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Praise for


A Midwife in Amish Country


“A Midwife in Amish Country is a moving book about accepting and growing into one’s calling, including the highs and lows of homebirth midwifery and lots of terrific birth stories! Kim Osterholzer is an engaging writer, inviting the reader to follow her through her years of apprenticeship serving women and families as they bring new life into the world.”


—Rahima Baldwin Dancy, author of Special Delivery, childbirth activist, and midwife (retired)


“A Midwife in Amish Country is a captivating read. Kim Woodard Osterholzer keeps us spellbound with the intimate beauty and earthy tenderness of midwifery among the Amish, taking us where we’ve never been before and immersing us in the most sacred of moments.”


—Cindy Lambert, coauthor of One Light Still Shines


“Kim Osterholzer gives us a rare glimpse into the heart of the Amish community. Beautifully written. A Midwife in Amish Country is destined to become a classic for midwives and those who aspire to be.”


—Serena B. Miller, award-winning author of More Than Happy: The Wisdom of Amish Parenting, serenabmiller.com


“The beauty of midwifery care is that it serves ‘Motherbaby’ in all circumstances and belief systems. In A Midwife in Amish Country, Kim Osterholzer has written her story of becoming. May it inspire midwives of every persuasion to follow their calling as it comes from the core of who they are, because truly this is the key to competent service.”


—Elizabeth Davis, CPM, Co-Director of National Midwifery Institute, Inc., author of Heart & Hands: A Midwife’s Guide to Pregnancy and Birth, and the international bestseller, Orgasmic Birth: Your Guide to a Safe, Satisfying, and Pleasurable Birth Experience, elizabethdavis.com


“With breathtaking beauty, Kim Osterholzer shares her journey into the heart of God and the homes of Amish families giving birth in A Midwife in Amish Country. Real-life insight into Amish homes gives this book a descriptive appeal to anyone wanting to learn more about an Amish community. Kim’s personal journey weaves through her stories, bringing the love and redemption of Christ to each person reading these pages. You will be richer for walking through this journey with Kim!”


—Sara Daigle, author of Women of Purpose and Dare to Love Your Husband Well


“As a professional caring for women who wish to make a safe return to fitness, I am thrilled to know a midwife like Kim Osterholzer exists and is passionately working to minimize trauma on the frontlines of birth. These stories, these chapters full of encouragement, give me hope and inspire me to continue the work I do. I wish every midwife and fitness pro would get their hands on A Midwife in Amish Country and read it!”


—Beth Learn, founder of Fit2b.com


“A Midwife in Amish Country is a tale for hopeful teenage girls, for nostalgic menopausal women, for child-bearing and child-rearing mothers. It’s a book of life—its first breath, its seasons, from its ordinary to its heart-stopping moments, and its endings. In it, Kim Osterholzer tells of the midwife’s creed—to keep out of the way and let women and their families tend to the work of bringing forth new life. But she tells us, too, about her own life as one of these invisible helpers—her dreams of becoming a fullfledged midwife, free of the annoying and inconvenient tendency to nausea at the business of birthing, her fears of hurting a client through ineptness, her own sense of inadequacy for the many roles of her life and of her increasing dependence on the Creator of life. We follow her through her young romance, marriage, the homebirths of her own children, ministry to the church youth group; all the while we come along as she catches babies in a midwifery apprenticeship she describes is much like the birth experience itself—a refining fire.”


—Eleanor Bertin, author of the novel Lifelines, and Pall of Silence, a memoir


“As you read A Midwife in Amish Country, you’ll find you’re not just observing the story, but participating. Kim Osterholzer draws you in through her vivid descriptions of the surroundings and her heart, and she shares her story in a powerfully vulnerable way—mothers find strength, babies are delivered, and she finds joy in the reality that she was born for this! Come along to experience the inspiration of new birth in Kim, her clients, and yourself!”


—Marie Monville, author of One Light Still Shines
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To Jesus Christ, the Reason and the Way I do everything.


“…Christ in (me) the Hope of Glory” (Colossians 1:27)


“…All things are possible with God.” (Mark 10:27)


To my two husbands,


the late Brent Woodard and Steven Osterholzer.


To Brent, for encouraging me continually to become a midwife.


To Steven, for continually encouraging me to write this book.


To Hannah Simmons and Paul Woodard, my children.


Wasn’t that one heck of a trip?


Thanks for hanging on for the ride.


There’s no one like you two in all the world.


To Evangeline, Brent, and Elyse, my grandchildren,


and to the grandchildren yet to be born.


I love you more than I can hope to say.









“I wanted to become a midwife because I AM a midwife.”


—Clara Nolan, Granny Midwife, Mississippi, in Carla Hartley, Helping Hands: The Apprentice Workbook









Chapter


ONE


THERE IT IS! OH, GOD, THANK YOU.


I found the stone farmhouse easily enough. It was the only one along that isolated stretch of gravel.


But it was the isolated stretch of gravel I had troubling finding in the gloom of the rain-splattered night. My nerves and stomach were coiled into a knot so tight I found it hard to think clearly, and then, just as I reached the intersection of what I thought ought to be Hacker and M-66, a semi-truck roared past me, rocking my minivan like a rowboat on rough waters and sending a spray of mud across my windshield, obliterating my view of the minuscule green sign marking the corner.


The paper scrap with scribbled directions I’d crushed against the steering wheel fluttered to the floor as I skimmed through the intersection, and my already-quickened pulse surged in my chest and thundered into my head.


Ah! Gosh! I know that’s it. I gotta go back! But what if it isn’t? Oh, Lord! Oh, Lord God! What am I doing out here? Please help me! Please help me get there! Please help me get there and please help me do a good job and please, please help me not faint or throw up!


I swung the vehicle around and roared back. I slowed when I approached the intersection again, squinting past the swish of wiper blades to read the sign.


