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[image: 003]“Are you Mary Sutter?” Hours had passed since James Blevens had called for the midwife. All manner of shouts and tumult drifted in from the street, and so he had answered the door to his surgery rooms with some caution, but the young woman before him made an arresting sight: taller and wider than was generally considered handsome, with an unflattering hat pinned to an unruly length of curls, though an enticing brightness about the eyes compensated. “Mary Sutter, the midwife?” he asked.

“Yes, I am Mary Sutter.” The young woman looked from the address she had inscribed that afternoon in her small, leather-bound notebook to the harried man in front of her, wondering how he could possibly know who she was. He was all angles, and his sharp chin gave the impression of discipline, though his uncombed hair and unbuttoned vest were damp with sweat.

“Oh, thank God,” he said, and, catching her by the elbow, pulled her inside and slammed the door shut on the cold April rain and the stray warble of a bugle in the distance. James Blevens knew Mary Sutter only by reputation. She is good, even better than her mother, people said. Now he formed an indelible impression of attractiveness, though there was nothing attractive about her. Her features were far too coarse, her hair far too wild and already beginning to silver. People said she was young, but you could not tell that by looking at her. She was an odd one, this Mary Sutter.

A kerosene lantern flickered in the late afternoon dimness, revealing shelves of medical instruments: scales, tensile prongs, hinged forceps, monaural and chest stethoscopes, jars of pickled fetal pigs, ether stoppered in azure glass, a femur bone stripped in acid, a human skull, a stomach floating in brine, jars of medicines, an apothecary’s mortar and pestle. Mary could barely tear her eyes from the bounty.

“She is here, at last,” the man said over his shoulder.

Mary Sutter peered into the darkness and saw a young woman lying on an exam table, a blanket thrown across her swollen belly, betraying the unmistakable exhaustion of late labor.

“Excuse me, but were you expecting me?” Mary asked.

“Yes, yes,” he said, waving her question away with irritation. “Didn’t my boy send you here?”

“No. I came to see you on my own. Are you Dr. Blevens?”

“Of course I am.”

Now that the time had come, Mary felt almost shy, the humiliation of her afternoon rearing up, along with the anger that had propelled her here, looking for a last chance. On her way, she had waded through crowds, barely conscious of a mounting commotion, lifting her skirts out of the mud, struggling past the tannery and the livery, finally arriving at the two-story frame building with its unpainted door and narrow, steep stairs, so unlike the echoing marble hallways where she had just been refused entry. And all the while, newspaper boys had been yelling Extra!  and tributaries of people had been trickling toward the Capitol, and still she had pressed on.

“Dr. Blevens, I came here today—” Mary stopped and exhaled. All the hope of the past year spilled over as she stumbled over her words. “Today I sat in the lobby of the medical college for four hours waiting for Dr. Marsh, and he didn’t even have the courtesy to see me.” Mary shut out the memory of her afternoon spent in the unwelcoming misery of the Albany Medical College, where after several hours the corpulent clerk had finally hissed,  Dr. Marsh no longer wishes to receive letters of application from you, so you are to respectfully desist in any further petition.

“When he refused to see me, I decided to come and ask something of you,” Mary said.

“Would you mind asking me later?” Blevens asked, propelling Mary toward the young woman. “I need your help. This is Bonnie Miles. Her husband dropped her here early this afternoon. He said she has lost a child before—her first. I think the baby’s head is stuck.”

Mary pulled off her gloves and unwrapped her shawl, her quest forgotten  for the moment, all her attention focused on the woman’s exhaustion and youth. Bonnie was small-boned, tiny in all her features, too young, Mary thought, perhaps fifteen, maybe seventeen. Her hips were too narrow, which might be the problem Dr. Blevens had encountered.

“Have you been laboring long?” Mary asked.

The doctor answered for her, speaking quickly and nervously. “She cannot say. Since the night, at least.”

Mary lifted her gaze from the girl to appraise the doctor with a cool, steady glance. “No chloroform, no forceps?”

“Why do you think I called you? I’ve seen enough of the damage those can do. I’m a surgeon, for God’s sake, not a butcher. Please,” the doctor said, “I need your help.” Of late, surgeons had entered the obstetrics trade, but there had been too many mistakes to make him feel comfortable. He didn’t like administering chloroform to ease the mother’s pain, because babies ended up languishing in the womb, and doctors had to go hunting for them with forceps. Too many women had bled, too many babies’ skulls had been crushed. He would stick with the ailments of men: hatchet blows and factory burns.

“You’ll help me?” the girl asked.

