Seeing a white dove fly free from a wizard’s cupped hands paled in comparison to watching a glistening baby with pink fingernails and wet eyelashes appear from inside a woman’s body. It wasn’t magic. It was real. In that moment I knew I wanted to spend my life caring for women having babies.

But now as I stared at Zelda, I thought, Maybe I should become a teacher after all.

Hints about some Frenchman named Lamaze and a fad called Natural Childbirth bounced about in obstetrical circles, but doctors still believed the worst kinds of pain people experience are childbirth and kidney stones. Consequently, the few women whom I had seen give birth received narcotics during labor and breathed gas while pushing.

But Zelda was different. Zelda refused pain medication. And Zelda was making my life miserable.

“Just lemme outta this bed, girl. I need to walk these pains off, umm-hmm, you know what I’m talking about?” She slung one foot over the edge.

I planted myself in front of her with my arms out. “Zelda, we can’t have labor patients walking all around the department. Really, I can’t let you out of the bed. Are you absolutely sure you don’t want some pain medicine?”

“Uh-uh, no needles for me. No, ma’am.”

“But it seems like it hurts a lot.”

“It wouldn’t hurt so much if y’all would just lemme up. You had any kids?”

Oooh, I wanted to lie. I wanted to say, ‘Sure I’ve had kids, two of them, and I was a good patient who stayed in the hospital bed. I kept my skimpy hospital gown on the whole time, tied right up the back. And I was quiet,’ but I didn’t think she’d believe me. Although I’d just turned nineteen, I looked about fourteen. On top of the blue uniform I wore a pinafore, and the hospital laundry used so much starch that the skirt never moved, even when I bent my hips or knees. With my blond hair confined behind my neck, the effect was more Alice in Wonderland than mother-of-two.

“No,” I admitted, “I don’t have any children. I’m not married yet.”

“Oh, well, shoot, honey, neither am I, but I’ve had me two babies. They was delivered by my granny down in Tennessee, and I can tell you, I’m going back to Granny Vida if I have another one. Mmm-hmm, I’m sure not comin’ back to Mr. Duke’s hospital. Mmm-mmm, no. Granny let me walk, see, yes, she let me walk and sing and dance my pains away. Ooooh, here come another one. Ohhhhh, Lordy, oh, sweet Jesus, umm-hmm, come to me and help me, mmm-hmm, yes, guide me and bring me up out of these troubled waters, up and into your arms. Ahhhhh, yeoooow, oh Baby Jeeeeeesus! Yes, yes, yes, yes . . . and I thank you.”

Wow, I thought, shaking my head, this woman sure read a different rulebook from all the other women I’d seen give birth. I’d just never even heard of anyone behaving like Zelda.

I glanced for the umpteenth time at the doorway. Any minute Mrs. Purdue would swoop around the corner again. The instructors didn’t leave us alone for more than half an hour in obstetrics, a service where conditions often change with dramatic suddenness.

“Why you keep lookin’ out that door, huh? Ain’t nobody out there having a baby, is there?” She stood still and craned her neck to see past the bedside curtain.

“No, it’s just that my instructor’ll be here soon . . . umm . . . and I don’t think she’s gonna, you know . . .”

“What, girl? What you tryin’ to say?” With one hand on her cocked hip, she peered at me with narrowed eyes. Staring straight ahead at her knobby knees, I knew that to her I was just a foolish white girl who’d never had a baby and wouldn’t let her get up.

“Zelda, I wish you’d lie down. I’ve never heard of anybody walking on the bed before.”

“Oh, I see. She gonna get mad at you for what I’m doin’. That it?”

“Well . . .”

“Tell you what. You ain’t gonna let me outta this bed, right?” and I nodded so vigorously my cap slid toward my eyebrows and I had to pin it back in place. “I’m fine, honey, and trust me, I ain’t gonna fall. So you just stand where you can see when she’s acomin’ and then you give me a sign, and I’ll lay me down in this here bed quick as a face-slap upside the head. Ohlordlordlord, here comes another one and it’s a biiiiiiig one. Oooooooh, yes, Jesus, Jesus, Jeeeeeeesus, oh Lord, raise me up unto the highest mountain where thy mercy shiiiiines the brightest. Yes, oh yes, my Saaaavior. Ummm-hmmm, oh my Lord. Lordy me . . . Whew, that’n’ made me sweat some, girl, sure did.”

So that’s what we did. When Mrs. Purdue’s white uniform rustled toward us, Zelda slumped to the bed, and I yanked the sheet over her angular nakedness. She grabbed my fingers, and I stroked her forehead. When Mrs. Purdue bustled through the doorway with every teased poof of hair in place, Zelda and I presented a perfect picture of cooperation and competent nursing care. As soon as my instructor left, Zelda leapt to her feet and continued her pacing, pausing now and then to hum a churchy tune and drum her fingertips on the overhead light.

Then Zelda winked at me, and as she flashed her smile full of crooked teeth I knew we were in it together, conspirators at a birth. An hour passed this way, and I smiled and nodded my head in rhythm to her Gospel chanting. And she was right. She didn’t fall. I was the one who did the falling as I fell under her spell. It was as though I’d stumbled into a piney woods revival tent and been transported by the spirit of a new religion. She made the process look like so much fun, I almost wanted to dance with her.

Then her dance changed. She turned her back to me and leaned her elbows against the dingy wall. In a slight crouch she stuck her bony bottom way out behind her and rotated it like a hula dancer. All the while she crooned to herself and beat on the wall with her fists. “Oh, Vida, Vida, Granny Vida. Help me, help me, oh, my Lord and Saaaaavior. I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills from . . . whence . . . cometh myyyyyyy help!!! Yeowy, ummm-hmmm, oh yes. Oh, my soul. Lord, now baby, don’t you be takin’ much longer, y’hear?”

She glanced down and said, “Is it okay me making some noise, honey? Do they allow that around here in Mr. Duke’s fancy hospital? I mean, havin’ babies takes some talking, girl, you know?”

I giggled and said, “Well, so far you’re getting away with it, Zelda.”

“Thank you, sweetheart, thank you. I’ll keep singin’, but I’ll try keepin’ it soft, for your sake. Don’t wanna get you in no trouble, no ma’am, ’cause you bein’ real good to me. You gonna make a fine nurse, you know that?”