Who makes these things so tiny? Hacker! Yes!


I skittered around the corner, then crunched and rumbled along the washboard of sandy dirt as rapidly as I felt I safely could.


I shrugged my shoulders, shook my head, and relaxed my grip on the steering wheel a mite, taking a measure of comfort in the fact I found the laboring mother’s road, though only a very little comfort. The evening’s foray into solo practice was thrust on me of a sudden. I’d attended but one birth alone through my nine years catching babies and I was still twenty-nine days from taking my midwifery examination.


The outline of a house rose from the darkness and sea of wet, windswept fields, interrupting the train of my thoughts. My heart tripled its pace, but as I rolled into the driveway, the four sturdy feet of a rusting windmill standing before the weather-beaten, whitewashed barn and long, low row of rickety fencing illumined by the sweeping fan of my headlights helped to smooth the disheveled edges of my soul. The place was new to me, but the landscape was as familiar as home, looking, as it did, like most Amish farms, like my own grandfather’s farm—even like my lifetime.


I released the breath I’d been holding and glanced toward the house. The glimmering light beckoning to me from the borders of a window shade further eased my anxious spirit.


I climbed from the warmth of my van into an icy breeze laced with raindrops, gathered my bags, and picked my way among the puddles scattered between me and the front door.


I let myself into a narrow mudroom and my nostrils filled with the pungent crosshatching of odors singular to Amish entryways. The aroma of rich soil and that which springs from the soil. A whiff of grease, oils, and well-worn leather. The tang of harsh soaps. The musk of workhorse flanks, of udders bulging with warm milk, of guard dogs, of barn cats. The acridity of hens and the funk of swine. Scents that cling to boots and coats, fraying straw hats and bonnets lining the wall. Smells rubbed into the very floorboards and windowpanes and doorjambs of the room by generations of folk who’d spent their lives close to earth.


I tapped lightly at the kitchen door, but turned its knob without waiting for a response. Midwives never wait before the doors of the laboring.


“Hello?” I said, and I stepped inside.


Three smiles shone in the mellow light of an oil lamp as I squeezed myself into the room and, at once, I had work-worn hands moving to ease my bags from my shoulders and a rivulet of Deutsch-seasoned talk filling my ears.


“Come on in! Glad you’re here! Thank you much for coming! How was the drive? How were the roads? Had you any trouble finding the place?”


Before I could even think to answer, a burly young man extended a massive hand my way. “David Ray,” he said with a nod of his head. The hearty pump I received nearly yanked me from my feet. Once up, once down. Pow. One hundred percent Amish farm boy.


Two women followed David. They looked enough alike to be sisters. A set of plump figures clad in dark, unadorned dresses fastened up at the bodice with straight pins, two graying heads capped in white, four thick hands wrapped in blue veins, four mildly swollen ankles disappearing into blocky black shoes.


But one wore a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles and the other did not. “Elizabeth, Ruthann’s mother,” said the wearer of the spectacles as I received another solid pump of my hand. “My, but your little hand is so cold!”


“And I’m David Ray’s mother,” said the last woman with a smile and a pump. “Nora.”


As I shed my coat and slipped off my boots, Nora and I realized we’d already met. Nine summertimes before, in the first year of my apprenticeship, I helped Jean Balm, Nora’s midwife and my preceptor, care for her through her last pregnancy. The realization seemed to mollify the two mothers a bit, especially as Nora recalled that I, too, was pregnant then. They began to inquire after my family as I bent to fish my Doppler and blood pressure cuff from the depths of my bag, but stopped short when a soft moan reminded us why I was there.


I glanced at my wristwatch and straightened. “Now then, where’s Ruthann?”


The three ushered me into the shadows of the next room where I could just make out a figure curled on a sofa. I knelt beside her. David settled himself at her feet.


“Hello, Ruthann.”


The woman’s hand found and squeezed my forearm in answer to my whispered greeting, but she drew in a long, deep breath in lieu of making a response.


I kept still as she breathed her way through a ferocious contraction. The fingers on my arm tightened, tightened, tightened, and then relaxed as she exhaled.


“Hello, Kim. Thank you for coming.” I could feel the smile in her voice.


I paused. Would I ever cease to be surprised by the strength of these women, gracious and gentle and grateful, even in the throes of their labors?


I smiled, too. “How’s it going? That contraction sounded good.”


“I hope good! The pains have been comin’ pretty regular since I called, and getting hard. I wanted to get into the bath once for some relief, but Mamm said I oughtn’t till you said it’d be alright.”


“Okay, good! Yes, you can get in the tub, I think. But may I listen quick to your baby first? I’d like to get your blood pressure, too.”


“Oh, yes.”


I glanced toward the figures silhouetted in the doorway. “Will one of you get a light for me, please? And will the other draw the bath?”


The ladies retreated in a murmur of voices. A moment later, the sound of running water issued from the bathroom, and Elizabeth returned to us with the lamp in hand. Its light danced across the twin surfaces of her eyeglasses and set her kapp aglow as the shadows streaked behind her.


Ruthann drew in another lungful of air and her fingers tightened again on my arm.


I could see her now. She was young and slender, all arms, legs, and belly sheathed in a hand-stitched nightgown with a headful of dark hair bound into a scarf she’d knotted beneath her chin. She covered her face with her free hand and she blew and breathed and writhed slightly as her womb again squeezed her in its muscular grasp.


Sixty-four seconds ticked by. She sighed and relaxed.


“Good, Ruthann. So good. May I listen to your baby now?”


Her black-brown eyes fluttered open, found mine and blinked, then she blushed and fumbled to expose the vast surface that was once her waist.


A ping of sympathy pricked my heart.