As Mary smoothed the blanket, she thought that the girl resembled Jenny, though she lacked Jenny’s distinguishing clarity of skin. But the wide-set eyes, the high cheekbones, and the bright lips had emerged from the same well of beauty as Mary’s twin. Once, when Mary was very young, she had asked her mother what “twin” meant, and her mother, who had understood the root of the question, had answered, God does not give out his gifts equally, even to those who have shared a womb.

“My last one died,” Bonnie said, whispering, drawing Mary close to her, her face transforming from a feverish daze to one of grief.

“I beg your pardon?”

“The baby before this,” Bonnie said, her eyes half closed. “I didn’t know it was labor I was taken with, you see?”

The ignorance! It was exactly like Jenny. But Jenny’s ignorance was something altogether different, a refusal to engage, to exert herself. A lack of curiosity.

Outside, above the street clatter of carriages and vendors came the hard clang of the fire bell, and cries of “On to the South!”

Blevens rushed to the window and threw it open as Mary whispered to Bonnie not to worry. The rising strains of a band joined the bugle, producing a festive, off-tune march that beckoned like a piper. A swelling crowd hurried along the turnpike, shoulders and wool hats bent against the rain. In the distance the flat pop of gunfire sounded.

“You there! Hello? Can you give me the news?” Blevens cried.

A man who had stopped to don an oilskin looked up, revealing a slick, battered face, pocked, the doctor was certain, at the ironworks where the spitting metal often scarred workers’ faces.

“Haven’t you heard?” the man shouted. “The Carolinians fired on Fort Sumter!”

“Has Lincoln called for men?” the doctor asked, but the scarred man melted into the stream of revelers pushing down the muddy turnpike toward the music as if something were reeling them in. James Blevens slammed down the window and turned.

“I cannot believe it,” he said. “It is war.”

Bonnie seized Mary’s wrist, and Mary said, “Do you want to scare her?”

“Sorry,” Blevens said, but he was agitated, glancing again toward the window.

“I’ll need scissors, lard, and any rags you have,” Mary said. “And water.”

With a last look over his shoulder, Blevens scurried to assemble the requested supplies. Bonnie nodded off into the deep sleep that overcame women between contractions. Mary probed her belly, feeling for the baby’s spine. Often it was the baby’s position in the womb that caused delay. There were also other reasons, worse reasons, that Mary did not yet want to entertain. Look first, her mother always said, for the common.

Bonnie was thin—undernourished even—but even through that thin wall of belly, Mary could not detect the rope of spine she was looking for.

“Bonnie.”

The girl snapped from her deep sleep and fixed her gaze on Mary.

“I have to put my hand inside you. Do you understand? I have to confirm where the baby’s head is.”

The girl nodded, but Mary knew that she did not understand. “You keep looking at me, do you understand? Don’t close your eyes.”

Mary slipped her hand into the warm glove of Bonnie’s body and began to probe the baby’s head for the telltale V, where the suture lines of the scalp met in ridges at the back. Bonnie’s water had not yet burst and Mary worked gingerly, pressing gently against the bulging sac around the baby’s head, taking care not to snag the membrane. Yes, there was the V. She ran her hand along the lines, keeping Bonnie’s gaze locked on hers, smiling encouragement as she searched for the obstacle.

“Bonnie,” Mary said gently, withdrawing her hand, wiping it on a rag. “Your baby is coming out face up. That’s why you’re having so much trouble. I have to turn the baby. It will make things easier for both of you. It’s going to be uncomfortable, but I’ll do it quickly.”

Mary nodded to Dr. Blevens; at her summons, he strode across the room and took Bonnie’s hands in his. Mary slipped again inside Bonnie and slowly fitted her fingers around the baby’s skull. With her other hand, she felt through the abdominal wall for the baby’s arms and legs. She established a grip. She was standing now, her right hand deep inside Bonnie, the other on her belly. The wave of contraction hit hard. Bonnie’s mouth moved, but no sound came out. Dr. Blevens was leaning forward, his face inches from Bonnie’s, whispering encouragement into her ear. When the contraction relaxed, Mary grasped the baby’s skull and made a percussive shove with her left, rolling the baby in a wave. Bonnie writhed under the abuse, arching her back off the table, then falling again. Through the tidal swell of the next two contractions, Mary held the child in place, keeping the baby locked in its new position, the muscled womb clamping down on her fingertips. From outside, Mary could hear more shouts, but even these could not distract her now. All her movements, decisions, and thoughts came from a well deep inside her. When she was certain that the baby would not roll back, she carefully withdrew her  hands, and the rest of the delivery proceeded. Mary looked only at Bonnie, thought only of Bonnie and the baby. She was authoritative when Bonnie faltered, stern when she panicked, and unflagging when, screaming, Bonnie expelled a boy in a rush of amniotic fluid. Mary wiped the small flag of his gender along with the rest of him, and then swaddled him in a blanket that the doctor handed her. There was no deformation. The child was perfect, if small. She judged this one at nine months’ gestation, but maybe less.

