

[image: ]




ACCLAIM FOR Chris Bohjalian’s

Midwives



A Publishers Weekly Best Book


“The next A Map of the World … heartfelt … wrenching.”

—Glamour




“The combination of narrative intensity, convincing characters and setting, and fine prose and important thematic concerns is rare enough to be treasured.”

—Portland Oregonian




“The must-read of the season.”

—Woman’s Own




“Well-written, intelligent, and generous in spirit…. Midwives is more than just a good read.”

—Burlington Free Press




“Bewitching…. Bohjalian brings astounding sensitivity to his depiction of women.”

—San Antonio Express-News




“[A] wicked good book…. Bohjalian … is a master of his craft.”

—Concord Sunday Monitor (New Hampshire)




“Gripping, insightful…. Readers will find themselves mesmerized by the irresistible momentum of the narrative.”

—Publishers Weekly




“A compelling, complex novel.”

—Kirkus Reviews







BOOKS BY Chris Bohjalian



Novels

Before You Know Kindness

The Buffalo Soldier

Trans-Sister Radio

The Law of Similars

Midwives

Water Witches

Past the Bleachers

Hangman

A Killing in the Real World

Essay Collections

Idyll Banter: Weekly Excursions to a Very Small Town





[image: ]
Chris Bohjalian
Midwives



Chris Bohjalian is the bestselling author of nine novels, including Midwives (a Publishers Weekly Best Book and an Oprah’s Book Club selection), The Buffalo Soldier, and Trans-Sister Radio, as well as Idyll Banter, a collection of his magazine essays and newspaper columns. His work has been translated into seventeen languages and published in twenty countries. He lives in Vermont with his wife and daughter.

www.chrisbohjalian.com





[image: ]




For Victoria,
the woman whose labors have beautified
my whole life
And for our little girl,
Grace

In memory of my mother,
Annalee Nelson Bohjalian (1930–1995)





For the Lord will not
cast off for ever:
But though he cause grief,
yet will he have compassion
according to the multitude of his mercies.

For he doth not afflict willingly,
nor grieve the children of men.

LAMENTATIONS 3:31-33

We are each of us responsible for the evil
we may have prevented.
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THROUGHOUT THE LONG summer before my mother’s trial began, and then during those crisp days in the fall when her life was paraded publicly before the county—her character lynched, her wisdom impugned—I overheard much more than my parents realized, and I understood more than they would have liked.

Through the register in the floor of my bedroom I could listen to the discussions my parents would have with my mother’s attorney in the den late at night, after the adults had assumed I’d been sleeping for hours. If the three of them happened to be in the suite off the kitchen my mother used as her office and examining room, perhaps searching for an old document in her records or a patient’s prenatal history, I would lie on the bathroom floor above them and listen as their words traveled up to me through the holes that had been cut for the water pipes to the sink. And while I never went so far as to lift the receiver of an upstairs telephone when I heard my mother speaking on the kitchen extension, often I stepped silently down the stairs until I could hear every word that she said. I must have listened to dozens of phone conversations this way—standing completely still on the bottom step, invisible from the kitchen because the phone cord stretched barely six feet—and by the time the trial began, I believe I could have reconstructed almost exactly what the lawyer, friend, or midwife was saying at the other end of the line.

I was always an avid parent watcher, but in those months surrounding the trial I became especially fanatic. I monitored their fights, and noted how the arguments grew nasty fast under pressure; I listened to them apologize, one of them often sobbing, and then I’d wait for the more muffled (but still decipherable) sounds they would make when they would climb into bed and make love. I caught the gist of their debates with doctors and lawyers, I understood why some witnesses would be more damning than others, I learned to hate people I’d never met and whose faces I’d never seen. The state’s medical examiner. The state’s attorney. An apparently expert midwife from Washington, D.C.

