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  For the women who left in the dark.

And for the women who opened the door.







  
    
      “In spite of everything, I still believe that people are really good at heart”


    

    
      Anne Frank
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  Foreword



This is a work of fiction. The county does not exist. The women do not exist. The diner, the rooming house, the root cellar, the back roads driven at midnight with the headlights off, none of it is real.

But the doors that locked from the outside were real. The bruises explained as cabinet doors were real. The women who left with paper bags and eighty dollars and children on their hips were real. The women who helped them leave, who drove the cars and poured the coffee and wrote the letters and asked no questions, were real. They did not call themselves a network. They did not call themselves anything. They did what needed doing and they did not write it down, which is why you have not heard of them, and which is why this novel is not history but something adjacent to history, a story that stands in the space where the records were never kept and speaks in the voices of the women who never testified.

The law has changed since 1952. Not enough.

The doors still lock.







  Preface



I did not set out to write about violence. I set out to write about the women who answered the knock at the door, the knock that came at midnight from a woman they knew or did not know, a woman holding a child and a bag and a question that had only one answer. I wanted to know who those women were. What they risked. What they carried. How they managed to build something that functioned in the absence of everything a functioning system is supposed to require, a name, a budget, a legal framework, the acknowledgment that the problem it addressed was a problem at all.

The story arrived the way Mozelle describes her decisions arriving. I stopped considering the alternatives, and what remained was the thing I was going to write.

Chilton County, Georgia, is fictional. Its geography is borrowed from several real counties in the southeastern part of the state, and its social architecture is borrowed from the historical record of rural Southern communities in the early 1950s, communities where segregation was absolute, domestic violence was unremarkable, and the women who intervened did so without the protection or the recognition of any institution. The midwives, the diner owners, the drivers, the women who ran rooming houses with signs that said WOMEN ONLY, these women existed, though their names are largely lost because the work they did required the losing of names as a condition of the doing.

This novel is for them. The unnamed. The unrecorded. The women who helped.
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The telephone rang at ten minutes past four in the morning, and I was already awake. I had been awake since three, lying in the dark with my eyes on the ceiling and my mind on Bethel Gant’s baby, which was sitting too high and too far to the right for my comfort. I had been counting weeks. I had been counting weeks and thinking about the Gant girl’s face during the last examination, the way her eyes went flat when I asked her to lift her arms, and I was still turning that flatness over in my mind when the phone split the quiet and I reached for it before the second ring.

“Miz Greer.” A man’s voice, tight and rushed. “This is Harlan Cobb out on the Satilla Road. My wife is having the baby and something’s wrong. The baby’s not coming right.”

I sat up and put my feet on the cold floor. “How long has she been laboring?”

“Since suppertime. She says the pain is in her back, not her belly. My mother is with her but my mother says she’s never seen it go like this.”

Back labor. The baby was posterior, face up instead of face down, or it was breech. Either way, the Cobb farmstead was six miles outside Garlan on a road that washed out in heavy rain, and I could hear rain on my roof right now, thin and steady, the kind that turns red clay into something between soup and cement.

“Keep her on her left side,” I said. “Do not let her lie flat on her back. Put a pillow between her knees. I will be there inside the hour.”

I dressed in the dark, the way I had dressed in the dark a thousand times before, pulling on the cotton shift I kept draped over the chair for night calls and the shoes I kept by the door with the laces already loosened. My kit was on the bureau where it always sat, packed and latched, the leather worn soft at the handle from twenty-three years of carrying. I checked it by touch without opening it. Scissors. Cord clamps. Clean towels, four of them, ironed and folded. The tinctures in their brown bottles. The bulb syringe for clearing an infant’s airway. Everything in its place, everything where my hands could find it without my eyes needing to help.

The drive took forty minutes because the road was bad and the rain was worse. My car, a 1946 Ford I had bought from a minister’s widow in Jesup for two hundred dollars and a promise to attend her church once a month for a year, handled the mud with the grudging competence of a vehicle that had survived worse. I drove with both hands on the wheel and my headlights cutting two yellow tunnels through the dark, and I thought about the Cobb family while I drove. White. Dairy farmers. Curtis Cobb was the husband, a man I had never met but whose reputation preceded him in the way reputations do in a county this size, traveling through kitchens and church parking lots until they arrived at your door wearing somebody else’s opinion. He drank. His mother, Varina Cobb, ran the household and the dairy operation and probably the man himself, from what I had gathered. The wife was young, second marriage for Curtis, first baby. I had not done the prenatal visits. They had used the white doctor in Garlan for those, but the white doctor in Garlan did not make house calls at four in the morning, and the hospital in Jesup was forty minutes in good weather and an hour in this, and so the telephone rang at Mozelle Greer’s house, because when a baby comes wrong in Chilton County, color becomes a secondary concern.

I pulled into the Cobb property from the side road and parked behind the barn, as I always did when I visited white households. Not because anyone told me to park there but because twenty-three years of practice had taught me that a car visible from the road invited questions, and questions invited explanations, and explanations cost energy I would rather spend on the work. I took my kit and walked to the back door through the rain, my shoes sinking in the yard mud, and knocked twice.

Varina Cobb opened the door. She was a tall woman with a jaw that could have been used to pry open crates, and she looked at me the way people look at plumbers and electricians, which is to say with a mixture of relief and resentment that the situation required outside help at all.

“She’s in the back bedroom,” Varina said. “The baby’s been trying to come for hours and it’s not moving.”

“How far apart are her pains?”

“Two minutes, maybe less. She’s bearing down but nothing’s happening.”

I followed Varina through the kitchen, which smelled like coffee that had been on the stove too long and the particular staleness of a house where nobody had slept. The hallway was narrow and papered in a faded floral print that must have been cheerful thirty years ago. I could hear the wife before I saw her. Not screaming. Worse. The low, grinding moan of a woman whose body is working against itself, the sound of effort meeting obstruction.