About half an hour later her sounds changed again as she began to grunt and moan. A feral smell invaded the room. Puzzled, I watched while she squatted lower, pressing her hands on her thighs as sweat dripped from her chin and ran in glistening trickles down her back. She became very quiet, and now and then she gasped and held her breath. Bright shreds of bloody mucus dripped from her body, leaving scarlet smears on her legs and the sheet beneath her.

Suddenly it occurred to me what she was doing. She was pushing her baby out, still standing on top of her bed.

I grabbed her knees, trying to pull her down as I shrieked, “Zelda, you can’t stay like that! Lie down! You have to lie down! What if the baby falls out?”

She pushed at my hands, and her eyes locked onto mine. Between teeth clenched in a grimace, she said, “What if the baby falls out? What if . . . it . . . falls . . . out, is that what you said? Well, darlin’ that’s the whole point, ain’t it?”

I stared at her for a moment with my mouth hanging open as her words sank in.

The whole point. Of course.

But when she squatted lower and pushed harder, I jerked back to reality. “Oh, my God, I need to get the doctor,” I muttered, turning away.

Zelda’s claw-like fingers stopped me. Radiating heat from the sweat and passion of birth, she pushed her face close to mine and rasped, “No. Nonononono, just leave it be. You can do it. Just you. You and me, girl.”

The blood left my face. My hands went numb as a cold stone of fear landed in my stomach. An instant one-way ticket right out of the university loomed before my eyes.

But the next moment an army of nurses and doctors pushed past the curtain, propelling a stretcher ahead of them. Zelda’s cries and grunts had been heard, and within half a minute they wrestled her onto the stretcher and whisked her toward the delivery room. She screamed and kicked and begged them to leave her alone, but there were too many of them. I followed behind, staring at her hand grabbing for me like a lifeline, a way out, a piece of floating debris on a stormy ocean.

They rolled her from the gurney to the delivery table, tied her legs high in stirrups, strapped her hands at her sides with thick leather cuffs, and put a mask over her face. Zelda fought them at every turn. Like an octopus, she grew what seemed to be eight arms and legs and the nurses struggled to restrain her, throwing their full weight against her as she fought with the unholy strength of panic and despair.

“She doesn’t want drugs or gas,” I whispered. “She just wants to do it her way.”

“What? Did you say something to me?” muttered the doctor with the gas mask, battling to keep it over Zelda’s face while she slammed her head from side to side.

“She doesn’t want gas. She told me.” I blushed beneath his stare. Student nurses didn’t talk to doctors. Not ever.

“Oh, Christ. She’s a crazy woman, totally out of control. She’s gotta have the gas or she’ll do herself harm, and her baby, too. Wacko, goddam bitch.”

Zelda somehow wiggled one hand from the leather restraint. She tore the mask from her face, and it separated from the plastic tubing. Finding the hated mask free in her hand, Zelda threw it across the room where it crashed into the metal door of the sterile supply cabinet. Then she spit at the doctor and reached across to undo the strap that held her other hand down. Two nurses rushed forward, and I watched them yank both cuffs to their tightest link around her thin wrists.

“Jesus Christ, why do we let these women breed?” growled the doctor standing between her legs. A quarter-sized patch of baby’s hair shone in the glare of the overhead spotlight. Another push or two would do it.

Zelda rolled her head toward me and looked into my soul.

Tears clouded my eyes, and I bit my trembling lips. She mouthed the words, help me, as the anesthesiologist pulled another mask from the cabinet. Zelda took a huge gulp of air just before the mask descended. I saw the doctor crank the mixture higher, hoping to put her under before she attacked him again. But Zelda wasn’t breathing.

Slowly, slowly, the baby’s head slipped free of her body, and then the rest of the little boy flip-flopped head over heels into the doctor’s lap. I smiled down at Zelda. Her eyes bulged above the mask. She looked like she was about to explode.

She knew the baby was out. So did the doctor. Why didn’t he take the mask off her face? “It’s born,” I said to him, stating the obvious. “The baby’s out.”

“I know, I know,” and he pushed the dial even higher.

Zelda realized he was determined to knock her out, no matter what, and she went wild again, tossing her head and making strangled sounds from beneath the cushioned mask. She kicked and bucked with every ounce of her strength but succeeded only in rattling the delivery table till I feared the bolts would shake loose.

She couldn’t keep it up forever, but her face turned deep purple before she finally sucked in a tremendous mouthful of the gas. Her fists and spine relaxed, and her head rolled to the side as she slumped into unconsciousness. When the doctor lifted the mask, dribbles of spit hung out the side of her slack mouth before dripping to the pillow.

“Jeezis, I’m glad this one’s over,” growled the doctor.

Invisible in my student uniform, I stood beside her as they untied her arms and legs and moved her onto the gurney. A tall nurse carried the bundled baby out the door, and I thought, Zelda doesn’t even know it’s a boy. I slipped my fingers into her loosely curled hand and held it as I watched another nurse jam a white sanitary pad between her dark and bloody thighs. When they stretched her legs out flat, her belly wrinkled like a deflated brown balloon and slumped between her angular hipbones.

I stared at her a moment, and then I grabbed a sheet from the linen shelf and covered her nakedness, wanting to do more.

So much more.
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If I’d been born ten years later, I’d have probably become a doctor or lawyer. But when I wrestled with college and career choices in 1958, midway through my junior year of high school, good little girls could be secretaries, nurses, or schoolteachers, and that was it.

“Be a nurse. You’ll always be able to get a job,” Mother said. She looked forward to returning to nursing as soon as my little sister began kindergarten.

“Be a nurse,” my father echoed. “It’s the best preparation for being a good wife and mother.” Dad always felt motherhood represented a woman’s highest calling.

Even then, I sensed something wrong with his line of thinking, but as a docile child of the fifties, I followed their advice and embarked on Duke University’s four-year path to a Bachelor of Science in nursing. I could study the Reformation, the Revolutionary War, and Rimbaud while completing my nursing studies at a top-ranked medical center. Besides, Duke was a thousand miles from my parents’ Michigan home—an extra ace in the deck of life for any seventeen year old.