“Extraordinary. I was certain the head was too large,” Blevens said.

“It’s a common enough mistake.”

Efficient but tender, Mary went about her work with a kind of informality. She tucked the mewling infant into Bonnie’s grateful arms and tied off the cord after the afterbirth slithered out. There was little blood. The girl had not even torn.

“It’s the lard,” Mary said, wiping her soaked skirts with a towel. “Massage it into the flesh beforehand, a bit at a time.”

Blevens tucked in the ends of the blanket that had fallen away, but he knew it to be an insignificant contribution, the act of a maiden aunt after the danger had passed.

“Do allow me to pay you,” he said, but Mary dismissed this offer with a wave of her hand.

“Where is her husband?” Mary asked.

“I don’t know. He ran in with her and then left.” Blevens looked around the room as if the boy might suddenly appear.

“But where will she go?”

Blevens shrugged. His rooms were not made for keeping patients overnight.

“If you like, I can take her home with me. My mother and I have a lying-in room. She can stay with us until she’s recovered.”

He protested, and Mary shook it off as if it were nothing, but James Blevens knew it wasn’t nothing. The girl and her husband were poor farmers. James had surmised that much when the boy had dropped Bonnie off. They would never be able to pay for any care, not even room and board. Her offer was very generous, more generous than James had any  right to expect given that she had been called in at the last minute. But now he recalled the earlier confusion.

“Miss Sutter, what was it you wanted from me this afternoon?”

Mary wiped her hands on her ruined skirts. Her birthing apron was at home, along with the rest of her medicine, rubber sheets, scissors, and rags. “You have already seen me turn a child. I am just as skilled with a previa, or twins. But I want more. I want to study. I want to know more about anatomy, physiology. The something I cannot see.” It was the speech she had meant for Dr. Marsh. She began to speak in a rush, the words tumbling out. “For instance, the problem of why some women seize in labor. I know that headaches and light sensitivity precede it, but do they trigger it? Is it like other seizure disorders? I know that sometimes it’s caused by a rapid revolution of blood to the head, or a too severely felt labor, but why? I was reading in The Process of Parturition—”

Dr. Blevens swiveled to look at his bookshelf and then turned back to her. “Aren’t deliveries enough for you?”

Mary’s gaze was covetous. “I want to understand everything,” she said. “Isn’t it all connected? Isn’t the body a system? How can I understand a part if I do not understand the whole?”

Mary recognized Blevens’s look: the tilting of the head, the gaze of incredulity. Why was she always such a surprise to people? In her childhood her father had often greeted her questions—Is the Hudson’s tidal nature a detriment or a help to transportation? What is the height of the world’s largest mountain? What is the true nature of the earth’s center?—with exhalations of astonishment.

“Miss Sutter, what precisely do you want?”

“I want to become a doctor. The Albany Medical College won’t admit me. I want you to teach me.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Many fine doctors have only apprenticed—”

“Miss Sutter—”

“Consider what you just saw, what I just did for you. I work hard. You would not be disappointed. And I could teach you midwifery!” This is it,  Mary thought. I have to convince this man.

Blevens could understand the young woman’s enthusiasm for medicine, and he wondered now what William Stipp would make of her. She was nearly as windblown and desperate as Blevens had been a decade ago, when he had accosted Stipp much the way Miss Sutter was accosting him now.

Blevens sighed and said, “I am terribly sorry, but what you propose is impossible.”

“It is not impossible.”

“It is. I’m going to enlist. They’ll need surgeons.”

“But you don’t know what will happen. You don’t know. Maybe this is the end, maybe it’s all over—”

“Have you gone mad? The war has just started!”

The baby began to cry and James Blevens cursed. They had been whispering, trying not to disturb Bonnie.

Blevens said, “I am most grateful to you today for your help, and I will pay you, but I cannot—”

“But you can,” Mary said. “Dr. Blevens, if you take me on—”

He heaved a sigh. “Miss Sutter, even if there were no war, and we were to do this, you would have no lectures. No dissecting lab. You would see no surgeries except the sporadic ones I perform here. And then when I finished teaching you, you would have no credential—”

“Please,” she said. “Please. It is all I want.”