The bedroom was small, hot, and lit by two kerosene lamps that threw the shadows around. Jolene Cobb was on the bed, on her side as I had instructed, gripping the iron headrail with both hands. She was young, maybe twenty-two, twenty-three, with dark hair plastered to her forehead and a face that had gone past pain into a kind of furious endurance. She looked at me when I came in. She did not ask who I was. She did not care who I was. She cared whether I could fix what was happening inside her body, and I could see the question in her eyes as clearly as if she had spoken it aloud.

I set my kit on the dresser and washed my hands in the basin Varina had prepared. “Mrs. Cobb, my name is Mozelle Greer. I am a midwife. I need to examine you. May I?”

She nodded. I knelt beside the bed and placed my hands on her belly, feeling the shape of the baby through the taut skin, reading the position the way Cressie Mayhall taught me to read it, with my palms and my fingers and the knowledge that lives in the hands when you have done this work long enough. The head was up. The bottom was down. Breech. Frank breech, with the legs folded up against the baby’s chest, which was better than a footling breech but still the kind of delivery that makes you earn your fee.

“Your baby is turned around,” I told Jolene. “Bottom first instead of head first. I have delivered babies in this position before. It takes longer and it requires you to trust me. Can you do that?”

“I can do anything if you get this baby out of me,” she said, and the sentence came through gritted teeth but the resolve behind it was solid, and I took it as a good sign.

Varina hovered in the doorway. “Should we send for Dr. Meacham?”

“Dr. Meacham is in Garlan, which is an hour from here in this weather,” I said. “This baby is not going to wait an hour. Mrs. Cobb, I need you to get on your hands and knees. I know it sounds contrary to what your body is telling you, but I need the baby to shift.”

What followed was two hours of the hardest work I had done since the Belton twins in 1949. Jolene Cobb had a body that did not want to surrender the baby and a will that did not know how to surrender anything, and the combination meant that every contraction was a battle between her determination to push and my instruction to wait. I talked her through it in the voice I have used for two decades, the voice Cressie called my “steady water” voice, low and even and continuous, because a woman in hard labor needs sound the way a drowning person needs a rope. Not the words. The sound. The knowledge that someone is here and speaking and will not leave.

Varina paced the hallway. I could hear her footsteps on the wooden floor, back and forth, back and forth, the rhythm of a woman accustomed to being in charge who had been told to leave the room, which is a difficult position for a woman like Varina Cobb and one I had no patience to manage. Curtis, the husband, was on the front porch. I had heard the screen door open and close twice, and I had heard the particular sound of a bottle cap hitting wood, and I filed this information in the part of my mind that catalogues household details without judging them, because judgment takes energy and energy is a finite resource in a breech delivery at five in the morning.

The baby turned at five-forty. I felt it happen under my hands, the rotation that means the pelvis has decided to cooperate, and I told Jolene to push, and she pushed with a sound that came from somewhere deeper than her lungs, and the baby came. A girl. Purple and slippery and silent for three seconds that lasted longer than the two hours that preceded them, and then she opened her mouth and the cry that came out was thin and reedy and angry, the cry of a person who has been evicted from the only home she has known, and I cleared her airway with the bulb syringe and wiped her face and wrapped her in the cleanest of the four towels and placed her on Jolene’s chest.

Jolene looked at the baby the way women look at babies when the work is done and the pain is retreating and the reality of what has happened has not yet settled into anything as ordinary as parenthood. It is a look I have seen over two hundred times, and it has never become familiar, because it is never the same twice. Each woman finds it new. Each woman is seeing a face for the first time, and the seeing remakes her, and I have never tired of witnessing the remaking.

I delivered the afterbirth, checked for tearing, cleaned Jolene with warm water from the basin, and changed the bedding with Varina’s help. Varina held the baby while I worked, and I watched her face change too, the crate-prying jaw softening into something that looked like wonder might have looked on that face if it had ever been invited to visit. I gave Jolene instructions for the next twenty-four hours. Nursing positions. Warning signs. What was normal bleeding and what was not. She listened with the half-attention of a woman whose body had done the most difficult thing it would ever do and was now suggesting, firmly, that sleep was the appropriate next step. I let her sleep.

In the kitchen, I washed my hands and cleaned my instruments at the sink, using the brush I carry in my kit and the soap Varina set out for me. The kitchen window faced the front yard, where Curtis Cobb’s truck was parked beside a fence that needed painting. Dawn was coming up gray through the rain. The house smelled like old coffee and new baby and the iron tang of blood that I carried on my hands despite the washing, the smell that never fully comes out, that lives in the creases of my knuckles and follows me home from every delivery like a passenger.

I was drying the scissors when I heard Curtis’s voice from the next room. He was on the telephone, and he was speaking in the half-whisper, half-announcement voice of a man who does not realize the walls in this house are thin enough to hear a cat blink.

“Yeah, he came by yesterday afternoon. The deputy. Holt, the young one. Had a picture and everything, asking did she pass through here. That Oakes girl who took off.”

I set the scissors on the towel and dried my hands. Slowly. One finger at a time.

“I told him I didn’t know nothing about it. What am I going to know? I don’t keep track of every woman in the county.” He laughed, the short bark of a man who finds his own ignorance amusing. “He’s asking everybody out this way, I reckon. Made me sign something too, some kind of form, said it was routine.”

I folded the towel. I placed it on the counter. I packed my instruments into the kit with the care and precision I give them after every delivery, every instrument in its slot, every bottle upright, every towel folded in thirds, because the ritual of packing is the ritual that returns me to myself after the intensity of a birth, the small acts of order that rebuild the wall between the work and the world.