Along with Duke’s hundreds of other madras-shirted, starry-eyed freshmen, all 110 first-year nursing students shouldered a typical load of six liberal arts classes. But the next year the nursing school began piling science courses onto our bouffant heads: anatomy, biology, physiology, chemistry. Nearly a third of our class abandoned ship, but I hung on.

Day one of sophomore year, our corseted nursing arts instructor taught us that properly made beds have mitered corners and a pan of reeking vomit is called an emesis basin. All the patients who crossed my path had come to Duke because of its research facilities, and they all had terrible, terminal, or disfiguring diseases. Not my cup of tea at all, at all, as my Irish grandmother would’ve said. My brain screamed, “Honey, you’ve made a big mistake. Run home, find a nice secretarial school, and learn shorthand.”

But just before I threw up my hands in surrender or threw up my lunch into an emesis basin, my obstetrical rotation began. The first time I saw a baby born, the mother lay moaning on the stark delivery table as her enormous belly heaved with each contraction. “Push harder!” shouted the nurse, and then a squirming, squalling baby lay in the doctor’s hands. A big baby. I blinked and, struggling with sudden tears that blurred my vision, thought I must have missed some important piece in the mystery. How did that happen? I looked between the mother’s legs. The umbilical cord led up through a small, bloody opening into a dark and unknown world. How could that huge baby have come out of that little hole?

I was hooked. I thought if I saw lots more babies born, perhaps I’d discover that missing bit of information, the secret of that enchanted moment when one person suddenly becomes two people. But even now as I look back on the thousands of babies I’ve watched enter the world, I still don’t understand it. I kneel between a woman’s legs with an eight-pound baby in my hands, and I glance at the vaginal opening—and something from the scientific left side of my brain wants to scream in disbelief. Impossible, I say. It’s all mirrors. It simply can’t have happened.

Then came Zelda. After her delivery, I knew I’d make it through medsurg, psychiatry, and public health. I knew my passion for obstetrics would last a lifetime.

Passions other than my own stirred in the South during the sixties. Although no students of color attended Duke at that time, geography alone should have given us front row seats. But we listened and watched from a distance declared safe by the dorm mothers, middle-aged women whose permanent waves curled as tightly as the cramped restrictions under which we lived. It was as though we’d bought SRO tickets and peeped over the heads of others, craning our necks for a view of the social drama. Voting drives and school desegregation. Governor Wallace with his dogs. Joan Baez and Bob Dylan singing songs of protest. Conflict spread from Detroit to Los Angeles, from Selma to Washington, D.C. Battles raged everywhere, but they didn’t penetrate Duke’s hallowed Gothic campus. Our honeysuckle world remained serene, protected, and oh so white.

As the sun set at the end of those long, hot afternoons, frogs croaked in the woods, magnolia blossoms drifted to the grass, and the Westinghouse fans whirred in our windows. We sat on the cool linoleum floor in white cotton underwear, and between bridge hands we shared snippets of our day. Some of my classmates told of bizarre behavior on the locked psych unit. Others talked about children with cystic fibrosis or toddlers maimed by drinking lye. Diseases we’d never heard of a year earlier now spiced our dinner table conversations: lupus, scleroderma, Huntington’s chorea.

My stories all revolved around babies. Black and white babies. Big and little babies. Breeches, twins, preemies, and stillborn babies. Childbirth provided the drama I craved, the thrill of peeking over the primal edge of creation, the rush of the unexpected. Textbooks taught me the science of obstetrics, but I learned the art of birth from babies and their mothers.

Every time a baby unfolded like a butterfly from the cocoon of its mother’s body was a moment I suspended rational thinking and accepted a miracle. I watched one day as a woman lay straining on the delivery table, and slowly her baby’s head emerged. Beneath the pale green drapes covering the mother from chin to toes, I rested my hand on her belly. When the baby’s shoulders came out, I felt something that made me gasp. The baby’s tiny bum rose up against my hand, and I felt him curling into a tuck. A moment later, he thrust his legs out straight and flutter-kicked like a dainty swimmer as he left his watery environment and made his way into our world.

I blinked and held my breath, trying to memorize the moment. I figured maybe another piece to the puzzle had dropped into place. I didn’t realize that no matter how many times I felt the baby leave the womb with my hand as I saw it enter the world with my eyes, still I would not have the answer. How can this be?

But not all my stories ended with happily ever after.

There was Princess Ann, a thirteen-year-old who brought a stuffed bunny to the hospital with her. Like many young teenagers, she progressed quickly. When she became noisy, I gave her a shot, and she dozed through the next couple of hours. Suddenly Princess Ann sat bolt upright, staring at me in stony silence as she grimaced. Her smooth brown face darkened to deep blue, and she pushed only twice. I delivered her baby’s head before the doctor arrived to catch the rest of the skinny little boy, a baby with high cheekbones and close-set eyes. Mostly ignoring the real live baby in the crib beside her, she slept with the dusty bunny tucked under her chin.

Princess Ann had five sisters under eighteen, and three of them had also given birth in the past year. A month later, I took a bus to her tarpaper, shantytown shack across the tracks to examine her infant. John Kennedy’s photograph torn from a recent issue of Life magazine gazed from the wall opposite the front door. A bedroom door hung ajar, and in the dim light beyond I saw a tangle of arms and legs. On any other day, the grunting and thrashing in the sheets would have riveted my attention, but just to my left lay Princess Ann’s baby. Lying on an overstuffed chair, he cried, kicking his little frog legs four inches below a sputtering electric skillet teetering on the broad armrest.

I picked up the damp baby and navigated an obstacle course among a mass of squirmy babies and toddlers with gray diapers hanging half off their bottoms. A striking sameness to their high cheekbones and close-set eyes made me think they were siblings, but they were too close in age for that to be possible.

One sister, Margaret Rose, caught my eye and turned proudly in profile, posing. She didn’t move until she saw that for sure I’d noticed. About five months along, I guessed.

Then a blade-jawed, ebony man swaggered from the dark bedroom and leaned against the doorjamb while he buckled his belt. I met his eyes and stared into his insolent face, a face with eyes set much too close together atop those now familiar high cheekbones. A girl of about sixteen came from the darkness behind him and leaned against his hip, trailing her fingers across his bare chest. She wore only a thin slip, and the soiled strap hung off her shoulder.