The kerosene lantern threw shadows across the walls and floor. In the flickering light, Mary Sutter and James Blevens stood as opposed now as they had been united moments before. Only the soft whimpering of the baby broke the silence. James Blevens could feel the strength of the woman’s desire. They echoed memories of his own beginnings, his own desperate pleas when he was starting, when getting into a medical college had seemed an impossible goal.

“I’m sorry. I cannot,” Dr. Blevens said.

“I see.” Even as Mary spoke, she modulated her tone, but it was no use. Yearning and heartbreak combined with fatigue, and even as she turned her attention to Bonnie, dutiful as always, remembering to check Bonnie’s belly to make certain the uterus was still contracting, she said, “It would be nothing to you to teach me. Nothing.”

“Are you always this persistent?”

“Always,” Mary said.

“Miss Sutter, you helped me a great deal today. I am grateful. No doubt Bonnie is grateful. You demonstrated great skill. Remarkable skill. But I cannot help you to become a physician. What you are asking is impossible.”

“Well, then,” Mary said, nodding, remonstrating with herself not to say Thank you for your time, or other like idiocies. Do not cede, she thought. Keep your spine straight. “You’ll have to help me to get Bonnie home. I haven’t a carriage.”

James Blevens took in the disappointment of the woman who had helped him and felt, not for the first time, that he was hopeless with women. He didn’t understand them. His wife, Sarah, living in Manhattan City, would agree. He should be given credit for asking for help from a midwife; no other doctor in Albany would have capitulated control, but Sarah, if she ever heard of this, would only say that he had failed yet again.

“My carriage is in the back. I’ll bring it around front,” he said.

 

Blevens tacked a note to his door for the delinquent husband and then went back inside to retrieve Bonnie. Mary followed behind with the child, swaddled against the rain. He had already padded the bed of the open carriage with horse blankets for Bonnie, and as he laid her inside, Mary noticed how tender he was with her, as if he knew what it was to be a woman.

The nearby slaughterhouse smokers were snuffed for the night, but the air felt compressed and humid in the tapering rain. From the direction of State Street, a gaseous yellow haze hovered, a drumbeat speeding the distance from the revelry to their carriage, the brass notes lagging behind. As the horse plodded through the streets, James Blevens and Mary Sutter did not speak. Witnesses to intimacy, they could find nothing now to say except for directions given and clarified. It was awkward to have spoken of desire, revelation, disappointment. Only a mile separated Dove Street from Dr. Blevens’s surgery, but the drive felt like a hundred.

The Sutter home was one of the new kinds of row houses made from  quarried stone: deep, rather than wide, windows aligned singly one atop the other in three neat stories, an iron railing ascending the steep stairs from the sidewalk of slate. Dr. Blevens tied the horses and carried Bonnie in his arms; Mary cradled the infant and glided up the stairs behind him, letting the maid answer the bell. Inside, an open stairway soared to the next floor and a third beyond. A newel post stood sentry, and balusters supported a carved walnut balustrade. Off the hallway, French doors opened into a parlor; on a small table, tulips bloomed in a glass vase.

Blevens had not expected wealth.

“Is my mother home?” Mary asked, unwrapping her shawl with one arm while managing the baby with the other.

“Out, Miss, on a call.” The maid calmly surveyed the pair of guests. “Shall I set the table for two more?”

“A tray, please, upstairs for the new mother,” Mary said, and climbed the stairs with Blevens following. Sconces burned tapered candles; on the stairs, brass rods held back a cascading maroon runner. Mary settled Bonnie under a thick comforter in a wide bed in a room at the top of the stairs while Dr. Blevens waited in the hallway outside. A walnut bookshelf lined the long hall, which was open to the stairwell. The shelves held a medical library to envy: Gray’s Anatomy, A Pharmocologia, and the aforementioned The Process of Parturition. Blevens was holding the text open when Mary emerged some ten minutes later.

“Wellon’s Bookstore,” Mary said. “He gets me anything I ask for.”

“You have read all of these?”

“Of course.” She excused herself and disappeared into a bedroom. When she emerged she had changed her clothes. She wore a clean, high-necked dress of no distinguishing feature. It was as if she cared nothing for beauty, though it was clear that someone in the home did.

Blevens trailed Mary down the stairs. “Do you often take ladies for lying-in?”

“Rarely. And only if they are destitute.”