She’s shy and, of course, I’ve embarrassed her. Poor thing. Here, after having grown accustomed to Jean, she has to have someone new.


Amish girls were always dreadfully shy—shy almost to the point of shame when it came to their bodies. I glanced away to squirt a dollop of gel onto the Doppler probe, wishing for a way to ease her anxieties—to tell her I was safe, to assure her I’d not be looking at her body, to promise I’d not notice or think of its details, to say all I wanted was to know the state of the child hidden within her. But I said nothing—what could I say? Trust is a thing only to be earned, and time is its currency.


I swept the probe over her taut flesh until the pattering refrain and rhythm of the unborn child’s life-force filled the air.


Ruthann looked at me again and her face brightened with a wonderful smile and I thought she might be okay with me tending to her after all.


I returned her smile and counted the precious beats.


When I’d laid aside the Doppler and finished taking her blood pressure, Ruthann asked if she could get into the water. At my nod, she hoisted herself to her feet and fairly sprinted across the span of hardwood floors separating her from the bathroom, intent on making it into the tub before another contraction could catch her out of it.


I returned to the kitchen and rummaged around in my book bag for a scrap of paper and a pen, since I didn’t have Ruthann’s chart with me. I checked the time and jotted a few notes, then set the rest of my gear and Ruthann’s supplies in order. Elizabeth and Nora pulled the hide-a-bed from the sofa and covered the old mattress with a layer of plastic and a sheet, while I found and arranged the packages of disposable under-pads, the roll of paper towels, the olive oil, the wash cloths, the baby blankets, and the trash bags.


When the three of us were finished with our tasks, we seated ourselves together at the kitchen table, but Ruthann called through the door to invite her mothers to join her in the bathroom.


I was surprised she wanted company, but, for all the signs of impending labor she’d experienced through the day, she kept herself home from a wedding she had her heart set on attending, and said she guessed she’d at least like to hear about it. The women grabbed up their chairs without hesitation and disappeared into the steamy room.


I remained at the table, content to warm my toes and fingertips by the fire crackling in the wood stove, and glad for the chance to think, pray, and gather my courage, but a moment later, the door swung open again. David Ray took up a third chair and motioned to me with a nod of his head. “She says you’re to come in, too.”


“I don’t want you to feel left out,” Ruthann called. “And surely you’d like to hear about the wedding?”


I followed David and the chair into the bathroom, and I had to stifle a laugh when I passed the tub, for there was Ruthann, reclining against a pillow in the water—fully clothed in her nightgown.


As the women talked, I began to unwind, one tense muscle, one twisted organ, one overwrought thought at a time, lulled by the hiss and glow of the crusty lamp swinging from its hook on the ceiling, by the lilt of the womanly Amish vernacular mingling with the wisps of steam rising in fine tendrils from the warm water, and by the long, slow breaths of the laboring woman.


In the timeless quiet, my mind began to drift from the talk until I saw where I was through the eyes of myself at a younger year.


I could scarcely believe I was really there in that tiny room with a family—strangers to me, and Amish at that—on the cusp of birthing a child. It was both heavy and heady to realize I was the one soul responsible for the outcome; I was the honest-to-goodness midwife. Jean was away from home, and I was called on to take her place. I smiled at that thought and shook my head as eighteen years’ worth of memories spiraled through my mind like the reel of an old-time film.


I’d become aware of homebirth midwifery in my teens when I stumbled across a book about a midwife who’d served among the Amish in Pennsylvania. I had only just surrendered my life to God, but my surrender was powerful, and the catalyst was the unshakable sense I’d been born with a significant purpose to fulfill in life. It was then I found and consumed the beautiful little book and closed it knowing without a doubt the Lord created and called me to the very same profession.


From there, however, one obstacle after another loomed before me like great, craggy mountain peaks.


The challenges ranged from an inconvenient inclination toward squeamishness, to my tender age, to the dearth of apprenticeships available to aspiring midwives, to the strangeness of the only recently resurrected profession of homebirth midwifery, to the scarcity of Amish populations.


Eight years passed and I had all but yielded to the obduracy of those impediments when, soon after my marriage and the birth of my first child, the Lord struck them a blow, inspiring Jean to invite me to apprentice with her.
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A splash and a groan recalled me to the present. I fetched my Doppler and knelt beside the woman in the tub, tucking a strand of damp hair that had escaped from her kerchief behind one of her ears and helping her to a sip of water before sending the music of her baby’s vibrant life reverberating through the little room.


Smiles creased the four faces before me as I turned to record my findings. I settled back into my chair and my thoughts settled back into the groove they’d been running along.


My eyes soaked in my surroundings as my mind roamed.


A hand-painted saw blade covered the wall opposite me. It read, “David Ray and Ruthann Detweiler, together forever, August 2nd, 2000.” A kelly-green window shade was drawn against the night, trimmed with a frill of batiste. A hand pump stood in place of a faucet at the antique sink and the bathtub was an impossibly outdated iron model standing on claw feet. It was fastened into the corner of the bathroom by a broad wooden shelf.


David lounged along the shelf and I saw him with fresh eyes. He wore an incongruously stained, pale pink shirt buttoned up to his collarbones and tucked into a pair of barn door trousers. The trousers would have ordinarily been held up with a set of suspenders, as belts are fabodda, or forbidden, but I noticed they’d been removed and flung over a hook on the back of the bathroom door. His shock of hair was dutifully trimmed into a bowl cut and his square jaw hidden beneath a wildly scraggly, moustache-less beard.


And then, of course, there were the women, looking every bit as ancient, as antique as the fixtures in the room. Soft-spoken, deferential, hardworking, mothers and grandmothers of many.


I’d become accustomed to all this as I worked alongside Jean and rarely noticed the differences between our worlds any longer, but in the first year of my service among the Amish, the differences were so stark they almost cost me my calling.