Varina came into the kitchen and counted out the payment from a billfold she kept in her apron pocket. She counted each bill as though it had personally offended her, laying them on the counter with the deliberate resentment of a woman who does not believe the service was worth what was agreed upon, despite the fact that the service had just saved her grandchild’s life and possibly her daughter-in-law’s. I thanked her. I took the money. I left through the back door, the same door I had entered, and walked to my car behind the barn in the thinning rain.

I sat in the car for a moment before starting the engine. Curtis Cobb’s words played back in my mind, each one slotting into its place like an instrument in a kit. The deputy. Holt. Had a picture. Asking did she pass through here. That Oakes girl who took off. I turned the key and pulled out of the Cobb property and drove toward the highway with the wipers going and my hands steady on the wheel and my mind running calculations that had nothing to do with breech deliveries and everything to do with the particular mathematics of being found out.

Florrie Oakes left Chilton County on the night of March the fourteenth. It was now the twenty-third of April. Six weeks. I had expected questions to come, because questions always come when a woman vanishes from a small county with two children and a car. What I had not expected was a deputy with a photograph canvassing farms six miles outside of town, because that kind of door-to-door work is not the behavior of a man filling out a missing persons form and filing it in a drawer. That is the behavior of a man looking for a trail.

The Boxcar Diner sat at the intersection of the state highway and County Road 9, a squat structure built from two decommissioned railcars welded together and set on a concrete pad just beyond the town limits. The sign out front said DINER in letters that had been red ten years ago and were now a sun-bleached pink that Tansy had never bothered to repaint because the food repainted it for her. Everyone knew the Boxcar. Everyone ate at the Boxcar. That was the point of the Boxcar and also, on mornings like this, the problem.

Tansy was behind the counter when I walked in. Two truckers sat at the far end eating eggs and biscuits, their caps pushed back on their heads, their conversation a low grumble about axle weights and a dispatcher in Jacksonville. The diner smelled like coffee and pork grease and the diesel that drifted in off the highway every time the door opened. Burl Peagler was in his usual booth by the window with the Savannah paper spread in front of him like a map to somewhere better. He nodded at me. I nodded back. I sat at the counter, three stools down from the nearest trucker, and Tansy poured me coffee without asking.

I drank the coffee. It was strong and slightly burned, which is the only way Tansy makes it, and I waited. One of the truckers paid and left, the bell over the door ringing behind him. The other trucker moved to the register. I watched Tansy make change with the same economy of motion she applied to everything, no extra gestures, no wasted time, her hands doing exactly what the task required and nothing more.

When the second trucker left and the counter was clear between us, I set my cup down.

“Holt’s asking about Florrie.”

Tansy was wiping the counter where the trucker had been sitting, moving the rag in slow circles that did not speed up or slow down when I spoke. She did not look at me. She finished the circle, rinsed the rag in the sink behind her, wrung it out, and draped it over the faucet. Then she picked up the coffee pot and refilled my cup, and the pour was steady and the silence between us was deliberate and I let it stand because I have known Tansy Sixkiller for seven years and I know that her silences are not empty. They are rooms she furnishes before she invites you in.

“He came in here Thursday,” Tansy said. “Sat for an hour. Ordered pie twice.”

“What kind?”

“Pecan. Both times.”

A man who orders pie twice in an hour is not hungry. He is occupying a seat so his presence stops looking like surveillance and starts looking like appetite. I asked what he wanted to know.

“Where she ate. Who she talked to. Whether she ever came in alone.” Tansy straightened the sugar caddy, aligning it with the edge of the counter the way she aligned everything, with precision that was less about neatness and more about control. “He showed a photograph. Small one, like from a billfold. Looked like it was taken at a church picnic or something of the sort.”

“Did anybody recognize her?”

“Burl said he might have seen her in here once or twice. The truckers did not know her. I said she looked familiar but I could not place her.”

“And could you place her?”

Tansy looked at me then. Her eyes are dark and level and they do not move around a face the way most people’s eyes do, searching for an expression to match. They land and they stay.

“I told him she liked the pecan,” she said.

I wrapped my hands around the warm cup and processed this. She had answered without answering. She had confirmed she knew Florrie well enough to know what pie she ordered, which was a true fact that revealed nothing dangerous, while redirecting the conversation away from anything that mattered. It was the kind of answer I would have given. That was both comforting and worrying.

“Did he seem like a man ticking boxes? Or a man building something?”

Tansy considered this. She picked up a rag and folded it in half and then in half again, the creases sharp under her thumbs. “He brought his own pen,” she said. “The department pens are blue. I have seen them. Odum leaves them on the counter when he comes in for lunch. Holt’s pen was black.”

A man using his own pen is a man doing his own work. Not filling out someone else’s form. Not completing an assignment he was handed by a sheriff who wants the paperwork done so the file can be closed. A man with a black pen and a billfold photograph sitting in a diner for an hour ordering pie he does not want is a man who has decided this matters, and a thing that matters to a man with time and patience is a thing that does not go away when you stop looking at it.

I finished my coffee. I left money on the counter, the same amount I always left, because changing the amount would be a detail, and details are what careful men notice. Tansy took the money and put it in the register and said nothing else, and I walked out of the Boxcar into the morning, which had turned from gray to the thin yellow of a sun that was trying to burn through the overcast and not quite managing.

The drive home took me past the Oakes property. I had not planned the route. The Oakes house sits on a stretch of County Road 4 between the Boxcar and Quail Hill, and passing it is not a choice but a geography, and yet I slowed the car as I went by, the way you slow when you pass a place where something happened, even if the something is not visible from the road.