In the entry, Mary retrieved Blevens’s hat from the stand and held it out for him as she opened the door. There would be no dinner for him at the Sutter home tonight, no matter what the maid had offered. Outside,  rain was drumming on the red leather benches of his carriage, the cobbles, the stone stoop, the houses opposite.

“Good night, Dr. Blevens.”

“You must understand, Miss Sutter,” Blevens said, “that I am not in a position to help you.” The excuse sounded lamentable. I am not in a position.  “Surely, with your resources—” He made a vague gesture toward an elegant crystal vase, as if its presence on a burnished walnut table in her foyer could somehow persuade Dr. Marsh to admit her to the college.

“One cannot buy what one truly wants, Dr. Blevens. Haven’t you learned that yet?”

Blevens pulled his coin purse from his pocket. “I insist on paying you.”

“You cannot buy me, either.”

“I meant only to thank you.”

“Good-bye.”

Blevens sighed, replaced his coin purse, put on his hat, and murmured a good-bye. He would have liked to have helped her, would have, too, if he could. But the war. Even now, he was thinking of following the noise of the band still playing in the distance despite the rain, which had become a torrent, wind gusting through the door. He was about to step over the threshold when an open carriage pulled up and two women and a male companion tumbled out, wrapped in horse blankets. A clap of thunder hurried them up the stairs and into the foyer, the women brushing water from the puffed shoulders of their coats and shaking sodden umbrellas. The blankets were soaked through and the women laughed as they unwound themselves and began unpinning wet hats more stylish than the one Mary Sutter still wore perched atop her wild curls. (Blevens thought, She doesn’t care for herself; she neglects even the simplest rituals of dress.) It was obvious that these two were related in some way, even though there were only hints of resemblance—the same long nose, large eyes, and square chin as Mary, but they were more accurately and pleasingly executed, especially on the younger of the two women, though the older was youngish and alive, with luminescent skin and curls tamer than Mary’s.

“A friend of yours, Mary?” The older woman smiled and extended a gloved hand, but, noticing its waterlogged state, laughingly peeled off the glove and then extended her hand again. “I am Amelia Sutter, Mary’s mother.” If she was surprised to see a strange man in her hallway with her daughter, she did not show it. If anything, she seemed delighted. “How do you do?”

“James Blevens. I am quite well, thanks to your daughter. She saved me. She took over in the middle of a difficult birth and has also taken in the mother and child. I was just about to leave.”

Mary became furious, suddenly, at his courtly tone, as if they hadn’t been arguing moments before.

Amelia glanced at Mary and then back to Blevens. “Do you teach at the medical college?”

“No, Miss Sutter came upon me when a young woman in labor arrived unexpectedly at my surgery.”

Amelia looked inquiringly at Mary, but Mary shook her head. An understanding passed between them, and a fleeting look of pity altered Amelia’s features. Mary shrugged her shoulders and the moment passed, but James Blevens knew that the mother had known of Mary’s appointment.

“Well,” Amelia said. She looked outside, where James Blevens’s carriage was thoroughly soaked and his horse shivering in the rain. “Oh dear. This is impossible. You cannot leave now. The weather is beastly. You’ll be drenched. And we’ve just come from the rally. There is no one left, not even the vagrants. Just the band, sheltered under the Capitol’s portico. And all the rosters that everyone signed to enlist are wetted to shreds. So you see it’s no good. You must stay to supper.”

She pulled off her coat, revealing a mourning dress of deep black. Her pleasant affect was in such contrast to the attire that Blevens wondered if she merely liked the color.

“That is very kind of you, but I cannot impose.”

“He was just leaving, Mother,” Mary said. “It would be rude to keep him.”

“Yes, I—” Blevens gestured at the rain.

“But this won’t do at all. Jenny, would you please—” Amelia turned and,  seeing her other daughter waiting patiently, said, “Do forgive me. May I present my daughter, Jenny? She is Mary’s twin. And our neighbor, Thomas Fall.” She rested a hand on the shoulders of the two young people beside her. “My son Christian is lagging behind; he could barely part with all the excitement even though he’ll be drowned. He’ll have to join us in progress, I’m afraid.” Amelia patted Jenny’s shoulder and said, “Jenny, darling, please ask the maid to send her son to take the doctor’s horse to the carriage house. He’ll need to be dried down and hayed.”

Jenny dutifully went to deliver the message before Blevens could refuse. There was no gracious way to decline the invitation that Mary had so blatantly withheld. But he did not want to stay. His presence would only goad. He thought longingly of the solitude of his rented rooms on State Street and pictured Mary Sutter scolding her family after he left for their guileless welcome. He had withheld the favor she perceived he could easily give, and there was no way to make that right.