The morning the judge gave the jury its instructions and sent them away to decide my mother’s fate, I overheard her attorney explain to my parents what he said was one of the great myths in litigation: You can tell what a jury has decided the moment they reenter the courtroom after their deliberations, by the way they look at the defendant. Or refuse to look at him. But don’t believe it, he told them. It’s just a myth.

I was fourteen years old that fall, however, and it sounded like more than a myth to me. It had that ring of truth to it that I heard in many wives’—and midwives’—tales, a core of common sense hardened firm by centuries of observation. Babies come when the moon is full. If the boiled potatoes burn, it’ll rain before dark. A bushy caterpillar’s a sign of a cold winter. Don’t ever sugar till the river runs free.

My mother’s attorney may not have believed the myth that he shared with my parents, but I sure did. It made sense to me. I had heard much over the past six months. I’d learned well which myths to take to my heart and which ones to discard.

And so when the jury filed into the courtroom, an apostolic procession of twelve, I studied their eyes. I watched to see whether they would look at my mother or whether they would look away. Sitting beside my father in the first row, sitting directly behind my mother and her attorney as I had every day for two weeks, I began to pray to myself, Please don’t look at your shoes, please don’t look at the judge. Don’t look down or up or out the window. Please, please, look at me, look at my mother. Look at us, look here, look here, look here.

I’d watched the jurors for days, I’d seen them watch me. I’d counted beards, I’d noted wrinkles, I’d stared beyond reason and courtesy at the way the fellow who would become the foreman had sat with his arms folded across his chest, hiding the hand disfigured years earlier by a chain saw. He had a thumb but no fingers.

They walked in from the room adjacent to their twelve chairs and found their seats. Some of the women crossed their legs at their knees, one of the men rubbed his eyes and rocked his chair back for a brief second on its rear legs. Some scanned the far wall of the courtroom, some looked toward the exit sign above the front door as if they realized their ordeal was almost over and emancipation was at hand.

One, the elderly woman with white hair and a closet full of absolutely beautiful red flowered dresses, the woman who I was sure was a Lipponcott from Craftsbury, looked toward the table behind which the state’s attorney and his deputy were sitting.

And that’s when I broke down. I tried not to, but I could feel my eyes fill with tears, I could feel my shoulders beginning to quiver. I blinked, but a fourteen-year-old girl’s eyelids are no match for the lament I had welling inside me. My cries were quiet at first, the sound of a mournful whisper, but they gathered fury fast. I have been told that I howled.

And while I am not proud of whatever hysteria I succumbed to that day in the courtroom, I am not ashamed of it either. If anyone should feel shame for whatever occurred that moment in a small courthouse in northeastern Vermont, in my mind it is the jury: Amidst my sobs and wails, people have said that I pleaded aloud, “Look at us! Oh, God, please, please look at us!” and still not one of the jurors would even glance in my mother’s or my direction.
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I USED THE WORD vulva as a child the way some kids said butt or penis or puke. It wasn’t a swear exactly, but I knew it had an edge to it that could stop adults cold in their tracks. Vulva was one of those words that in every household but ours conveyed emotion and sentiments at the same time that it suggested a simple part of the basic human anatomy for one sex or an act—like vomiting—that was a pretty basic bodily function.

I remember playing one afternoon at Rollie McKenna’s, while her mother had a friend of hers visiting from Montpelier. It was one of those rare summer days in Vermont when the sky is so blue it looks almost neon—the sort of blue we get often in January on those days when the temperature won’t climb above zero and the smoke from your neighbor’s woodstove looks as if it will freeze when it first appears just above the tip of the chimney, but rarely in June or July.

Like Mrs. McKenna, her friend worked for the state education department. As the two adults sat around a wrought-iron table on the McKennas’ brick terrace (a terrace that seemed inappropriately elegant to me even then), sipping iced tea with mint leaves from my own mother’s garden, I proceeded to tell them about Cynthia Charbonneau’s delivery in all the detail I could muster.