The house was a three-room clapboard that had been white once and was now the gray of wood that has given up on paint. Newell’s truck was parked at an angle in the yard, not the angle of a man who parks with care but the angle of a man who stops driving when he reaches the house and does not bother to straighten the wheel. Every window was dark at seven in the morning, which in April, when the sun is up by six-thirty and most of the county is already moving, means the person inside is either sleeping or sitting in the dark, and either one told me something about the state of Newell Oakes that I did not need a medical degree to diagnose.

A child’s shoe sat on the porch step. Small, brown, scuffed at the toe, the kind of shoe a four-year-old wears through and does not notice losing. I looked at it and had to remind myself that Florrie took both children with her and that shoe was old, left behind in the particular way of things that get left behind when a person exits a life in a hurry. You take what your hands can carry. You leave what your hands cannot. And later, if you are lucky enough to have a later, you find that the things you left behind were not the things you thought they were. You thought you left a shoe. You left a life.

I kept driving. The road curved away from the Oakes property and into the stretch of pinewoods before Quail Hill, where the trees grow close on both sides and the light goes green even on bright days. I drove and I thought about the last time I saw Florrie Oakes. February. A cold Tuesday afternoon. She came to my house, not for a scheduled visit but because the baby had a cough she wanted me to listen to, which was the reason she gave, and the reason she gave was true as far as it went, but it did not go far enough to explain why she was sitting on my examination table with her coat still buttoned and her hands folded in her lap and a bruise across her collarbone that was the exact shape and size of a belt buckle, the rectangular kind with the prong mark visible at the center like a punctuation mark at the end of a sentence nobody wanted to read.

I had examined the baby first. The cough was nothing. Mild congestion, the kind that comes and goes in winter. I told Florrie as much and she nodded and did not move from the table, and I recognized the not-moving because I had seen it before, in other women on other tables, the stillness that means there is something else and the something else is not about the baby.

I asked whether there was anything else I could help with. She unbuttoned her coat. She pulled the collar of her blouse aside and showed me the bruise, and she did not explain it because we both knew what it was and explaining it would have required one of us to say words neither of us wanted to say in a room where the baby was sleeping in his basket on the floor.

She asked me if I knew anyone who could help.

I did not answer right away. I looked at the bruise and I looked at the baby in the basket and I looked at Florrie Oakes, who was twenty-three years old and thin in the way women get thin when the appetite leaves before the body does, and I made a decision that I had made before and would make again and that I have never made lightly, not once, because making it lightly would mean I had stopped understanding what it cost.

I told her yes.

I told her yes, and that yes set a thing in motion, and the thing in motion brought Florrie and her two children to a bus station in Baxley on a March night, and from Baxley to somewhere I chose not to know, and from somewhere to silence. And now it was April, and a deputy with a black pen and a photograph was sitting in diners and knocking on farm doors and asking questions that had my name somewhere inside them even if they did not use it, and I was driving home through the piney woods of Chilton County, Georgia, with a midwife’s kit on the seat beside me and the particular heaviness in my chest that comes from knowing you have set a stone rolling down a slope and you cannot see the bottom.

I pulled into my yard. The house looked the way it always looked: small, clean, four rooms that were enough for a woman who lived alone and more than enough for a woman who had spent her life entering other people’s houses and had decided long ago that her own house would contain only what she needed and nothing that required explanation. The garden was coming in. Comfrey and pennyroyal along the fence. Collards in the raised bed Pearline Sapp’s grandson Herschel had built me last spring. The porch faced east, catching the morning light, and Cressie Mayhall’s rocking chair sat in the corner where it had sat since Cressie died in it eleven years ago and I inherited the chair along with the kit and the practice and the knowledge and the weight.

I carried my kit inside. I washed my hands again, at my own sink this time, with my own soap, and the familiar ritual of scrubbing and rinsing settled something in me that the Cobb kitchen had unsettled. I changed out of my work clothes. I put the kettle on. I sat at my kitchen table with a cup of tea and my hands flat on the wood and I thought.

Holt was asking about Florrie. Holt had a photograph. Holt was canvassing farms and sitting in diners and using his own pen. Florrie had been gone six weeks, which was long enough for a missing persons report to age out of urgency in a county where the sheriff had other concerns and not long enough for a deputy to be working it this hard unless the deputy had decided, on his own initiative, that it was worth working hard.

I thought about what Florrie told me during that February visit. She told me she was afraid. She told me Newell had been getting worse. She told me the belt was new, that before it had been his hands, and the move from hands to an object was a move I recognized from other women in other years because the progression is always the same, always in the same direction, always one step further from what a person can explain away as temper or bad luck or the kind of thing that happens in a marriage. She told me she had two children under five and no family within a hundred miles and forty dollars hidden in a coffee tin behind the flour. She asked me if I knew anyone who could help.

And I told her yes.

I sat at my table and drank my tea and watched the morning light move across the kitchen floor, and I thought about whether the yes I gave Florrie Oakes was the right word or just the only word I had, and whether there was a difference between the two, and whether the difference mattered now that a deputy with a black pen was following the trail of that word through the farms and diners of Chilton County like a man following footprints in soft ground, patient and careful and heading in a direction I could see from where I sat but could not yet stop.
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I left for my rounds at half past eight, which was later than usual and would cost me. Pearline Sapp expected me by eight, and Pearline Sapp had opinions about punctuality that she delivered with the same regularity as her complaints about the price of sugar, the condition of the church roof, and the general moral decline of the younger generation, which in Pearline’s estimation included everyone born after 1910. I had overslept by forty minutes after the Cobb delivery, the deepest sleep I had managed in a week, and I woke with the disoriented guilt of a woman who has allowed her body to win an argument her mind was not finished having.

The morning was warm and bright, the rain from the early hours already burning off the roads in thin curls of steam that made the red clay look like it was breathing. I walked. I always walked my Quail Hill rounds unless the weather made it foolish, because walking let me see things a car moved too fast to notice. A new piece of tin on a roof. A garden that had stopped being tended. A window boarded up that was open last week. The settlement told its own story if you moved through it at the right speed, and the right speed was the speed of feet.