Ruthann breathed her way through her labor while her mothers regaled her with a recounting of the wedding particulars from table service to table servers, and I thought back to my beginnings as a midwife apprentice among the inimitable people.









Chapter


TWO


ONE OF THE FIRST BIRTHS I ATTENDED THROUGH my apprenticeship was for an Amish family living at the extreme northern edge of Indiana in late September, 1993. Jean called an hour or so before dawn and sent me scampering into the day with my hair flying and my heart pounding.


The mother-to-be, Salome Hochstetler, was an angelic creature, if there ever was one—tiny and graceful as they come. She suffered a disorder of some sort. I failed to retain its name, but remembered it affected the composition of her musculature and left her limping. She’d also endured the loss of a child a few years earlier, though what happened was never explained to me, and I felt I shouldn’t ask.


I thought of her pain and sorrows every time I saw her, ever reminded by her awkward gait, and I was struck by the way she refused to allow her trials to dampen her spirits or dim her faith.


She greeted us at her door, smiling and laughing as she always did, and we knew we’d arrived too early, so we passed the morning checking on a number of families in the area while we waited for Salome’s labor to get more serious.


Things picked up gradually toward noon, but still only very gradually. Jean suggested we go for a ride in her car in hopes the bumps and jostles would strengthen her pains. The trip accomplished what we hoped but, by the time it did, Jean realized she’d lost her way in the labyrinth of rutted, back-woods roads. Salome, in spite of contractions washing one after the other over her diminutive frame with increasing intensity, gamely straightened in her seat, laughed her good-natured laugh, and guided us back to her home as she ran her hands round and round her swollen, surging belly.


My heart sank a mite as we pulled into her driveway. For as much as I enjoyed Salome and her husband, Nathan, I struggled mightily to bear their home. The young couple lived in a barn of sorts, a barn that doubled as one edge of a full to overflowing pigpen. Salome’s living arrangements shocked me to silence at my first visit with her and that shock spilled over to vex my entire first year attending births.
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When I began attending home visits with Jean, the disparity between my expectations of the Plain People and the actual condition of their lives proved a deterrent. Where I’d pictured the prim, pristine houses of Amish film and fiction, I found bluntly functional homes filled with a bustling, Spartan folk wearing patched and sweat-stained clothes. I was taken aback by the rough hands, the weather-battered faces, the round and weary shoulders, the bare and blackened feet, the grossly swollen ankles, and the legs strangled with bulging veins.


I blanched at the number of younger families living in barns, in sheds, and in the basements of partially-constructed homes. I reeled at the harsh realities of houses warmed only by wood or coal stoves and lit only by lanterns, serviced by pumps at kitchen sinks, by windmills that failed to draw water on still days, by tiny propane-fueled refrigerators and wringer washers, by wash boards, by yards and yards of clotheslines, by sad irons and push-reel lawn mowers, by chamber pots stashed in wooden boxes, and by dark, drafty, stinking outhouses.


I had to learn to regard with nonchalance the rolls of fly paper that dangled from the ceilings and snagged my braids when I leaned too close, the mice scampering under doors and along the edges of baseboards, the bicycle wheel drying racks suspended over stoves and trimmed with perfect circles of damp socks or beef jerky, the ropes strung with chicken feet and stretched between outbuildings, the carcasses of unrecognizable animals littered about the yards by naughty dogs, the boxes of chirping chicks or orphaned lambs in living rooms, the riotous pigsties, the milk cows loose along roadsides, and the giant draft horse we once found tied to a basement support pole to warm up after he’d crashed through a frozen pond.


I was forced to listen unperturbed and respectfully to the abundance of old wives’ tales such as, if you reach your arms over your head to hang clothes on the line or to wash windows in the last trimester of pregnancy, your baby will turn breech; if you get a scare anytime at all while pregnant, your baby will be born with a birth mark; or if your baby isn’t fed a sip of cold water soon after birth, it will tend toward belly ache.


I had to appear unfazed by the severity of their religion, a religion promising no guarantees in return for the strictest adherence to the sternest rules. No electricity, no telephones, no vehicles. Nothing to ease the rigors of life. Life fraught with endless work and limitless opportunities to flounder and fail.


In the beginning, all of that so clogged my senses I could hardly see or hear the people I was called on to serve, and I began to suspect I wasn’t made of the stuff of midwives after all.
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Once we’d made it back inside the makeshift affair that was Salome’s home, though it was an exceptionally warm afternoon, she closed all her windows and drew every last leaf-green shade in keeping with the modesty of her culture. Nathan lit a kerosene lamp and hung it from the ceiling to compensate for the gloom, and Salome crept up onto her bed.


As the hours of afternoon passed, the temperature in the tiny bedroom rose, and the air, thick already with the smell of the hogs, thickened with the fumes of the fuel and, increasingly, with the unmistakable odor of birth—an odor I hadn’t quite come to terms with.


Before long, I found it almost impossible to breathe.


I excused myself for a quick trip to the—ah, boy—outhouse.


I’d hoped a brief respite from the stifling bedroom would forestall my deterioration, but, perched on a rough slab of wood nominally separating me from generations of waste while fat and odiferous pigs grunted and scratched their backs nearly at my feet, I found my insides churning and a telltale chilly sweat dampening my skin, warning me I was teetering at the far edge of consciousness.


Good gosh! What’s the matter with me? Am I really this sensitive?


I begged God to help me as the roiling of my belly filled my mouth with brackish saliva. I staggered from the outhouse and went to the sink where I worked the pump handle as vigorously as I could in my compromised state. Finally, a stream of blessedly cool water trickled forth and I splashed it over my flushed cheeks and neck, then forced myself back to the bedroom.


Jean glanced at my face when I returned. “Kim,” she whispered. “What’s wrong? You look like death.”