“Mrs. Charbonneau’s baby was nine pounds, two ounces, but my mom was able to massage the vagina and stretch the muscles so the perineum didn’t tear. Most women who have babies that are around nine pounds have to have episiotomies—that’s where you cut the perineum from a lady’s vagina to her anus—but not Mrs. Charbonneau. Her vulva’s fine. And the placenta came right behind Norman—that’s what they named the baby—by, like, two minutes. My mom says the placenta was big, too, and it’s buried right now by this maple tree Mr. Charbonneau planted in their front yard. My dad says he hopes their dog doesn’t dig it up, but he might. The dog, that is.”

I was probably nine at the time, which meant that the McKennas had lived in Vermont for a little over a year, since they had arrived in our town from a Westchester suburb of New York City on my eighth birthday—literally, right on the day. When the moving van started chugging up the small hill in front of our house, I told my dad I expected it would turn left into our driveway and unload my presents.

My dad smiled and shook his head and said I might just as well expect the moon to drop out of the sky onto our rooftop.

I had never been to Westchester, but I had an immediate sense that the McKennas were from a town more mannered than Reddington: The terrace was a dead giveaway, but they were also a lot more stiff than those of us who had put in any time in Vermont—especially my parents’ friends from the days when they hung out with the folks from the Liberation News Service and viewed love beads as a profound political statement. I liked the McKennas, but on some level I suspected from the moment Rollie introduced me to her mother that the family wasn’t going to last long in our part of Vermont. They might do okay in Burlington, the state’s biggest city, but not in a little village like Reddington.

I was wrong about that. The McKennas did all right here, especially Rollie. And while there were actually parents in town who would not allow their little girls to play at my house—some merely fearing their daughter would wind up at a birth if my mother was unable to find a baby-sitter, others believing that among the strange herbs and tinctures that were my mother’s idea of medical intervention were marijuana, hashish, and hallucinogenic mushrooms—the McKennas didn’t seem to mind that my mother was a midwife.

Telling Mrs. McKenna and her friend about Norman Charbonneau’s passage through his mother’s vaginal canal was as natural for me at nine as telling my parents about a test at school on which I’d done well, or how much fun I might have had on any given day in December sliding down the hill behind Sadie Demerest’s house.

By the time I was fourteen and my mother was on trial, I had begun to grow tired of shocking adults with my clinical knowledge of natural delivery or my astonishing stories of home births. But I also understood that words like vulva were less endearing from a fourteen-year-old than from a younger girl.

Moreover, by the time I was fourteen and my own body was far along in its transformation from a child’s to a teenager’s—I had started to wear a training bra in the summer between fifth and sixth grade and begun menstruating almost a year before the county courthouse would become my second home—the whole idea of a nine-pound, two-ounce anything pushing its way through the ludicrously small opening between my legs made me queasy.

“I just don’t see how anything that big will ever get through something that small!” I’d insist, after which my father would sometimes remark, shaking his head, “Bad design, isn’t it?”

If my mother was present she would invariably contradict him: “It is not!” she would say. “It’s a magnificent and beautiful design. It’s perfect.”

Because she was a midwife, I think my mother was bound to think this way. I’m not. Moreover, I’m thirty years old now, and I still cannot begin to fathom how anything as big as a baby will someday snake or wiggle or bash its way through what still looks to me like an awfully thin tunnel.

.  .  .

Although my mother would never have taken one of my little friends to a birth, just before I turned eight I began to accompany her to deliveries if a baby decided to arrive on a day or night when my father was out of town and her stable of sitters was busy on such short notice. I don’t know what she did before then, but she must have always found someone when necessary, because the first birth I remember—the first time I heard my mother murmur, “She’s crowning,” which to this day makes me envision a baby emerging from the birth canal with a party hat on—occurred on a night when there was a tremendous thunderstorm and I was in the second grade. It was late in the school year, perhaps as close to the commencement of summer as the first or second week in June.