Quail Hill was not a town. It was not even a village, by any formal reckoning. It was a cluster of thirty or so houses spread along three dirt roads that branched off Bethel Church Road like fingers from a palm, inhabited entirely by Black families who had been there since Reconstruction and in some cases before, families whose roots went into the red Georgia clay so deep that pulling them out would have taken the ground with them. The houses were clapboard and tin-roofed, most of them, built by the men who lived in them or by their fathers, and they ranged from the tidy and well-kept to the leaning and patched depending on the fortunes and the health of the people inside. There was a well at the crossroads that everyone shared. There was New Hope Baptist Church at the far end of Bethel Church Road, white-painted and steeple-crowned, the single institution in Quail Hill that belonged entirely to the people who used it. And there was my house, at the end of the easternmost road, which was where women came when their babies were ready and where people came when their bodies were not.

Pearline Sapp lived in a yellow house with a porch that sagged on the left side and a pecan tree in the yard that produced more nuts than any three families could use, which Pearline considered a personal achievement, as though the tree’s productivity was a direct result of her character. She was sitting on the porch when I came up the path, her left foot elevated on a cushion on a stool, her face arranged in the particular expression she reserved for my late arrivals, which combined the patience of a Christian woman with the scorekeeping of an accountant.

“You’re late,” she said.

“I had a delivery. Cobb family out on Satilla Road. Breech.”

Pearline’s expression softened a degree. A breech birth was currency in Pearline’s moral economy. It bought me approximately ten minutes of grace. “Boy or girl?”

“Girl. Healthy. Six pounds and change.”

“The Cobbs.” Pearline turned this over. “Curtis Cobb’s wife? The young one?”

“Jolene.”

“I heard she was due. Heard the mother-in-law runs that house like a railroad yard.” Pearline shifted her foot on the cushion with a wince she tried to hide. “Sit down, then. My foot’s not getting any younger standing here talking about white folks’ babies.”

I set my kit on the porch rail and pulled the stool closer and began the work. Pearline’s foot ulcer was the size of a quarter, located on the ball of her left foot, a complication of the diabetes that had been creeping through her body for a decade like kudzu through a fence. The tissue around the ulcer was pink, which was good, and the wound itself was draining clear, which was better, but the skin of her foot was dry and cracked in a way that told me her circulation was getting worse, and the day was coming when I would have to say things to Pearline about that foot that neither of us wanted to hear. Not today. Today I unwrapped the old gauze, cleaned the wound with saline I mixed myself from boiled water and salt, applied the comfrey poultice I prepared fresh each morning, and rewrapped the foot in clean gauze while Pearline talked.

Pearline talked the way a river runs. You did not need to direct it or prompt it. You simply sat in its path and it carried everything downstream. She talked about the revival meeting coming to New Hope Baptist next month. Reverend Thaxton had booked a visiting preacher from Macon, a man named Reverend Osgood who was said to have a voice that could strip paint from a barn at forty paces. Deacon Purvis wanted every family to contribute a dish and a dollar, which Pearline considered an overreach, since some families in Quail Hill had the dish but not the dollar and ought not to be shamed for the lack. She talked about the church roof, which had been leaking over the choir loft since February and which Deacon Purvis kept promising to fix with labor from the men’s fellowship group, but the men’s fellowship group had been promising to fix that roof for two years running and the choir was still singing under a bucket when it rained.

She talked about sugar. The price of sugar at the general store in Garlan had gone up two cents a pound since January, and Pearline attributed this to the Korean War, though the connection between a conflict in Asia and the cost of sugar in Chilton County, Georgia, was one she asserted with conviction and without evidence. She talked about her daughter-in-law Etta, who was expecting again and who Pearline believed was not eating enough greens. She talked about the weather. She talked about a possum that had been getting into her crawl space.

And then, tucked between a complaint about the possum and an observation about the condition of the road after last night’s rain, she said, “Herschel’s been driving Newell Oakes to the turpentine yard every morning. Been doing it three weeks now, since the wife took off with the car.”

I did not look up from the gauze I was wrapping. My hands continued their work at the same speed, the same pressure, the same careful overlapping pattern Cressie taught me. “That so?”

“Newell asked him at the yard. Herschel goes right past the Oakes place on his way to the store anyway, so it wasn’t any trouble. But three weeks is three weeks, and Herschel’s not getting gas money for it. I told him he ought to ask, but you know how Herschel is. He wouldn’t ask a burning house for heat.”

“Newell’s got no other way to get there?”

“Not unless he walks, and it’s four miles. The wife took that car in the middle of the night is what I heard. Just packed up the children and drove off.” Pearline leaned forward, lowering her voice to the register she used for information she considered significant. “Etta says the neighbors heard it. Heard the car start up sometime past midnight. Nobody saw her go. Just heard the engine and then nothing.”

I finished the wrapping and secured the gauze with a small strip of adhesive tape. “How’s the pain today?”

“Same as yesterday. Same as the day before that. You’re changing the subject.”

“I’m asking about your foot.”

“My foot is my foot. It’ll be there tomorrow. I’m telling you about Newell Oakes because somebody ought to know. That man has been coming to the yard looking like he hasn’t slept since she left. Herschel says he doesn’t talk in the car. Not a word. Just sits and stares at the road. And he’s been drinking. You can smell it on him in the morning.”

I packed my supplies back into the kit and gave Pearline the instructions I gave her every day, which she listened to every day and followed most days, which was the best compliance rate I had ever achieved with a Sapp. Keep the foot elevated when sitting. Wear the cotton socks I had given her, not the wool ones she preferred. Do not walk barefoot in the yard even if it was just to the pecan tree. She nodded through the list with the practiced tolerance of a woman who had been receiving medical instructions for a decade and considered herself as much an expert on her own condition as the woman giving them.