I smiled and nodded at her, then looked away, determined to pull myself together.


In the recesses of my mind, my prayers ran on a loop like a medieval chant.


God! Oh, my God! I know You’ve called me to this vocation! Please! Oh, please! Help! Help me! God! Oh, my God—


Salome was curled on her side, inhaling and exhaling through the profoundly powerful sensations generated by her slight body, her head resting on one of Nathan’s thighs while Nathan’s calloused hands ran the course of her back in a hypnotic rhythm of strokes.


I began to feel better by degrees as, little by little, Salome’s breaths became groans—as, little by little, her groans became grunts—as, little by little by little, Salome began to push. Soon a small oval of scalp appeared—appeared and retreated, appeared and retreated—with each appearance revealing just a bit more oval.


The magic of the moment wound itself around me and I lost myself in the unfurling miracle. We doused the woman’s bulging tissues with dribbles of oil, and I marveled at the way the head, covered in a mass of shimmering black curls and wrinkled with the overlapping plates of its skull, shifted forward and back, forward and back until, all at once, it shifted forward and expanded to its fullest diameter, filling entirely the space of its mother’s womanhood, spreading her delicate but resilient tissues like the petals of a blossoming flower.


“Oooooooh!” Salome squirmed and sucked in a breath. “Oooh! It burns! It burns!”


“Easy, Salome.” Jean crooned, and she laid her gentle hands firmly over the woman’s burning skin, soothing it with oil and with her tender touch. “Easy now—just breathe . . .”


“Oh! Oh! I can’t!”


“Yes, you can, Salome. Look at me. Look at my eyes.”


Salome’s eyes, wildly dilated, opened and fixed on Jean’s.


“Breathe with me, Salome, breathe with me like this—” And the two women blew and panted together as Salome eased the smooth, round head with its glossy locks into the light.


“Aaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhh—” Salome buried her face in her husband’s lap, as he gazed transfixed at the sight of his child, streams of tears seeping into lines forged by his smile.


“You’re almost finished, Mother, the baby’s almost here.”


Another contraction began to build as the baby’s face turned toward Salome’s thigh.


Jean whispered, “Catch it, Kim.”


Salome groaned with effort, and the baby spun into my hands with a tremulous wail.


I froze for just a moment, mesmerized by the brand-new life before me, and then I passed the wee, slick thing into Salome’s arms as Salome’s and Nathan’s and the child’s cries rang in our ears.


I sat back, awestruck.


Awestruck, that is, until I felt a wave of warmth pool around my knees and looked down to see that it was a gush of blood.


I knew the blood was only from the separation of the placenta from Salome’s uterus, but, as the blood soaked into the fabric of my jeans, the spell was broken and the suffocating heat and mephitic odors rushed upon me again and, again, I found myself on the brink of a swoon.


God! Oh, my God! Please! Oh, please! God! Oh, my God! Please—


I scrambled from the bed and stumbled for the door and melted into a puddle on Salome and Nathan’s front stoop.


I stayed out there a long while—fretting, doubting, agonizing, praying, grieving—worrying and wondering whatever would become of my destiny.


But, for all the turmoil of my soul, the whispery breezes of evening began to cool the day and pacify my raw senses and the thrill of having witnessed the birth of another glorious life swelled and swept over me from my head to my heels.


At last, I rejoined the happy scene within. Jean’s eyes held a question, but Salome and Nathan were blessedly oblivious to my plight, completely taken with the fresh baby suckling at Salome’s breast.


Jean and I busied ourselves with feeding and tidying and checking and charting as daylight slid past the edge of the horizon. We opened the windows and lit candles and lamps, and the chirring of crickets rose to replace the goodnight chorus of the songbirds. One star after another winked into the darkness as it deepened, and Salome’s parents walked over from the house next door to welcome the newest member of their family. Chairs were set about the bed, and a lively gurgling of Deutsch sprang up among the four.


I can still feel the enchantment of that night these many years distant.


I can feel still, too, the concern that hovered beneath the surface of my tenuous composure—the dismal suggestion I was unequal, on so many levels, to the call to midwifery.


But, if I could have seen how things would turn out, if I’d have understood, as I served, the sights and smells that so staggered me at first would begin to recede into the background, allowing individual souls to emerge in all their pricelessness and, with them, my respect for their straightforward way of life, I’d have been better able to wipe the tears from my eyes.


If I knew then I’d come to cherish the warmth and charm of lamp and lantern light, to treasure visions of intricate quilts stretched across hand-fashioned frames and the thrum of treadle sewing machines—if I knew one day I’d glory in the rows of magenta beets and golden peaches gleaming in glass jars on pantry shelves, the loaves of fresh bread cooling on racks, the great vats of fragrant grape juice bubbling away on stove tops, the metal pails of speckled eggs awaiting washing, the rank and file of tomatoes ripening on window sills, and the basketfuls of dappled apples smelling tartly sweet in doorways, I’d have been able to take a breath and blow my nose.


Had I realized one day I’d be at home with hardwood floors bedecked with rainbows of braided rugs; with grandfather clocks and saw blades and footstools painted and burned and etched with wedding announcements and the names and birthdates of babies; with dinner bells and weather vanes and lightning rods standing at odd angles from rooftops; with well-ordered gardens edged with beds of brilliant flowers; with stands of fruit-laden trees; with the delightful variety of family-run shops with “no Sunday sales” printed on their signs; with the wonderment of teams of six and eight Belgians led by barefooted school boys; with the clip-clop and clatter of horse-drawn buggies rattling down dusty roadways; with the distinctive cadence of Amish talk; with the melody of women breathing through their labors; and with the splutterings and wails of newly birthed babies, I would have stood and squared my trembling shoulders.