Amelia turned her attention to Mary. “A delivery, you said? Is she all right? Did things go well? Do you have any questions?” On Amelia’s river of words, everyone was swept down the hallway to the dining room, where a fire blazed in an expansive hearth and maids had already expanded the table to set more places. There were six settings around the linen-covered table. Mary took her place, with her back to the fire, and did not look at Blevens. Jenny and Amelia exchanged glances, trying to discern from Mary’s stony silence how her day at the medical college had ended with a guest for dinner whom she was ignoring. Thomas Fall, the only one unaware, it seemed, of the day’s expected role in Mary’s future, was pulling out his chair and speaking eagerly of the rally and Lincoln’s call for men.

It was a subject that Blevens was impatient to discuss.

But it was difficult to discuss anything. There was something unformed about Thomas Fall, Blevens thought as the young man began to talk. His conversation left little room for interruption, though the young man spoke with the confidence of one who had been accepted and encouraged at this table before. Idealistic, ambitious, Fall spoke about the war with intelligence and naiveté both: “Lincoln wants seventy-five thousand for the  immediate protection of Washington City,” he began. The Argus, it turned out, had published a special edition with Lincoln’s plea. Virginia threatened to the south; the Rebels could be upon the city at any moment. If they captured Washington, the war would be over. A coup. Slavery forever. Fall was certain that the Rebels would soon be defeated, which Blevens also believed, for the North had the advantage in manufacturing and railroads, but it was the flicker of excitability, the flare of eagerness that showed when Fall babbled on about the glory of battle that betrayed his youth, though his clothes were better cut than Blevens’s, attesting to greater wealth.

As he spoke, it turned out that Fall’s confidence was well founded: all three women yielded the conversation to him, and not solely for reasons of hospitality. The younger sister, Jenny, was adoring. But Mary attended perhaps more intensely, albeit covertly. Glances of sharp admiration, a softening of her features. Moments when she ceased eating to gaze, then remembered herself and passed the salt or the butter, though no one had asked. When Fall finally solicited Blevens’s opinions, Mary became inattentive as he probed the possibility of greater bloodshed than Fall expected, but he did not want to be rude or alarm the women, and so he droned on about the necessity of controlling the railroads, which sounded boring even to him.

Christian Sutter, the brother, arrived during the meat course. He was tall, curly-headed, a mop of hair, a grin, all confidence, younger than his two sisters. Charm had won him everything in life, it seemed, including his mother’s adoration. He took the foot of the table. No father had been mentioned. Their mourning must not have been recent, Blevens decided. This was a family adjusted to whatever losses it had sustained. Happily settled at his place, Christian beamed and said, “Did you know that they’ve already formed a regiment? The 25th. It’s a good number, don’t you think?”

Amelia Sutter threw her son a fearful, longing glance. Pride muzzled instinct, though it was a battle. A sudden smile turned tremulous, then disappeared altogether as Thomas and Christian agreed that immediate enlistment was required of any self-respecting Northerner.

For her part, Mary had shaped a more formed opinion of Blevens during the soup course than she had been able to do in his surgery rooms. Seated opposite, he comported himself with the manners of a man not unaccustomed to either money or talk. The dishevelment of his surgery rooms did not coincide with this new picture.

Thomas and Christian were arguing about Texas. “If there is to be any fight at all in Texas, it will have to be soon, because they’ve just emptied the forts of Federal soldiers—”

“Dr. Blevens is going to the war, too,” Mary said, interrupting.

It was as if someone had declared war in the dining room. Blevens hurriedly said, “Yes, as a surgeon. One doesn’t wish for bloodshed, but—”

“But you do, don’t you, Dr. Blevens?” Mary said. “You want to see what can happen to the human body. You want to see inside it. You want to solve its mysteries.” She had sharpened her voice and set down her heavy silver knife. The roast was delicious, but unimportant. “Not that you should be ashamed. It is no less than I would wish to do. Given the opportunity.”

“Mary,” Amelia said.

“It is not shameful to press one’s point, Mother.” She turned again to the doctor. “I haven’t misspoken your aspirations in going to the war, have I, Dr. Blevens?”

Mary Sutter was calling in his debt. He was to be made to apologize in front of everyone. “Miss Sutter, I am very sorry that I cannot help you. But with your gift for persistence, I doubt very much you will not someday claim your opportunity.”

“Help you how, Mary?” Amelia asked.