I left Pearline’s house and walked the quarter mile to the Gant place, and the walk gave me time to put what Pearline had told me into the drawer where I kept such things. Herschel driving Newell. Florrie taking the car. The neighbors hearing the engine at midnight. None of this was new information, exactly. I knew Florrie took the car because the car was part of the plan. Lurlene had driven Florrie and the children to the bus station in Baxley, and Florrie had left the car at the station, where I assumed it was still sitting or had been towed, and the absence of the car was something Newell would have noticed the morning after and would have been dealing with since. But the detail about Herschel, about the silence in the car, about the smell of drink in the morning, this was texture. This was the shape of what Newell Oakes was becoming in the weeks since his wife and children vanished, and the shape was worth noting because a man who sits in silence and drinks before work is a man whose anger has gone past the explosive stage and into the stage where it hardens into something with weight and direction. A man in that stage does not throw a plate against a wall. He makes a plan.

The Gant house was a four-room place on a patch of cleared land at the end of the settlement’s middle road. It had been built by Bethel’s father-in-law, who had died the year before, and it had the solid, square-cornered look of a house built by a man who measured twice and had opinions about plumb lines. The yard was swept clean, the garden was planted in precise rows, and the porch had a rocking chair and a pot of geraniums that looked like they had been placed there by someone who had seen a photograph of a porch in a magazine and was reproducing it from memory. Everything about the Gant household looked correct. That was the word that came to me every time I visited. Not happy. Not comfortable. Correct.

Odessa Gant opened the door before I knocked, which meant she had been watching from the window, which meant she had been waiting, which meant the visit was already under her management before I crossed the threshold. Odessa was a woman of sixty or so, built low and solid, with hands that had done farm work and church work and child-rearing work and carried the evidence of all three. She had delivered four children of her own in this house without a midwife, a fact she mentioned during my first visit and my second visit and would have mentioned during my third if I had not redirected the conversation. She considered my presence at her daughter-in-law’s pregnancy a concession to modern weakness, and she tolerated me the way she might tolerate a second opinion from a mechanic when she had already diagnosed the problem herself.

“She’s in the back,” Odessa said. “I told her to rest but she’s been up since six cleaning the baseboards. I said there’s no reason to clean baseboards at eight months but she doesn’t listen.”

I followed Odessa through the front room, which was as clean and arranged as the yard. A Bible on the side table, closed, with a ribbon marker. A photograph of the late Mr. Gant on the wall, formal, unyielding. A vase of wildflowers on the mantle that was the only object in the room that looked like someone had chosen it for pleasure rather than obligation.

Bethel was in the bedroom, sitting on the edge of the bed, wearing a cotton dress that was clean and pressed and too big for her. She was twenty years old and looked younger, a small woman carrying a baby that seemed determined to make her smaller by comparison. Her hair was braided and pinned. Her hands were folded in her lap. She looked up when I came in and her mouth made the shape of a greeting but no sound came out, because Odessa was right behind me and Odessa had already begun talking.

“She’s been having some indigestion. I told her it’s just the baby pressing on her stomach. I had the same thing with my third. It goes away once the baby drops.”

“Thank you, Miz Gant. Bethel, how are you feeling today?”

Bethel opened her mouth. Odessa said, “She’s feeling fine. A little tired but that’s to be expected.”

I set my kit on the dresser and washed my hands in the basin on the washstand. I kept my back to Odessa while I washed, giving Bethel a moment of eye contact without Odessa’s observation, and in that moment I saw what I had seen during the previous three visits: a girl who was not speaking because speaking required a kind of permission that had not been granted.

“Bethel, I’m going to need you to lie back so I can check the baby’s position. Can you do that for me?”

She lay back on the bed. I began the examination, my hands on her belly, feeling for the baby’s head, the spine, the rump. The baby was in good position, head down, back to the left, which was exactly where I wanted it. I checked the heartbeat with my fetoscope, counting the beats against the watch I wore on a chain around my neck. Strong and regular. One hundred and forty-two beats per minute. A healthy baby with a strong heart who was going to arrive in this house in approximately three weeks, and I said a prayer I had said for a lot of babies over the years, which was not a prayer for the baby’s health but a prayer for the house the baby was arriving into.

I moved my hands to the left side of the abdomen, pressing gently to check the baby’s back, and Bethel flinched. Not a large flinch. Not the kind of movement that would draw attention from across the room. A small contraction of the muscles beneath my fingers, a tightening that was not uterine but defensive, the body pulling away from contact in a place where contact had recently meant pain. There was no medical reason for tenderness on the left side. The baby’s position did not explain it. The pregnancy did not explain it.

I adjusted my hands and continued the examination as though I had noticed nothing. I pressed on the right side. No flinch. I pressed above the navel. No flinch. I returned to the left side, lower this time, below the ribs, and Bethel’s breath caught and her eyes went to the ceiling and she held very still in the way a person holds still when they are hoping that stillness will make the moment pass faster.

Odessa was watching from the doorway with her arms crossed. “Is the baby turned right?”

“The baby is positioned well,” I said. “Head down, good heartbeat. Bethel, you’re doing fine.” I pulled her dress down and helped her sit up. “I’d like you to eat more greens if you can. Collards, turnip greens, anything dark and leafy. And drink more water. You’re carrying a little dry.”

“I told her she needs to eat more,” Odessa said. “She barely touches her supper.”

I looked at Bethel. “Sometimes the baby takes up so much room that a full meal feels impossible. Try eating smaller amounts more often. A biscuit here, some greens there. Little meals throughout the day.”