With sweat beading my brow, I looked away first, blushing as I wiped my clammy hands on my slacks. He saw and laughed, a harsh barking sound. Then he lit a cigarette and turned back into the bedroom, yanking the girl-child along behind him.

“That my momma’s boyfriend,” said Princess Ann.

I licked my dry lips, checked the baby, and fled back to the safe predictability of the campus. That evening I told my friends about Princess Ann, my fingers trembling as I rolled my hair on curlers the size of juice cans.

“Well, you can’t save the world,” they said. But I didn’t sleep that night.

Another sultry evening I shuffled the cards, sipped Budweiser from a cardboard milkshake container—we called them chocolate Buds—and talked about babies born to the wives of university professors, doctors, and tobacco barons, pretty women schooled in the southern art of “making nice.”

There were women like Melinda Bascomb, who curled her hair and applied fresh makeup before coming to the hospital. Thanks to twilight sleep, a combination of a narcotic and an amnesia agent, she didn’t give a hoot what she looked like by the time she delivered. Anyway, the next day she wouldn’t remember anything. She wouldn’t remember climbing over the side rails and squatting above the wastebasket. She wouldn’t recall throwing the water pitcher at me or using cusswords she’d probably never before said aloud. She kicked and scratched and pulled out her IV, but she wouldn’t remember.

Melinda finally delivered her baby, sleepy and blue-tinged from drugs. She smiled a goofy smile and thanked the doctor for a wonderful birth as I shook my head and thought, If you only knew.

A few weeks later I told my roommate, Marcia, about Mrs. Richardson, a forty-five-year-old woman who’d just delivered her eleventh child. Blind from congenital cataracts, she’d passed her affliction to half her children. Her wiry, seventy-six-year-old husband sprinted up two flights of stairs to the family planning clinic and zoomed back down with handfuls of free condoms, leaving the tired young residents open-mouthed in awe.

Because Mrs. Richardson didn’t pee every time she coughed, the doctors refused her request for a tubal ligation. Incontinence and imbecility were the only valid grounds for sterilization. It’s the law, they said. The laws changed before I graduated, however, and sterilization became available on demand. Doctors holding clipboards jogged a two-step alongside the gurneys of groggy welfare moms who’d given birth twenty minutes earlier, catching them while memories of the pain were still fresh.

“How many babies you got, momma?” the doctor asked.

“Four, sir, yassuh, I got me four babies, mmm-hmm,” came the tired response.

“How was that labor for you? That sure looked like it hurt some.”

“Lordy, yes, that hurt me somethin’ awful,” and I knew what would come next.

“You wanna be doin’ this again next year, momma?”

“Uh-uh, no sir. May sweet Jesus be my witness, I don’t wanna go through that pain no more.”

“Sign right here,” purred the doctor. The next morning the same woman lay in the recovery room after her tubal ligation, not exactly sure what had been done to her.

More often, though, I told happier stories. As we sat around a circular cafeteria table wolfing down eggs and grits, I told my friend Nancy about Marianna, the schoolteacher wife of Jerry, a third-year medical student. As she neared the end of labor, we rolled her onto a gurney, and Jerry went to the waiting room at the far end of the hall.

We wheeled Marianna through two sets of heavy double doors and into the enormous delivery theater, a room with a set of bleachers at one end, five rows deep and twelve feet wide. When an unusual delivery absorbed everyone’s attention, those bleachers would be packed. It could be a baby coming feet first that caused a crowd to gather, or a forceps rotation of a baby facing the wrong way. Perhaps twins or triplets made the medical students come running, or the consummate skill required by a difficult mid- or high-forceps delivery. Today all those babies would greet the world through a cesarean incision.

But Marianna’s delivery was routine, so no audience gathered. I stood by her side, watching her grip the mask of Trilene anesthetic to her face. As her baby’s head filled the vaginal opening, she gasped once and then shrieked in a high, soaring tone that made me flinch. The reverberations still hung in the air when we heard another sound.

Bang! went the first set of double doors.

Bangity-bang-bang went the second set.

Then, Wham! The delivery room door slammed against the tiled wall, and Jerry skittered into the room.

Jerry’s blue jeans, Kingston Trio T-shirt, and scruffy, high-top basketball shoes constituted a serious break in sterile technique, and I waited for the doctor to send Jerry out the door with his tail between his legs. But Dr. Hammond, one of the more relaxed physicians, just snorted with laughter as Jerry glanced around, pinned to the spot by his own embarrassment. Almost any other doctor would have yelled at him to go put on a scrub suit, mask, and shoe covers, and Jerry would have done it. But he’d have missed the delivery, because the baby was so close its bald head looked like a tennis ball about to be ejected from a sock.

Jerry laid his head on his wife’s shoulder, wrapping her in his arms as he stared over the mound of her diminishing belly. I pressed my hand to my lips, and my eyes glittered with unshed tears. The nurse saw me and smiled like a fond auntie. I saw her catch Dr. Hammond’s eye and nod in my direction. He looked at me and then back at the nurse, and the two of them knew they’d just seen a student nurse hit by a sentimental sucker punch. I’d never before seen a father present at his child’s birth. As I stared at Jerry and Marianna, their tears mingling on each other’s cheeks, I knew I’d want it like that when I birthed my own babies.

Fortunately, those same swinging doors ushered other women like Marianna and Zelda into the delivery room. They came in huffing and puffing, and I gravitated toward them like steel to a magnet—women who knew what they wanted and didn’t want anyone messing with them. Such women were the stuff and substance of the best stories I brought back to my indulgent, bridge-playing friends, stories that made my heart sing in the retelling.

I lived for these occasional women, the ones who were different, who thrived on the challenge and the passion. The women who wanted to sigh and moan and deep-breathe through their labors, to move around in the bed, to squeeze my hands and look into my eyes. They pressed their sweaty foreheads against mine as they hissed in and out between clenched teeth—and I hissed along with them, pulling the curtains to keep the world away. I shut the doors and tried to keep them quiet, to shield them until it was too late for intervention. Too late for anyone to steal their births from them.

These were the ones who touched my heart and fed my fire.



[image: images] Mrs. Purdue


John F. Kennedy was killed two days after I turned twenty-one. One day, Camelot; the next, chaos. Although graduation hovered six months away, nothing seemed certain any more. For hours, my friends and I did nothing but stare at the TV in the third floor lounge, transfixed.