Mary ignored her. “But I will only be able to claim it if I am offered it. Tell me, Dr. Blevens, in your opinion, is there a limit to how much knowledge one person is allowed to accumulate? Have I reached my quota?”

Blevens thought again of his rooms on State Street. He could be beside his own fire right now, looking through his microscope. “Miss Sutter, you have my deepest respect and gratitude. But I cannot help you.”

“Dr. Blevens, do you know of the woman Miss Nightingale?” Mary asked.

“Do I seem as illiterate as all that?”

“Have you read her Notes on Nursing?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I have.”

Mary registered surprise, but forged on. “One of the reasons my mother and I are the best midwives in Albany is that we read the latest medical literature.”

“You speak, Mary, as if our accomplishments were daggers,” Amelia said.

Mary Sutter laid her hands in her lap and rearranged her expression into one of tolerant hospitality, but behind the benign visage sparkled the same intense determination she had shown in Blevens’s rooms that afternoon. She fixed him with a stare.

“Are you aware, Dr. Blevens, that in the last year, Miss Nightingale has refused to leave her room?” Mary asked.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Miss Nightingale, brilliant lecturer, member of the Royal Statistical Society, the woman who saved the British army in the Crimea, has shut herself in a hotel room in London and refuses to leave it. I am not saying that she is mad. Apparently, she is quite coherent. But averse to society for some unrevealed reason.”

“It is possible the war both made and unmade Miss Nightingale. The deprivation, the difficulty—”

“That’s possible, but I believe Miss Nightingale has hidden herself away from society in order to be heard. I think she knows that people would not listen quite so intently to her if she were always parading her achievements in front of everyone. I myself think that no woman should have to hide.” A pause. “Or perhaps Miss Nightingale is mad. It’s interesting that no one really knows.”

Glasses clinked and throats cleared. Jenny wiped her lips with her napkin. The halting silence around the table was characterized not by shame, but by a vague weariness. Mary unfurled was formidable and her family all knew it and, it seemed, sometimes despaired of it.

“I do beg your pardon, but are you suggesting that my refusal to help you will somehow render you mad?” Blevens said.

“I fail to see how comparing female intelligence to madness is going to help your case, Mary,” Thomas Fall said, emerging from the hush to jolly along his future sister-in-law.

James Blevens raised his hands in concession. “You did not want me at your table tonight, Miss Sutter. You have had to endure my company after I disappointed you.”

“How? How did he disappoint you?” Amelia asked, but Thomas Fall stepped in once again.

“Our Mary is not quite as inhospitable as she seems.” Thomas threw Mary a gentle smile, which she returned with a flicker of her own. “If you wish to receive a pass from Mary, you need only be a woman in the last throes of childbirth. She likes the needy best, I think.”

“Yes, she was remarkable today,” Blevens said. “As I suspect she usually is.”

His compliment earned him no correspondent smile from Mary, who took a sip of wine and looked away. Amelia reached her hand to Mary, but Mary shook her head.

Taking charge of the table, Thomas abruptly changed the subject, accustomed, it seemed, to navigating the family’s more difficult shores. “Dr. Blevens, before we all go off, I’d be happy to take you out to Ireland’s Corners. I keep orchards on the Loudon Road. Apples and cherries. I have hopes that the New York Railroad will one day extend a line northward. Think of the prospects of fruit picked in the morning being delivered to Manhattan City by evening of the same day.”

“Is this a family business?” Blevens asked. He reached for a glass of water, giving sidelong glances to his dinner companions, all of whom suddenly held Thomas Fall in a sympathetic gaze.

Thomas set down his fork. “It was, yes. But last October my father and mother died in a carriage accident. Hit by a runaway.”

“I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to—”

“No. Your question was welcome.”

Jenny reached out her hand and enfolded his hand in hers.

“I do beg your pardon,” James said. “That is very recent.”

“We had just moved into town. Father was not used to the traffic.”

“I am sorry.” Blevens wished now that Bonnie Miles had never walked through the doors of his surgery this afternoon. Nothing had gone well from that moment. Upstairs, he could hear the baby crying, and footsteps climbing the stairs. A maid, going to Bonnie’s aid. He cast around for something to say. “If you don’t mind my asking a practical question, but with no one to give your business to, how will you enlist?”

Amelia said to Thomas, “If Mr. Sutter were still with us, he would have gladly taken control of the orchards until your return. And have built you a rail line.”