Bethel nodded. Her eyes met mine for half a second, and in that half second there was a sentence she was not saying, a sentence I had heard from other women in other bedrooms in the specific silence that means more than the words would have meant, because the words can be denied and the silence cannot.

“First babies are worth worrying about,” I said, and I was speaking to Odessa but the words were for Bethel, and whether Bethel heard them the way I meant them I could not know, because Odessa was already walking me to the front door and telling me about the quilt she was making for the baby, a double wedding ring pattern in yellow and white, and her voice filled the hallway the way her presence filled the house, with the completeness of a woman who had never considered the possibility that a room might contain a thought she had not authorized.

I walked home through the midday heat with my kit over my shoulder and two visits behind me and the weight of what I had observed sitting in my chest like a meal I could not digest. The morning rounds were supposed to be the steady part of my day, the predictable rotation of bandage changes and prenatal checks and blood pressure readings that gave shape to my hours and purpose to my walking. Most days they were exactly that. Most days I returned home with clean instruments and clear notes and the modest satisfaction of a woman who has done useful work. Today every visit had given me something I did not want to carry. From Pearline: the image of Newell Oakes silent in a car at seven in the morning, smelling of whiskey, riding to a job that his wife’s departure had made logistically difficult and his anger had made unbearable. From Bethel: a flinch on the left side that I could not treat and could not ignore and could not address with Odessa standing sentry in the doorway like a warden in a cotton dress.

I unlocked my front door and set my kit on the bureau and stood in my kitchen for a moment, listening to the house. My house is quiet in a way that some people find oppressive and I find necessary. Four rooms: a front room that serves as my examination space when women come for visits, a kitchen, a bedroom, and a small room in the back that I use for storage and for the work of preparing tinctures and poultices. No radio. No television, though two of my neighbors had acquired them this year and reported their existence with a pride that suggested the machines had personally chosen their households. I had a telephone on the kitchen wall, a party line shared with three other families on Bethel Church Road, which meant every call I made or received was potentially heard by Dovie Wells, the Eubanks family, and old Mr. Treadwell, who was mostly deaf but whose wife was not.

I went to the bureau in my bedroom and unlocked the bottom drawer with the key I wore on the same chain as my watch. The key was small and brass and I had bought the lock and the key at a hardware store in Jesup twelve years ago, paying cash and not giving my name, because even then, even before the work I was doing became the kind of work that required hiding, I understood that a woman’s records were a woman’s power and that power unprotected is power waiting to be taken.

The drawer held two composition notebooks, both black-covered, both the same size and brand, purchased four at a time from the school supply section of the general store in Garlan. The first notebook was my medical ledger. Dates, patients, treatments, outcomes, vital signs, complications, written in the penmanship I learned at the Haines Normal School in Augusta, where I spent two years before coming to Quail Hill to apprentice under Cressie Mayhall. The Haines school taught penmanship as a discipline equal in importance to science and mathematics, on the theory that a woman’s handwriting was her signature on the world and ought to be legible and precise. My entries were both. Each one began with a date and ended with a notation on the patient’s condition at the time of departure. I had filled nine of these notebooks in twenty-three years, and the previous eight were stored in a trunk in my back room, locked with a second key.

The second notebook was different. I did not have a name for what it contained, though I had thought about names for it over the years and rejected all of them. Journal was too personal. Log was too clinical. Record suggested something that might be entered into evidence, which was exactly what I did not want. What the second notebook contained was what I saw. Not the medical observations, which belonged in the first notebook, but the other things. The household observations. The patterns. The details that fell outside the scope of a midwife’s official duties but inside the scope of a midwife’s actual presence in a home.

A woman whose wrist was swollen during a prenatal visit but who had not been to the doctor. A husband who answered the door with scratches on his knuckles and a story about a fence repair. A child who flinched when a man raised his hand to scratch his own head. A kitchen with a broken chair in the corner and a woman who explained that it fell over during cleaning, though a chair that falls over during cleaning does not break in the pattern that a chair breaks when it is swung.

I wrote in both notebooks in shorthand I had developed over the years, a system that used the language of cooking. A cup of water meant a woman who cried during the visit. A tablespoon of salt meant a bruise observed but not explained. A pinch of pepper meant a child who showed signs of fear around a specific adult. Dates were written as seasons. Names were abbreviated to first initials followed by numbers that corresponded to a separate key I kept in my head and nowhere on paper. To anyone who found the notebooks and opened them, the entries looked like records of recipes tried and adjusted over the years, the kind of domestic notations any woman might keep. Cressie taught me this system. She called it “cooking the books,” which was the only joke Cressie Mayhall ever made in my hearing and which she delivered with a face so straight you could have used it to check a level.

I opened the medical notebook and recorded the morning’s visits. Pearline Sapp: wound clean, tissue pink, circulation in left foot diminished. Recommend continued elevation and monitoring. Bethel Gant: baby in good position, LOA, FHR 142, mother underweight, recommend increased nutrition.

I opened the second notebook. I wrote the date in seasonal shorthand. Under Pearline’s initial and number, I recorded: H driving NO to turpentine yard, three weeks, car absent. This was not medical information. This was the other kind. The kind that had no official use and no legitimate purpose and that I recorded because I had learned, across two decades of entering homes, that the things people mention in passing are the things that matter most, and the things that matter most are the things that disappear if nobody writes them down.

Under Bethel’s initial and number, I wrote: 1 tbsp salt, left side, below ribs. Involuntary. I added: MIL present all visits. Patient silent.

I closed the notebooks and locked the drawer and pocketed the key. The brass was warm from my hand. I washed my hands again, which I did more times a day than anyone who was not in my profession would consider reasonable, and I put the kettle on and stood at the window looking out at the yard while the water heated. My garden was coming along. The comfrey was spreading the way comfrey does, which is to say with the ambition of a plant that believes the entire yard is its personal territory. The collards were up. The sweet potatoes were in the ground but not yet showing. Pennyroyal along the fence line, which I grew for its uses and also for the smell, which was sharp and clean and reminded me of Cressie’s house, where I had spent the first five years of my practice learning what the Haines school could not teach, which was everything that mattered.