If I could have recognized, though I’d never come to envy the brutality of their lives, I’d become entirely captured by the hospitality, the frank earthiness, the generosity, the insatiable curiosity, and the appetite for fun marking these uncommon people—my clients, my teachers, my friends—I would have laughed outright. And, more than anything, had I been able to grasp then the way the Lord Almighty is able to take the trials of our lives and twist them into creations of unspeakable beauty and significance, why, I’d have spread my hands toward the star-washed sky and shouted my thanks and praise!


Indeed, to know then what I know now would have done much to ease my troubled mind that balmy autumnal night, but I didn’t know—I couldn’t know.


I just had to swallow my tears and whisper my prayers and press ever onward.


The second birth of my apprenticeship was intense.


The first birth of my apprenticeship was, too.









Chapter


THREE


RING!


The rude noise scattered my dreams and sent my pulse crashing into my ears. I jolted upright. What was that? I patted my hand over the bedside table, searching for the clock. Why had I set the alarm last night? Wasn’t it Saturday morning?


Just as my fingertips brushed against it, a second jarring ring startled me, and I sent the glowing numbers clattering to the floor. I shifted closer to the edge of the bed and reached for the cord caught on the corner of the tabletop, grateful I wouldn’t have to get out of bed to retrieve it.


Ring!


I blinked. The phone! It’s the phone!


I dropped the clock and scrambled from the bed. “Hello?”


“Good morning, Kim,” said a cheery voice in my ear. “How would you like to come to a birth with me?”


The hammering of my heart made me doubt what I’d heard. Is this—


“Ah, pardon? May I ask who—”


“Kim, it’s Jean.” She laughed lightly. “Would you like to come to a birth?”


A surge of adrenaline gushed down my legs and set them atremble. Oh, my gosh. Oh, my gosh! It is Jean.


It was my own midwife—now my preceptor—Jean Balm, summoning me to the bedside of a laboring woman. After eight years filled with hopes and dreams and one disappointment after another, here she was, inviting me to a homebirth with her as though it were just one of those things she did on Saturday mornings. Which, of course, it often was.


I flung my nightgown away and scrounged for my jeans in the predawn gloom. I glanced toward my husband. He hadn’t stirred. Not surprising. He’d only just climbed into bed an hour or so ago after working a night shift.


Ah, poor guy. He works so hard. His job as a police officer made me nervous sometimes, and especially so when he had to do it on only a few hours’ sleep. I felt a pang of concern. Now he’d have to get up with Hannah, our eighteen-month-old, when she woke.


I plunged a foot down a pant leg. “Brent?”


Nothing.


“Brent!”


Still nothing. Good grief, where’s my bra?


“Brent! Honey!” He grunted.


I got my other foot into my jeans, then I jerked and jiggled them past my hips as I hopped over to my husband’s side of the bed. “Honey!” I shook his shoulder, noticing the strap of my bra beneath the crack of the closet door. He groaned and moved to roll over, but I shook him again. “Brent! Hon! Babe! Wake up! I’m going to a birth!”


“Wha—”


I snatched the errant article of underclothing from its hiding place on the closet floor and snapped it into place. “Hon, I’m going to a birth with Jean Balm!”


He squinted at me. “Huh?”


“I’m going to a birth with Jean! I can’t believe you didn’t hear the phone ring.”


He propped himself onto an elbow and swiped a big, freckled hand over his face. “Whoa—okay . . .” He rubbed a bit of the sleep from a brown eye. “Oh—no—wait a second . . .”


He paused, obviously struggling to gather his thoughts. I thrust my arms through the sleeves of the t-shirt I found dangling on the closet doorknob. My chin caught on the collar as I tried to pull it over my head. Ah, geesh! I tried again and got it on.


Brent sat up. “Okay. You’re going to a birth? Wow. When?”


“Right now. Just as soon as Jean gets here.” I pecked him on the cheek and made for the hallway.


“Wait. Wait! Now? But, where’s it happening?”


I halted in the doorway. “I don’t know. Honey, I’ve got to go!”


“But, when will you be back?”


“I don’t know!” I ran down the hall and bounded down the stairs, hoping I hadn’t awakened Hannah.


I’d just managed to rake a comb through my tangles and take a swipe at my teeth with my toothbrush when I heard the toot-toot of a horn in the street. Jangled afresh, I scooped my shoes and purse into my arms and bolted from the house in my bare feet.


Jean’s grayish-blue eyes danced with a hint of amusement as I wiggled myself into her passenger seat and slammed the door on the birdsong of early morning, a sound I relished, but barely noticed in my excitement.


“Do you remember me telling you about Laura?” Jean glanced over her shoulder and pulled the car from the curb.


“I—think so.” I ran through the list of names I’d penned into my calendar at our last coffee date. Laura—Salome—Lila—Daisy…


“Yes, but I thought she was due the last week of July.” It was July third, and certainly too early for it to be safe for Laura to birth her baby at home.


“Yep,” Jean said. “She’ll be thirty-seven weeks in two days. I told her to go to the hospital when she called this morning, but she flat-out told me no. I said we’d come check things out. Who knows? She might not really be in labor.”


I glanced at Jean as she drove. Her words took me by surprise and I repeated them in my mind, letting the realization that Laura’s labor might be a false alarm sink in. A ripple of disappointment drained the nervous excitement from my system like soapsuds down a sink. I bent to put my shoes on and a dawning of common sense checked the disappointment. Hopefully Laura wasn’t in labor. It would be better for her and for her child if she wasn’t.


I straightened and leaned back in my seat to gaze out the window. In the right-side mirror, streaks of light had begun to pierce the layer of clouds hovering over the horizon. They lengthened as I watched, and reached ahead of the rising sun like the slender fingers of an outstretched hand splayed against the lilac sky. A trace of radiance appeared. The trace became a sliver, then the sliver became a crescent. Little by little, the molten orb swelled through the ever-brightening clouds until it emerged, pulsing in all its resplendence.