Of course, Blevens thought. Why hadn’t he registered this before? This was the family of Nathaniel Sutter, of the New York Railroad. This explained the beautiful home and furnishings far better than did the income of two midwives. He tried to remember exactly when Sutter had died. Less than a year ago also? Their mourning had been brief, but perhaps they had found solace in one another.

“Nathaniel would have built you two rail lines,” Amelia said, extending an arm across the pale linen to the beautiful daughter. The quiet one, too, it seemed, for she hadn’t yet spoken a word, though Jenny appeared unruffled by her own silence. She had the prize, the boy next door, and therefore did not covet the spotlight for herself.

“I have an excellent overseer,” Thomas said, “who knows the business far better than I do. I rely on him.”

Cake was being served, coffee poured. A few more minutes, fifteen at the most, and then James could beg fatigue. He wondered now whether Amelia regretted her hospitality as much as her daughter Mary did. So far, he had insulted Mary twice, revived grief in all of them, and invaded a family dinner on the brink of a war. It seemed there was no way he could redeem himself. He was picturing the Sutters’ conversation after he left—Mary, how did you ever bring such an odd man home?—when a maid flung open the door.

“She’s bleeding, ma’am.”

A flash of skirts and Mary was out of the room, Blevens racing after her up the stairs two at a time.

In the lying-in room, Bonnie’s bedclothes were saturated with blood,  the baby stowed safely on a pillow by the maid. Bonnie’s eyes were saucers of astonishment.

“I felt something warm,” she said.

“A tear,” Mary said, thinking of her hands deep inside Bonnie earlier that day.

But Dr. Blevens was already raising Bonnie’s reddened nightgown while shielding her nakedness with a blanket. “Lie back; don’t be afraid.” Swiftly, he palpated the pillow of her abdomen, and after a few minutes began a circular massage. Behind him, Mary Sutter stood reluctantly impressed. He had been hunting for the uterus, to see if it had relaxed, which obviously it had, because as soon as the massage began, the flood had stopped. The massage contracted the uterus, shutting off the open blood vessels where the placenta had been attached. This was the first step in any maternal hemorrhage.

The tide abated, Blevens took Bonnie’s hand and pressed her fingers deep into her stomach.

“Do you feel that?” he asked, helping Bonnie find the hard ball of her uterus underneath her navel.

“What is that?” she cried.

“Your womb,” Blevens said, smiling now. “Yours is a bit recalcitrant for some reason. You’ll need to rub it every few minutes so that it will keep contracting and you won’t bleed. Can you do that?” Over his shoulder, he called to Mary, “Have you any ergot?”

Reduced to the role of nurse in her own lying-in room, Mary dispensed the medicine and then called the maids to help her change the bedding. While everything was made right, Dr. Blevens scooped up the baby and retreated to the window, where he bounced the child in his arms. Then Mary led Blevens to the kitchen so he could wash his hands. His frock coat was edged in blood.

Mary said, “You know far more than you let on this afternoon, Dr. Blevens. Did you even need my help in the delivery?”

The maids scurried out, pretending not to pay attention. Later, this conversation would be told in the kitchens on Arbor Hill in the Sixth Ward: And then the doctor said. And then the Miss said. Outside, the  pigs would be rooting in the garbage and the maids would be saying to their husbands, “And her so haughty.”

Blevens said, “I don’t practice enough to feel successful in deliveries, but I am not completely ignorant of the needs of women. Bonnie’s hemorrhage was easily controlled, merely atony of the uterus. You would have done the same.”

She could barely contain her humiliation. She would not have done the same, and the failure of her usual unerring intuition made her furious. She would have hunted for the tear, wasting precious time. “Why do you think I knocked at your door today, Dr. Blevens? Did you really think that I would prefer to apprentice when I could attend a college? Did you really think I wasn’t at the end of my choices?” She was pinning and unpinning her hair, the curls disobedient, refusing to be locked in place.

Laughter echoed from the upstairs, where Amelia had gone to supervise, having already taken graceful leave of Blevens in the hallway. Jenny and Thomas were closeted away in the parlor, lovers with shortened time. Christian had gone out again after shaking Blevens’s hand.

“I’ll say good night,” Blevens said, bowing.

The front door swung shut behind him, sounding like the end of something. Outside, the rain had not let up, and he remembered too late that his horse and carriage had been quartered in the carriage house in the alley behind. He should have exited from the kitchen, where the door led to the yard and alleyway. For a moment, he paused on the stoop, but then hunched his shoulders and walked down the windswept, rainy block, turned right, and turned again into the alley, where he located the Sutter carriage house and led his horse and carriage from the warm confines into the dreary night.
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