My mother believed babies were more likely to arrive when the sky was filled with rain clouds than when it was clear, because the barometric pressure was lower. And so when the clouds began rolling in that evening while the two of us were eating dinner on our porch, she said that when the dishes were done she might see who was available to baby-sit tonight, if it came to that. My father was on the New York side of Lake Champlain that evening, because builders were going to break ground the next day for a new math and science building he had helped to design for a college there. It wasn’t his project solely—this was still three years before he would open his own firm—but my father could take credit for figuring out the details involved with building the structure into the side of a hill and making sure it didn’t look like offices for the North American Strategic Air Command.

The first infant I saw delivered at home was Emily Joy Pine. E.J., as she would come to be called, was an easy birth, but it didn’t look that way to me a month short of my eighth birthday. I slept through the phone call David Pine made to our house about ten in the evening, probably because my mother was still awake and answered promptly. And so Emily’s birth began for me with my mother’s lips kissing my forehead, and then the image of the curtains in the window near my bed billowing in toward the two of us in the breeze. The air was charged, but it had not yet begun to rain.

When we arrived, Lori Pine was sitting on the side of her bed with a light cotton blanket draped over her shoulders, but most of the other bedding—blankets and bedspread and sheets—had been removed and piled in a small mountain on the floor. There were some fat pillows at the head of the bed that looked as if they came from an old couch. The mattress was covered with a sheet with the sort of pattern that might have looked appropriate on a big, ugly shower curtain: lots of psychedelic sunflowers with teardrop-shaped petals, and suns radiating heat and light.

That sheet, I would overhear, had been baked in a brown paper grocery bag for over an hour in the couple’s kitchen oven. It may have been tasteless, but it was sterile.

When my mother and I arrived, the woman who was her apprentice back then was already there. Probably twenty-four or twenty-five years old at the time, Heather Reed had already helped my mother deliver close to forty babies at home; when we walked into the bedroom, she was calmly telling Lori to imagine the view her baby had of the uterus at that moment.

My mother was nothing if not hygienic, and after she had said hello she went straight to the Pines’ bathroom to wash up. She would probably spend ten full minutes scrubbing her hands and soaping her arms before she would place her palms softly upon a woman’s stomach, or pull on a pair of thin rubber gloves and explore a laboring mother’s cervix with her fingers.

When she emerged from the bathroom, she asked Lori to lie back so she could see how she was doing. Lori and David’s two small sons had already been taken up the road to their uncle’s house, while their aunt—Lori’s sister—was here, rubbing Lori’s shoulders through the blanket. David had just returned from the kitchen, where he had been preparing tea made from an herb called blue cohosh, which my mother believed helped to stimulate labor.

Lori lay back on the bed, and as she did her blanket fell away and I saw she was naked underneath it. I had assumed she wouldn’t be sleeping in pajamas with pants like me, but it hadn’t crossed my mind as I stood in the bedroom that she wouldn’t be wearing a nightgown like my mother, or perhaps a big T-shirt of the sort my mother and I both slept in on hot summer nights.

Nope, not Lori Pine. Buck naked. And huge.

Lori Pine had always been a big woman in my eyes. She towered over me more than most moms when we would find ourselves standing together at the front register of the Reddington General Store, or in the crowded vestibule before or after church. Her boys were younger than I, one by two years and one by four, so I had no contact with her at school. But I did seem to find her standing near me often, and I had this fear at the time that if I ever needed to get past her in an emergency, she would plug up the entire doorway, an ample, spreading, broad-bottomed plug of a woman.

In a real emergency, I now imagine, Lori Pine would actually have used her size to whisk me up and out of danger, tossing me through an exit or doorway with the same ease with which I throw my cats outside the house in the morning.