Just like a birth, except—and my mind drifted to my first exposure to birth.
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I’d grown up mesmerized with expectant women. Most of my girlhood friends loved babies. I loved babies, too, but it was those great bellies, heavy with burgeoning life that captivated and struck me dumb with awe—I could hardly get enough of them until my first encounter with childbirth served to quell my enchantment with the process for a time.


One morning, my seventh-grade English teacher announced the assignment of multi-resourced research papers. Groans of displeasure began to rumble through the room, but Mrs. Minich hushed us with an upraised hand. “Hold on, folks, settle down.”


Someone protested, and she aimed a finger toward the sound.


“Hey, now, I said settle down.” She fetched a sheet of paper from her desktop. “I’ve got something a little different for you this time. There’s a film to accompany each topic.” She waved the paper in the air before turning to pin it to the corkboard next to the door. We quieted, intrigued. “You’ll select your topic, and I’ll order the film. You’ll watch the films in the media room by turns after school.”


We were given permission to look at the list. I felt a shiver of excitement as I squeezed myself through the gaggle of kids crowded around the board. The idea of watching a film for school was almost too much. My eyes scanned the subjects. Artificial limbs, ballet dancing, child labor, dentistry, the environment, firefighting, the military, police work, open heart surgery . . .


Open heart surgery. Cool.


Two weeks later, the movies arrived and our times in the media room were scheduled. My friend, Sherry, asked Mrs. Minich if we could have our turns on the same afternoon so we could watch together.


“What movie’d you pick?” I asked my friend as we met by her locker on our big day. She tossed a math book onto the floor of the tiny space, then slammed the door with a flourish.


I smiled. Sherry was so dramatic.


“Child labor. What’d you pick?”


I wrinkled my nose. “Child labor? What? Like vacuuming? Like folding laundry?”


“I dunno. Yeah, I guess. It was all that was left. I missed school the day Mrs. Minich put the list out and it was that or dentistry. Like I’d pick dentistry. I hate the dentist.” She frowned and flashed her braces at me. “But I said, ‘What’d you pick?’”


“Open heart surgery.”


“Serious? Ew. I don’t wanna see that.”


“Well, I don’t want to watch a bunch of kids do chores, either. I do enough of my own, thanks. But it was your idea to watch together. I will if you will.” We started off down the hall, and I trotted along as quick as I could to keep up with my friend’s long-legged, jaunty stride.


We started with my film, and it was fascinating. Though Sherry and I punctuated the viewing with all the grimaces and gasps you’d expect from a set of pre-teen girls, thanks to the surgical draperies shielding us from the human element of the procedure, we both handled it well.


As the closing credits spooled across the screen, I stood to turn on the lights.


Sherry hopped across the room to switch films. “That was so totally gross.” She fumbled around with the VCR until the tape popped out.


“Ah, you’re so totally gross.”


She put her tongue out at me. I flicked off the lights and we settled back into our seats. The raspy sound of the film as it came to life shushed our banter and recalled our eyes to the screen.


Child labor. My mind drifted to the mounds of leaves my dad had made me rake into the garden the weekend before, then to the zillions of leaves still strewn around the yard. Boring. Why make a film about that?


Still, I’d promised Sherry I’d watch hers. Besides, if I stayed to watch it, I wouldn’t be able to finish the yard that night. My sisters might even get it done without me. I smiled to myself over my good luck.


The fuzzy screen on the wall opened upon a scene, tugging my mind back into the room, but—what the heck? There, before my only scarcely sex-educated eyes, lay some unknown, unfortunate woman, flat upon a narrow table. Her face was hidden behind the rise of her huge abdomen and her quivering thighs were propped apart, exposing her privates without preamble or apology.


A man concealed in paper from cap to mask to shoes sat perched on a stool before her, his gloved hands clasped in his lap. Was he a doctor? Who could tell? Even his eyes were disguised behind a pair of thick-rimmed glasses.


Shivers tingled down my legs, my stomach knotted, and a shock of heat dampened my neck and colored my face. I wanted to escape, but found myself riveted to the scene. I clutched the arms of my seat as the woman moaned and squirmed a bit.


Except for the doctor, she was alone, and he made no move to soothe her.


My heart twisted with pity, replacing my sense of embarrassment. Then the pity gave way to horror as, with a groan, her unsheltered womanhood began to bulge and spread and stretch before a shimmering . . .


My word, is that the head?


The fringes of my vision began to blur. Beads of moisture sprang upon my brow. My guts plummeted toward the floor.


I stood, went instantly blind, and a sudden ringing in my ears deafened me. I could hear Sherry’s voice, but could make nothing of her words.


I groped for the door and wrestled it open. My fingertips found the brick wall lining the corridor and I ran my palms over its rough surface until I reached the girls’ bathroom where I staggered inside and collapsed onto the nearest stool. There, I ducked my head between my knees and soaked in a bone-chilling sweat while I waited for my vision to return and my roiling belly to settle.


Oh. Oh! Oh, no. . . I knew then I’d never have a baby of my own.
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The rocking of the car as Jean pulled into a parking space before Laura’s shabby tenement roused me. I jolted into the present, noticing my reverie had restrung the tension of my nerves. I followed Jean to the rear of her car, trying to force myself to relax as I slung my share of heavy and ungainly bags onto my shoulders and turned to face the building.


We bumped and stumbled our way up the narrow stairway. With every step, I assured myself Laura would most likely not be in labor, but once we’d squeezed ourselves into the apartment’s front room, I knew she was.


I was assaulted by the pungent scent of birthing in the thick air. I recognized it on some primal level, possibly—despite the vow of my youth—from having birthed a baby of my own by then. Hard on the heels of that smell was the stench of dirty diapers, days-old dinner dishes, and unwashed bodies. Laura’s home was filthy. It was hot, too, though the sun was just risen.