I dragged myself to work at the hospital the next afternoon. Hushed conversations and shocked expressions replaced the usual hubbub in the delivery room. Nurses in white stockings and doctors in blue scrub suits stood hugging their elbows, shaking their heads, wiping tears from their cheeks.

I didn’t think anything could overshadow the mind-numbing national events, but I received an assignment intimidating enough to take my mind off JFK, at least for a little while. Because of short staffing, the head nurse put me in charge of all the uncomplicated laboring women. There was only one. Mrs. Purdue, my obstetrical instructor from last year, would be my patient.

“But-but-but,” I sputtered.

“Can’t be helped, dear. You’ll do fine,” said the head nurse as she swished into the room of a woman in premature labor.

Mrs. Purdue, I thought. She was nice enough, but she was my teacher, for heaven’s sake. I couldn’t believe it. I sighed and walked into the large labor room.

Mrs. Purdue lay in the far-left bed. My shoes squeaked. A curtain on an overhead pole hid her from my view. I strained my ears. Not a sound. Should I knock? How do you knock on a curtain? What if I found her on a bedpan expelling her enema? Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, help me get through this shift. Let her not deliver till I’m off duty. Let me get back to Dallas and Jacqueline Kennedy’s bloodstained pink suit. Even listening to LBJ’s swearing in on Air Force One appealed to me more than pulling back the curtain and saying hello to Mrs. Purdue.

But that’s exactly what I did, knocking my cap askew as I pushed back the swinging folds of pale yellow cotton. I blushed and muttered, “Hello, Mrs. Purdue.” Covering my embarrassment, I ducked my head and pinned my cap back in place.

She looked up from the pillow, her sprayed bouffant hairdo an exact duplicate of Jacqueline Kennedy’s, except Jackie had dark brown hair and Mrs. Purdue was a bleached blond. And Mrs. Purdue wasn’t wearing a pink suit. She wore a hospital gown with a blue-gray print that looked like my grandfather’s pajamas.

“Peggy? No, they wouldn’t do that.”

I knew what she was about to say, and I didn’t want to hear it. “Actually, Mrs. Purdue, they would. They did. I can’t believe it myself. I just don’t . . .”

She reached out her hand and placed it on my arm.

I froze. “What?” I said, wondering what I’d done wrong so soon.

But she smiled, a big, sincere smile, and her eyes went all soft like she saw not an uncomfortable senior nursing student, but a cuddly puppy. “Oh, you poor thing!” she crooned. “You must be so nervous.”

“Nervous? Me? Why would I be nervous, Mrs. Purdue?” I babbled. “I’m not nervous. But I know you were expecting the head nurse to care for you.” I took a breath and blathered on. “But we’re short-staffed, and there’s a woman with toxemia and another in premature labor and one who’s bleeding, and, well, I’m the only one left.”

“Shh, here it comes.”

Startled, I looked over my shoulder, thinking she meant someone might overhear us, but that didn’t make sense. I took another look at her and realized she meant a contraction had started. She pressed her hands to the mattress, rocking back and forth and humming deep in her chest like a cat purring.

Should I touch her? I wondered. What did she expect? As the contraction ended, I put my hand on her shoulder and said, “Uh, good job. How close are they?”

“Oh, not closer than four or five minutes, but they’re starting to get a little stronger.” She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed to face me.

“Can I lean against you?” she asked.

“Sure, sure,” I gushed, grateful to be told what to do.

Half an hour passed, and with each contraction I touched her with more confidence. I rested my hands on her shoulders between pains, retied her gown so it wouldn’t slip off, and draped a wet washcloth across the back of her neck.

Soon I began to hum with her, and before long I almost forgot who she was. This felt like familiar territory. She stared into my eyes, and I met her gaze, nodding my head in time with her steady breathing. I heard myself talking softly to her, unaware of the actual words I spoke, just fitting them into the pattern of her humming. I rocked with her swaying body and allowed her to slump against me toward the end.

And often she smiled and patted my hand. She still made me feel like a waggle-tailed puppy, but I kind of liked it. She relaxed and took a deep breath. So did I.

“We’ll do fine together. And we’ll have fun, you’ll see,” she whispered.

Fun? Well, I wasn’t too sure about that. The fun part, I mean. I’d never heard a woman say that labor held the promise of fun. That possibility stretched my imagination a little too far. And although I began to feel better about relating to her as just another woman in labor, in between the contractions she was still my teacher.

“Mrs. Purdue, would you like . . .”

“Peggy, you’re going to have to stop calling me that.”

“What?”

“Mrs. Purdue. Just call me Kay. In hard labor I won’t respond to ‘Mrs. Purdue,’ so you might as well start saying ‘Kay’ right now.”

“Okay . . . Kay. Sure.”

I wondered if she’d like her husband to come for the birth. It would be unusual, of course, but they’d begun making exceptions for bigwigs and doctors’ wives, and I thought they’d probably extend the privilege to Mrs. Purdue.

“Mrs. Pur . . . Kay, shall I see if I can get the doctors to let your husband be with you? I think it’d be possible.”

“Oh, I’ve already cleared it with Dr. Hammond, but I don’t want John here till the end. He’s taking care of our little boy, and Timmy’s not too keen on being left with our neighbor.”

“But Dr. Hammond’s not on call. It’s Dr. Atkinson.”

“Chuck—Dr. Hammond—agreed to come in and deliver me, even though it’s his night off. We’ve been working on hypnosis for pain control.”

“Whoa, hypnosis! That’s great. Did you use it with your first child?”

“Oh no, I had Timmy in a military hospital. What a nightmare. Those memories haunted me when I got pregnant again, so Dr. Hammond offered to try hypnosis. I figure it’s got to be better than what happened before.”

As she talked, I learned her first birth hadn’t been complicated or dangerous, just frightening. She’d been drugged, neglected, and left alone for hours at a stretch. Mrs. Purdue wanted more control this time.

We watched the sun set, and by six P.M. her pains crowded close together. She sat upright at the bedside with her legs apart. I stood between her knees with my hands on her shoulders, and she rocked me back and forth, following some internal rhythm I could only imagine. In between, she rested her head on my chest while I massaged her shoulders, waiting for the next one.