But what struck me most when I saw Lori Pine naked on her bed was simply her pregnant belly. That’s what I saw, that’s what I remember: a massive fleshy pear that sat on her lap and protruded as high as her bent knees, with a small nub in the middle that reminded me of those buttons that pop from the breasts of fully cooked chickens or turkeys. I didn’t know then that a pregnant belly was a pretty solid affair, and so I expected it to flatten and slip to her sides like a dollop of mayonnaise when she lay back; when it didn’t, when it rose from the bed like a mountain, I stared with such wonder in my eyes that Lori rolled her face toward me and panted what I have since come to believe was the word “Condoms.”

I’ve never figured out whether the word was meant for me as a piece of advice that I should take to heart, as in “Demand that your man always wear a condom so you don’t end up trying to push a pickle through a straw,” or as a warning against that particular form of contraception: “This is all the fault of a condom. There are better forms of birth control out there, and if I’d had any sense at all, I’d have used one.”

Whether Lori Pine really did say the word condoms or something else or merely my name when she saw me standing there—my name is Constance, but at a young age I learned to prefer Connie—I’ll never know. I like to believe she said condoms; so many other beliefs shatter when we grow up, I want to keep this one intact.

In any case, whatever she said made everyone in the room aware of the fact that I was there, leaning against the wall.

“Do you mind if she stays, Lori?” my mother asked, nodding slightly in my direction. “Tell me honestly.”

Lori’s husband took her hand and stroked it, adding, “She could join the boys at their uncle’s, you know. I’m sure Heather wouldn’t mind driving her up there.”

But Lori Pine was as generous and uninhibited as she was large, and she said she didn’t mind having me there at all. “What’s one more pair of eyes, Sibyl?” she said to my mother, before starting to wince from a contraction, her head snapping toward me as if she’d been slapped.

And so I stayed, and got to see Lori Pine’s labor and E.J. Pine’s birth. My mother and I had arrived about ten-thirty in the evening, and I stayed awake through much of the night and into the next morning. I did doze in the bedding that had been tossed onto the floor, especially when the thunder that had rolled east across the Champlain Valley and the Green Mountains passed over us into New Hampshire, but they were short naps and I was awake at quarter to six in the morning when my mother had Lori begin to push, and again at seven thirty-five when E.J. ducked under the pubic bone for the last time, my mother pressing her fingers against the infant’s skull to slow her down and give her mother’s perineum an extra few seconds to yawn.

E.J. was born at seven thirty-seven—like the airplane. Labor was about nine and a half hours, and it was in the opinion of everyone present a breeze. Everyone but me. When I dozed, it was probably because I could no longer bear to watch Lori Pine in such pain and had shut my eyes—not solely because I was tired and my eyes had drooped shut on their own.

The room was dim, lit only by a pair of Christmas candles with red bulbs David had pulled from the attic for the event just after my mother and I had arrived. Had it not been such a windy night, they would have used real candles, but Lori wanted to labor with the windows open, and David had recommended sacrificing authenticity for safety.

Lori had started to express her disappointment when she saw David reappear with the plastic sconces instead of wax candles, but then another contraction ripped through her body and she grabbed my mother’s arms with both hands and screamed through clenched teeth: a sound like a small engine with a bad starter trying to turn over.

“Breathe, Lori, breathe,” my mother reminded her placidly, “breathe in deep and slow,” but by the way Lori’s eyes had rolled back in her head, my mother might just as well have told her to march outside and hang a new garage door, and that was the last any of us heard that night from Lori Pine about candles.

I hadn’t really seen an adult in pain until then. I had seen children cry out, occasionally in what must have been agony—when Jimmy Cousino broke his collarbone when we were in the first grade, for example. Jimmy howled like a colicky baby with a six-year-old size set of lungs for speakers, and he howled without stopping until he was taken by a teacher from the playground to the hospital.

It was a whole other experience, however, to see an adult sob. My mother was great with Lori, endlessly smiling and reassuring her that she and her baby were fine, but for the life of me I couldn’t understand why my mother didn’t just get her the adult equivalent of the orange-flavored baby aspirin she gave me when I didn’t feel well. The stuff worked miracles.