I made tea. I sat at the table. I thought about the two notebooks in the drawer and the two kinds of knowledge they represented. The medical notebook was defensible. Any midwife keeps records. Any court in the state would recognize those entries as the professional documentation of a healthcare provider, and while a Black midwife’s records might not carry the same weight as a white doctor’s in a Chilton County courtroom, they were at least recognizable as legitimate. The second notebook was something else. The second notebook, if found and if decoded, was a map of damage. It showed which houses were dangerous and which women were being hurt and which men were doing the hurting, and it showed this across years, across families, across the entire geography of a county where I was invited into rooms that no one else was invited into, at hours when people were too tired or too scared or too desperate to maintain the performance they maintained in public.

If that notebook were ever read by the right person, it could help women I had not yet met. If it were read by the wrong person, it could destroy me and everyone connected to what I did.

I had been keeping the second notebook for fourteen years. In that time, I had helped eleven women leave situations that would have killed them or broken them past the point where the difference between alive and dead was mostly technical. Eleven women. Some with children, some without. Some I had known for years, some I had met only once before the leaving. Florrie Oakes was the eleventh. And Florrie was the first one whose departure had generated a deputy with a photograph and a black pen.

The afternoon passed in the slow way Georgia afternoons pass in late April, the heat building without arriving, the light going thick and golden in the windows. I cleaned my instruments again, which did not need cleaning but which gave my hands something to do that was not opening the bureau drawer and rereading what I had written. I replenished my tincture supply, measuring dried comfrey into jars and covering the leaves with oil and sealing the lids and writing the date on each jar in the same careful hand I used for everything, because consistency in small things is how you maintain discipline in large ones, and discipline was what I needed right now more than anything except information.

At four o’clock in the afternoon, someone knocked on my front door.

I was not expecting anyone. My afternoon appointments were done. Pearline’s foot was wrapped, Bethel’s baby was positioned, and the only other patient on my schedule for the week was Zenobia Wells, who was not due until Friday. I wiped my hands on my apron and went to the door and opened it.

Lurlene Vickers stood on my porch holding a basket of eggs. The basket was the kind of prop that only works if you do not examine it too closely, which I did, because examining things closely is what I do. The eggs were brown, unwashed, and there were about a dozen of them, nestled in a dish towel. They were real eggs from real chickens. But Lurlene Vickers had no reason to bring me eggs. I kept my own chickens. Lurlene knew I kept my own chickens. The eggs were a ticket of admission, a reason to be standing on my porch that would satisfy anyone who happened to see her car in my yard, and the fact that she felt she needed a reason told me this was not a social visit.

Lurlene was thirty-eight, blonde going sandy, with a face that had been pretty ten years ago and was now something more complicated than pretty, the face of a woman who had lived inside a difficult situation long enough for the difficulty to settle into her features the way weather settles into wood. She was wearing a long-sleeved shirt buttoned to the wrists, which in late April in Georgia is a choice that announces itself, because nobody wears long sleeves in this heat unless they have a reason to cover what the short sleeves would show.

“I brought you some eggs,” she said, holding up the basket with a smile that was working too hard.

“I have chickens, Lurlene.”

“Well, now you have extra eggs.” She glanced past me into the house, then back at the road, checking it the way a person checks a road when they want to make sure nobody is watching them check the road. “Can I come in?”

I held the door open. She came in and set the basket on my kitchen table and stood with her hands on the back of a chair and her eyes on the window and her body carrying the particular tension of a woman who has driven to another woman’s house to say something she does not want to say.

“Sit down,” I said. “I’ll pour you some tea.”

“I don’t need tea, Mo.”

She called me Mo, which only people who knew me before I became the midwife called me, and in Quail Hill that meant almost nobody still living. Lurlene called me Mo because she existed outside of Quail Hill, outside of the professional relationships and the church standing and the careful architecture of respectability I had built over twenty-three years. Lurlene called me Mo because what we did together did not have room for formality, and because Lurlene, for all her nervousness and her too-fast talking and her reflexive dishonesty about things that did not require dishonesty, had never been formal about the things that mattered.

“Sit down anyway,” I said.

She sat. She put her hands flat on the table, then folded them, then unfolded them and put them in her lap. I poured tea I knew she would not drink and set it in front of her and sat across the table and waited, because Lurlene was a woman who needed a running start at the difficult thing, and the running start was the fidgeting and the hands and the long-sleeved shirt and the prop basket of eggs, and when the start was done she would arrive at the thing itself.

“We need to talk about what Florrie told people before she left,” Lurlene said.

I set my cup down. The tea inside it went still.

“What do you mean, what she told people?”

“I mean she talked, Mo. Before she left. She told people.”

The kitchen was quiet. Outside, a mockingbird was going through its catalog of stolen songs in the pecan tree by the road, cycling through the calls of other birds with the cheerful plagiarism that mockingbirds consider their birthright. Inside, the quiet between Lurlene’s sentence and my response was the kind of quiet that has a temperature, and the temperature was dropping.

“Told people what?” I said. “And told which people?”

Lurlene pulled at the cuff of her long sleeve, tugging it down over her wrist, a gesture she seemed unaware of making. “She went to the Pentecostal church in Screven. Wednesday prayer meetings. She went two, maybe three times while Newell was at work. She talked to women there.”

“What did she say?”

“She said she was thinking about leaving. She said she knew someone who could help. She said there was a midwife in Quail Hill. She said there was a diner on the highway where you could get directions.”
























