She even dozed, something I’d always associated with women sedated with drugs in labor. But here was Mrs. Purdue sleeping between the contractions, and I found I could tell when one started even before she could. She became restless, her spine tensed, and her breathing quickened. Then she jerked awake and began deep breathing, swaying just as Zelda had. Also like Zelda, Mrs. Purdue began talking to herself. Different lyrics, but the tune sounded so familiar.

“Oh, yes, open, open, open wide, no tension, no fear, no pain. Just openness and acceptance. Mmm-hmm, I can do this. Yes . . . I can do this.”

Swaying and chanting. Zelda and Mrs. Purdue. I couldn’t help noticing the similarities in their behavior. Perhaps it was a common response of women laboring without drugs, without fear. And with support.

Mrs. Purdue shifted to let me rub her lower back. As she lifted her thigh, I saw bright blood on the cotton pad beneath her. She saw it, too. “Maybe you should check me,” she suggested, using her damp gown to blot the sweat from her cheeks. Her eyes looked even greener than usual, green as dragonfly wings in the middle of twin smudges of mascara. Some of her lipstick had smeared onto the bib of my uniform.

“I’ll get someone, um, yeah . . .” I hedged, edging away.

“Peggy. This is your job. Check me.”

“Oh, sure, no problem,” I muttered, feeling the heat of my blush. God, I could not believe I was going to do this.

I put on the exam glove without looking at her. When I turned around, she lay on her back with her knees bent and her thighs spread, completely exposed. With her grandfather-print gown tucked under her armpits, Mrs. Purdue lay naked from her breasts to her toes. I looked at the ceiling as I felt between her legs, groping for anatomical landmarks. I finally found the hills and valleys that told me I was in the right county.

Oh, wow, eight centimeters! And a big bag of water bulging pretty low. No wonder she had all that bloody discharge. If her water broke, she’d hop onto a speedy, one-way street toward delivery. Time for her husband and Dr. Hammond to be on the scene. Any later would be too late.

I hollered down the hall, telling the clerk to make the necessary phone calls.

In my desire to protect her modesty, I’d waited too long to call the doctor. Mrs. Purdue’s labor shifted into high gear, and for the next thirty minutes I worried I’d blown it.

Mrs. Purdue struggled with tension, too, and the closer she got to delivery, the more she sounded and acted like Zelda. She perspired heavily and began to tremble. “Mmm-mmm-mmm, yes, uh-huh, I can, I can, I can. Open wide, oh, wider still! Relaaaaax, softly, now. Soft. Soft. Soft. Ahhhh.”

She sat up again, legs dangling a foot above the floor. She banged her heels into the bed frame, rocking and moaning. Her voice strained toward a new high as she gripped my shoulders and pulled me back and forth till I felt like a sapling in a hurricane. It was a birth dance of sorts, but she’d definitely taken the lead. I could only let her use me any way she saw fit. I hummed when she hummed. I crooned when she crooned. I swayed when she swayed. When she squeezed me, I squeezed back.

At the end of each contraction, Mrs. Purdue smiled at me. I smoothed back her damp hair, rubbed her tight shoulders, fanned her with the empty glove wrapper, gave her ice chips—and smiled back.

Finally, after about twenty years, Dr. Hammond and Mrs. Purdue’s husband arrived. Their broad shoulders collided in the doorway—one in blue hospital scrubs, the other in blue madras plaid. Mrs. Purdue stretched her arms and cried, “John!” as another contraction began. I stepped back.

She tried doing with John what she’d been doing with me, pulling, swaying, rocking, but he had just walked in, uninitiated to her style.

“Come on, Kay. Hold still. Relax,” he urged, trying to take charge.

“Open, open WIDE. Aagh, move with me, John!” She shook him, trying to force him to dance the dance, but he gripped her shoulders. “Shh, Kay, Relax. Be quiet.”

“Yeeeeeoooowww.”

Dr. Hammond intervened. “Look into my eyes, Kay, and blink slowly . . .”

“It’s too late for that shit!”

I stared at her. Swearing? Screaming? Until the two men arrived, we’d just been two women doing a pas-de-deux. Something had shifted.

“I’ll get someone to give her a shot,” the doctor said.

“No! Nonononono! Don’t want drugs, dammit. Just gimme her!” She grabbed the starched bib of my uniform, yanking me toward her with enough force to risk whiplash.

Zelda, young, poor, black, on welfare, a nobody in the eyes of the establishment, had had no support for her desires. But Mrs. Purdue? A white woman with private insurance, a nursing instructor with the university, a professor husband, and a favorite patient of the chief resident? She had an ample power base from which to make demands.

The two men froze at her imperious tone. They watched as once again she and I melded. Once again I hummed and swayed and crooned. Once again she rocked, pulling me with her as if I were in a rocking chair, rhythmically, on and on, until the endless contraction faded away.

And once again I smoothed her hair and fanned her. And smiled at her. She squeezed my shoulders and flopped her head on my chest. I felt her spine relax. She fell asleep.

Dr. Hammond laughed and said, “I think we’re going to be having a baby real soon, and it’s gonna be on her terms.”

Again I thought of Zelda. Her terms. Her terms that had not been honored.

Suddenly Mrs. Purdue reared back and looked straight into my eyes. She didn’t say a word, but her face turned purple, and her fingernails dug into my shoulders. I knew how a mouse must feel when an owl swoops from the sky on soundless wings and snatches him from the meadow. I flinched, but she just dug in deeper as if she feared I’d try to escape.

Dr. Hammond ran to the doorway and yelled down the hall, fast, garbled words ending with “ . . . and she’s pushing!”

People in blue and white rushed in and jockeyed a gurney to the bedside. Dr. Hammond fumbled between Mrs. Purdue’s legs. John clenched his hands under his chin and backed up till I thought he’d disappear into the wall. With her sharp nails imprisoning me, Mrs. Purdue pulled my face into her chest. I smelled her sweat. Her chin dug into the top of my head as she curled into another silent, Olympian push.

An orderly wrestled her shoulders toward the gurney, but Dr. Hammond shoved him aside and shouted, “Jesus, leave her alone. The baby’s right here.”

A flustered nurse hollered, “Get a precip pack!”