Instead my mother suggested that Lori walk around the house, especially in those first hours after we got there. My mother had her stroll through her two boys’ bedrooms; she recommended that Lori take a warm shower. She asked Lori’s sister to give the woman gentle backrubs and massage her shoulders. At one point, my mother had Lori and David looking at snapshots together in a photo album of the home births of their two sons—pictures that had been taken in that very bedroom.

And while I don’t believe witnessing Lori Pine’s pain frightened me in a way that scarred me, to this day I do remember some specific sounds and images very, very well: My mother cooing to Lori about bloody show, and the blood that I glimpsed on the old washcloth my mother had used to wipe the sheet. Lori’s panting, and the way her husband and her sister would lean over and pant beside her, a trio of adults who seemed to be hyperventilating together. Lori Pine slamming the back of her hand into the headboard of her bed, the knuckles pounding against it as if her elbow were a spring triggered by pain, and the noise of the bone against cherry wood—it sounded to me like a bird crashing into clapboards. The desperate panic in Lori’s voice when she said she couldn’t do it, she couldn’t do it, not this time, something was wrong, it had never, ever hurt like this before, and my mother’s serene reminder that indeed it had. Twice. The times late in the labor when Lori crawled from her bed and was helped by my mother and Heather to the bathroom, her arms draped over their shoulders as if she were the sort of wounded soldier I’d seen in the movies who was helped from the battlefield by medics, good buddies, or fellows who hadn’t previously been friends. The image of my mother’s gloved fingers disappearing periodically inside Lori Pine’s vagina, and the delighted sweetness in her voice when she’d say—words spoken in a hush barely above a whisper—“Oh my, you’re doing fine. No, not fine, terrific. Your baby will be here by breakfast!”

And it was. At quarter to six in the morning when Lori Pine started to push, the sky was light although covered with clouds, but the rain had long passed to the east. No one had bothered to unplug the plastic Christmas candles, so I did: Even in 1975, even just shy of eight, I was an environmentalist concerned with renewable resources. Either that or a cheap Yankee conditioned to turn off the lights when they weren’t needed.
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The books say conception occurs when a sperm penetrates a female egg, and they all use that word—penetration. Every single one of them! It’s as if life begins as a battle: “Let’s storm the egg!” Or, maybe, as an infiltration of spies or saboteurs: “We’ll sneak up on the egg, and then we’ll crawl in through the kitchen window when she’s asleep!” I just don’t get it, I don’t see why they always have to say penetrate. What’s wrong with meet, or merge, or just groove together?

—from the notebooks of Sibyl Danforth, midwife



WHEN THINGS GO WRONG in obstetrics, they go wrong fast. They fall off a cliff. One minute mom and fetus are happily savoring the view from the top, and the next they’re tumbling over the edge and free-falling onto the rocks and trees far below.

I would hear physicians use those sorts of analogies all the time when I was growing up. And of course virtually every ob-gyn the State paraded before the jury when my mother was on trial had his or her personalized version of the labor-as-aerial-act speech.

“Most of the time, labor is like going for a drive in the country. Nothing unusual will occur. But sometimes—sometimes—you’ll hit that patch of black ice and skid off the road, or a dump truck will lose control and skid into you.”

“The vast, vast majority of the time, labor doesn’t demand any medical intervention. It’s a natural process that women have been handling since, well, since the beginning of time. But we’ve lost our collective memory of the fact that although labor is natural, it’s dangerous. Let’s face it, there was a time when women and babies died all the time in labor.”

Their point was always the same: Women should not have their babies at home with my mother. They should have them in hospitals with physicians.

“A hospital is like an infant car seat: If something unexpected should occur and there’s some kind of collision, we have the tools to pull the baby out of the oven,” one doctor insisted, mixing metaphors and mistaking a uterus for a kitchen appliance from Sears.