I stood motionless in the doorway while my insides balled into a fist.


Laura sat cross-legged and startlingly naked on the floor on a stained and sheetless mattress, fished, I supposed, from one of the bedrooms and jammed against an equally stained sofa. Her stringy hair lay askew over her bare shoulders, and droplets of sweat stood on her nose. She was in the grip of a contraction and appeared unaware of our presence.


But Gary, her husband, looked up from his seat next to her. With a huge grin splitting his face, he jumped to his feet, nearly knocking Laura over. “Jean!” He boomed, crossing the room in a bound, “Glad you’re finally here! This is kinda weirding me out!”


Laura grimaced and swore at him under her breath as she steadied herself and struggled through the remainder of the contraction.


Gary returned the curse with a scowl. “What a witch, eh?” He extended his hand to me. “Gary.”


“Kim,” I whispered as I took his hand.


“Nice to meet ya, Kim! Welcome to the freak show!”


Laura’s contraction passed, and she let out a long, shuddery breath. Gary bounded back to her, giving her a jolt as he plopped himself down.


“Gary, you blasted idiot!” She swore again. “Quit thumping me!” Then she shot a glare at Jean. “And I’m not going anywhere, either!”


“Touchy, touchy.” He poked her arm and glanced our way with another grin. “See what I mean? She’s a regular witch usually, but today she’s witchier than ever!”


Laura slapped his hand away as another contraction rose to engulf her and Gary parried her slap with a second poke.


I stood rooted to the floorboards, stunned by the crudity of the man, transfixed by the obvious intensity of the woman’s labor, overpowered by the reek and filth of the stifling room.


Oh, God, what am I doing here?


A motion from Jean caught my eye. She’d already cleared a space for the bags in a far corner and was rapidly unpacking her gear. She beckoned me.


I blinked. I gulped. I staggered to her. Jean decided we’d stay.


Laura’s contractions were coming hard and fast. I understood we might have a little time before the baby made her appearance, but we just as likely might not.


“Here.” Jean handed me a roll of paper towels. “Fold ten sheets into a neat stack for me. Okay? Then, see?” She pointed past the flaps of a ratty cardboard box. “Open the package of under pads, and make a second neat stack. Fill the squeeze bottle with olive oil and tuck it into my tote here.” She patted a little plastic basket filled with cord clamps, a box of gloves, a bulb syringe, packets of sterilized instruments, and her stethoscope. “Hook two trash bags over a doorknob, then find the baby blankets and washcloths.”


I obeyed, willing myself to remain conscious and present, while Jean squatted before Laura and listened to her baby’s heartbeat. The chores and the steady beat of the tiny heart would have done much to soothe my frazzled sensibilities, except Laura and Gary continued to pick and bicker at one another. Jean even had to ask Gary to be still a moment so she could hear well enough to take Laura’s blood pressure.


I completed my tasks. I should have seated myself on the floor next to Jean, but I was battling hard to keep my wits about me and knew I’d do better if I could work at something. I scurried about the place and tidied it up. I found and pitched the poopy diaper polluting the air from the corner of a changing table, I washed the crusty dishes in the kitchen sink and scrubbed off the countertops, I wiped down the bathroom and scoured the tub.


Every now and then Jean’s Doppler would send the sound of the baby’s heartbeat echoing through the apartment, and I could hear Laura laboring, each of her contractions coming closer than the one before; each obviously stronger. And, still, unbelievably, in between the powerful workings of her body, Gary and Laura squabbled and cursed at one another.


I worked until there wasn’t another thing for me to do but follow Jean’s example and take my seat on the floor next to the travailing mom.


Jean did what she could to minister comfort to Laura, but the unceasing, even increasing tension between man and wife all but canceled her efforts.


At last, I decided to say something. I was afraid speaking up might offend Gary or end my apprenticeship with Jean, but I could bear it no longer.


“Uh, hey, Gary?”


“Yeah?” Gary looked up and flashed his boyish grin.


“Guess what?”


“What?” He bounced a bit and Laura swatted him.


I winced, but went on. “Labor’s one of those times when your woman’s always right.”


Gary’s grin gave way to gravity. He cocked his head in thought a second or two, then nodded and winked, “Sure—” He glanced at his weary wife. “Yeah, okay. Yeah, I get it.”


That was it. Not another contrary word was spoken.


After that, only the drone of the fan whirring from a crooked window frame and Laura’s breathings and heavings, sighings and moanings, whimpers and grunts and groans could be heard. One after the other, mighty contractions swept her frame. We whispered encouragement in her ears as we bathed her brow with cool cloths and pressed the small of her back until, in spite of the dirt and odors, the matchless magic of birth began to steal over my soul.


There was a pause in Laura’s labor, as though her womb was catching its breath, and then she uttered a long, deep, throaty bellow.


Slowly, slowly—ever so slowly, a wrinkly, wet scalp began to appear and, in that instant, it looked just like that sliver of morning sun I’d watched as it pressed itself into view on the drive over.


Jean whispered, “Okay, Kim, catch the baby.”


Surprised, but willing, I touched the baby’s head with tentative fingertips, swallowing, blinking back a sudden wash of tears. Jean continued to whisper in my ear until the little thing slipped into my trembling hands.


But she was born limp and starkly white.


Jean took her from me, laid her on Laura’s sweaty breast, and set straight to work with a skillful touch and sure breaths. My heart halted in my chest, and my own breath caught in my throat as a lifetime flashed past in some sixty or seventy seconds.


And then a steadily strengthening cry displaced the ominous silence, and a splendid wave of pink swept the pallor from the baby’s skin.


Again and again, just like that glorious sunrise.
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