Mrs. Purdue yelped as the bag of water broke with a gush that drenched Dr. Hammond’s arms from the elbows down. He jerked back momentarily and then lunged forward, pressing his whole palm over her crotch. From my vantage point on her chest with my nose about ten inches from the action, I saw the doctor cup his spreading fingers over a growing mound of dark hair as if he were palming a fuzzy tennis ball.

“John, you can’t see from back there,” said Dr. Hammond, sounding surprisingly calm. “Come over here.”

“I’m okay. Right here is fine.” John didn’t sound nearly as calm as Dr. Hammond. I couldn’t see him because Mrs. Purdue had wrapped both of her arms around my head, hugging it as if she were trying to deflate a beach ball.

As she started to push again, Dr. Hammond said, “Hey, Kay, Kay, listen to me, woman. Slow down a little, will you? Just blow or yell or something, but don’t push so hard. Christ, it doesn’t need to come any faster.”

So she screamed. She screamed right into my ear. She screamed with a high, soaring, House of Horrors sound that reverberated inside my head and then faded away as another sound filled the room, the soft, uncertain wail of a newborn trying out her lungs for the first time.

Suddenly Mrs. Purdue let go of my head.

I stood up very slowly. I rotated my head and shrugged my shoulders a few times. I moved my jaw this way and that. When I stretched my back with my arms over my head, something popped. Dr. Hammond glanced at me and smiled as he clamped the umbilical cord. John moved a few steps closer and took a peek. Mrs. Purdue pushed herself onto her elbows and stared at her flailing daughter, crying now with more self-confidence.

The smell of birth hung heavy in the room. The sharp odor of sweat, the cloying sweet scent of blood, the faint bleachy smell of the amniotic fluid. The astringent tang of the Betadine poured into a basin that suddenly appeared at Dr. Hammond’s elbow.

I backed into the cluster of professionals standing around with smiles on their faces. John reached one fingertip toward the baby, and Mrs. Purdue grabbed his other hand, pulling it to her lips. A nurse lifted the baby, dried her off, and wrapped her in a huge bundle of thick blankets till she looked like a big-eyed Eskimo baby lost in the depths of a parka. The nurse started to whisk her away to the nursery, but Mrs. Purdue’s strangled, keening “Nooooooooo . . .” stopped her.

The nurse stood still and looked at Dr. Hammond. If conscious, new mothers usually had a quick glimpse of their newborns before an obligatory four-hour observation period in the nursery. Most of the mothers were too drugged to care.

Dr. Hammond looked from Mrs. Purdue to the nurse and back again. Then he said, “Let her have the baby, okay?”

“But, Doctor, what if she drops it?” said the thin-lipped nurse, pulling herself up to her full height.

“I don’t think that’s very likely. I’ll take full responsibility.”

I could see the nurse wrestling with The Rules, but she returned to the bedside and placed the baby into Mrs. Purdue’s outstretched arms. Then she grabbed my elbow and jerked me closer. “Stand here, missy, and be useful. Be sure she doesn’t drop that little baby, y’hear?” I nodded. She adjusted her cap and marched out of the room.

Mrs. Purdue tore her gaze from her baby’s big searching eyes and looked into mine. She said, “Well, that certainly wasn’t how I planned it, but I have no complaints. None at all. And I never could have managed it without you. Thank you so much.”

“Oh, you’re welcome, Mrs. Purdue,” I gushed, and if I’d had a tail, I’d have wagged it. “I loved it, and you were right. It was fun!”

“Please, call me Kay. To you, I’m Kay. Forever.”

“Sure, Kay.”

When I climbed the stairs to my dorm room that night, I avoided the end parlor where the bluish light of the television illuminated hushed and somber faces. I couldn’t deal with them, with the assassination, the sadness and broken dreams, the national heartache. I needed to stay with that birth a little longer, with Kay and me swaying and humming together, with the sight of the baby emerging just inches from my eyes, with Dr. Hammond’s kindness. With the smells and sights and sounds of a special birth.

I’d just witnessed a birth unlike any of the others I’d seen. One in which the woman herself made the decisions. In six months I would graduate into a world in which Lyndon Johnson sat in the White House as Vietnam sucked young men into early graves. Jim Ayton, my high school prom date, flew jets over the Mekong Delta; he never came home. Neither did Bill Heep, a gentle boy I had a crush on at fifteen. Nor Sean, the freckled redhead who sat beside me in a Duke history class. Civil rights marches, student demonstrations, Kent State, and hippies. Haight Ashbury, Patty Hearst, and little girls in white dresses in a church in Birmingham.

The country trembled in transition, everything changing.

Including obstetrics. I wanted to be part of that change. I wanted to help create some of the changes. I wanted more women to have births they could look back on and say, “That was fun.”



[image: images] The Hippie Effect


How did a nice Midwestern girl like me end up in Berkeley, California, in 1970, with twenty-two scruffy hippies crowded into her living room? It was love, of course. I live surrounded by extremes of lifestyle because I love a man with an aversion to extremes of temperature. Roger Vincent, the boy who would become my husband, chose a university in the South because he hated Boston’s winters, and he planned to live in California because he hated Boston’s summers.

While we were at Duke together, he taught me to double-clutch his 1931 Model A Ford down the meandering, dogwood-lined roads between Durham and Chapel Hill, and we became engaged in Duke’s Rose Garden. In June 1965, as the shadows lengthened on the lawn of an ivy-covered Episcopal church in Michigan, we strolled arm-in-arm down the aisle, then headed for a honeymoon in Bermuda in a pastel cottage that bore a striking resemblance to our wedding cake.

On our return, we loaded wedding presents in the trunk of our new blue Buick Skylark, stashed luggage and snacks in the back seat, and drove straight west toward the Pacific Ocean. Oncoming cars flashed their headlights, signaling for us to turn down our high beams. We blinked back to show we didn’t have them on. Those beleaguered other drivers had no way of knowing our trunk was weighted with so much wedding booty that it tilted down in the back like a jet as its front wheels leave the runway, almost airborne.

It all feels normal now, but back when my wedding ring gleamed like a newly minted coin, Berkeley took some getting used to: foggy summers cold enough to demand goose down, autumns warm enough to be summer, rainy winters so short I barely noticed, and springs erupting in February with freesias and poppies, lupine and wild iris.

“Everybody here eats foods beginning with A,” I wrote home. I learned the art of eating an artichoke and the joy of scooping the pulp from an avocado cupped in my palm. I devoured arugula salads, abalone with lemon and capers, and my first fresh asparagus.

I worked as a public health nurse in a Mexican barrio for the first four years of my marriage, years during which the country struggled under the influence of anti-Vietnam War demonstrations and the resulting peace movement. Public health nursing hadn’t been an interest of mine at Duke, but I succumbed to the lure of regular hours, a sweet benefits package, and a pay rate 25 percent higher than hospital nursing offered.

I visited elderly TB patients in their homes, ran a prenatal clinic, immunized hundreds of dark-haired, large-eyed babies against polio and diphtheria, and taught a birth control class, the first one ever offered in the local Mexican community. Many bureaucrats swore none of the neighborhood women would dare attend a clinic offering birth control pills and IUDs, but within a week the lines of patient women snaked down the tiled hallway and stretched across the lobby.

“Well, I’m Catholic, but not that Catholic,” said one shy matron when I routinely asked, “Religion?” while recording her intake history. She left the clinic that day with three months’ worth of contraceptive pills.

Thanks to twice-weekly Berlitz classes, I augmented my high school Spanish with enough additional medical terms, verb tenses, and a sprinkling of new nouns and adjectives to permit me to get by without a translator. I also used my Spanish to order lunch from the noisy neighborhood mom-and-pop restaurants. I ate albóndigas (another “A” word!), quesadillas, menudo, and flautas, listening to loud mariachi music interspersed with Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Bob Dylan, and the Beatles.

Although I enjoyed the work, grew to love my little eight-block neighborhood, and really liked having weekends free and no night shifts, I began to miss the excitement of the delivery room and wondered what I was doing in a public health uniform. I wanted to share again the intensity of those moments surrounding birth, that instantaneous transition from great pain to great joy that transforms women’s faces as they push babies into the world. In the spirit of those serendipitous years, I quit my cushy day job and took a position in labor and delivery at Berkeley’s Alta Bates Hospital.

Everyone living in the Bay Area has heard of Alta Bates. Known as one of the best hospitals in California, it was still privately owned when I began working there in 1970. Alice Minor Bates, a diminutive, single-minded woman of uncommon compassion and drive, founded the hospital in 1905, and in the next twenty years, the eight-bed facility expanded to a 112-bed hospital. A full-service medical center with 555 patient beds and more than 900 physicians on staff now stands on the original site. From its inception, Alta Bates Hospital was known as the place to give birth in the East Bay, and it still proudly carries that distinction.

Three hours into my first day of orientation, a frantic ER orderly shoved a stretcher into my hands, hollered, “She’s pushing,” and fled. The purple-faced patient dug her fingernails into my wrists as I spun the gurney into the nearest empty labor room. Twisting free of her grip, I wiggled her maternity pants down and, as the next contraction began, I caught her flailing, wailing baby with my bare hands. Slippery amniotic fluid trickled from my elbows, and I knew I’d come home, home to the place where a tight pair of maternity pants might be the only barrier to birth; where the rhythm of the day can change with the suddenness of a handclap. It was desire for that unpredictable and fast-changing rhythm that had brought me back.

Along with the back-to-the-earth, bread-baking, and tie-dying philosophies of the hippie era came the belief that nothing could be more natural than having babies. “Lamaze” became as common a word as “layette.” On that issue, at least, I seemed finally to be in sync with the counterculture population. I became a certified Lamaze teacher and offered a six-week series of evening classes in my home.

I actually believed that, if you followed the method, childbirth oughtn’t to hurt—at least, not much. I realized Zelda had tried to show me something important, but I figured she probably wouldn’t have needed to do all that pacing and chanting if she’d been trained in Lamaze.

Those eleven hippie couples in my living room that night didn’t know I was three months pregnant with my own first baby. When I’d cared for Zelda eight years earlier, I’d been tempted to lie and say I had a couple of kids, just to provide validation for my daring to presume to tell her how to act. I still felt embarrassed by my childlessness. Who did I think I was to teach women how to handle labor? Why should they believe me, a childbirth virgin? But they did. I’d been teaching for nearly a year already, and those trusting couples soaked up every word I said. I kept thinking one day someone would expose me as a charlatan. I’d feel a lot more qualified to teach these classes once I’d finally been through the experience myself.

I looked around again at this new group of credulous faces. The men, mostly bearded, wore overalls or bell-bottoms. The women, mostly longhaired, wore long skirts and no bras. They each clutched two pillows, and they all had the same goal: to learn the Lamaze method so the women would be awake and aware when they gave birth. And their men would be there, too, coaching them through each contraction, wiping their brows, and sharing the exciting moments around the actual delivery.

The women sneaked looks at each other, probably checking out who looked like she’d gained the most weight. The men knew they were revolutionaries on more than just political frontiers. After centuries of society’s viewing childbirth as strictly women’s work, these men aimed to be labor coaches and had faithfully followed their pregnant wives into the Lamaze arena. Persuaded into spending one night a week talking about heartburn, leg cramps, hemorrhoids, backaches, leaking breasts, cervical dilation, and all things vaginal, a few of them still had a trapped look in their eyes. They stared at the ceiling, their fingernails, their tattered sandals, anywhere other than the fecund bellies surrounding them. Yep, just a standard group, I figured.

I began by asking them some questions. Turning to one fellow, I checked his name tag and said, “Steve, what do you want to learn most of all?”

The only guy in the room with short hair and no beard, Steve wore overalls that looked cleaner than most, and his shirt might even have been ironed. Probably a recent transplant from Iowa, I mused.

He folded his hands in his lap and said, “I want to learn to deliver a baby.”

“That’s not really the focus of these classes, Steve,” I said. “It’s not likely you’ll ever need it.”

“Well, I needed it. Outside. In the rain. So I really want to be prepared this time.”

Dead silence. Everyone stared at him, especially the guys.

Steve smiled like a second-grader in the front row, waiting for class to begin.
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“Baby Catcheris a celebration of life, a book of beauiful
and passionate stories of birth—and the mothers, fathers,
families, and friends who assisted—told by a midwife
devoted to more tender and natural childbirch. This is
an inspiring, important book.”

— ANNE LAMOTT,

author of Operating Instructions
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