In the late 1970s and early ’80s, my mother was one of a dozen independent or “lay” midwives in Vermont who delivered babies at home. Virtually no doctors did. The cost of malpractice insurance for home birth was prohibitive, and most ob-gyns really believed it was safer to bring children from womb to world in a hospital.

My mother disagreed, and she and different doctors often waged their battles with statistics. As a little girl I would hear phrases and numbers rallied back and forth like birdies on badminton courts, and I was fascinated by the grimness behind the very clean, clinical-sounding words. Maternal morbidities. Neonatal mortalities. Intrapartum fatalities.

The word stillborn fascinated me. Still born. At nine or ten, I assumed it conveyed a purgatory-like labor, a delivery that went on forever.

“Is he still being born?”

“Indeed, he is. Horrible, isn’t it? They’re now in their third year of labor …”

My mother believed that home birth was safe at least in part because she refused to deliver any high-risk pregnancies at home. Women with very high blood pressure, for example. Diabetes. Twins. She insisted on hospital birth for those women, even when they pleaded with her to help them have their babies at home.

And she never hesitated to transfer a laboring mother in her care to the hospital, if something was—as she once described the feeling to me—making her heart beat a little faster than she liked. Sometimes it would be due to my mother’s sense that the labor hadn’t progressed in hours, and her patient was exhausted. Sometimes my mother might recommend a transfer because she feared a more dangerous turn was imminent, one of those things the medical community euphemistically describes as an “unforeseen occurrence”: the placenta separating from the uterine wall before the baby has arrived or such signs of fetal distress as a falling heartbeat.

In all of the years that my mother practiced, the records would reveal, just about four percent of the time she took her laboring women and went to the hospital.

There’s no question in my mind that my mother and the medical community disliked each other. But she would never have let their conflicts jeopardize the health of one of her patients. That’s a fact.

I could begin my mother’s story with Charlotte Fugett Bedford’s death, but that would mean I’d chosen to open her life with what was for her the beginning of the end. It would suggest that all that mattered in her life was the crucible that made my family a part of one tragic little footnote to history.

So I won’t.

Besides, I view this as my story, too, and why I believe babies became my calling as well.

And I am convinced that our stories began in the early spring of 1980, a full eighteen months before my mother would watch her life unravel in a crowded courtroom in northern Vermont, and at least a full month before the Bedfords would even arrive in our state.

Here’s what I recall: I recall that the mud was a nightmare that year, but the sugaring was amazing. That’s often the case. If the mud is bad, the maple will be good, because mud and maple are meteorological cousins of a sort. The kind of weather that turns dirt roads in Vermont into quicksand in March—a frigid, snowy winter, followed by a spring with warm days and cold, cold nights—also inspires maple trees to produce sap that is sweet and plentiful and runs like the rivers swollen by melted snow and ice.

My mother’s and father’s families no longer sugared, and so my memories of that March revolve more around mud than maple syrup: For me, that month was largely an endless stream of brown muck. It covered my boots to my shins in the time it would take to trudge fifty yards from the edge of our once-dirt driveway to the small cubbyhole of a room between the side door and the kitchen, which earned its name as a mudroom in those days: The floors and walls would be caked with the stuff. When the mud was wet, it was the dark, rich color of tobacco; when it dried, the color grew light and resembled the powder we used then to make chocolate milk.

But wet or dry, the mud was everywhere for two weeks in the March of 1980. The dirt roads became sponges into which automobiles were constantly sinking and becoming stuck, sometimes sinking so deep that the drivers would be unable to open their doors to escape and would have to climb through the car windows to get out. Yards became bogs that slowed running dogs to a walk. Virtually every family in our town had laid down at least a few long planks or wide pieces of plywood to span the puddles of mud on their lawns or to try and link the spot of driveway on which they parked their cars with their front porches.

My mother parked her station wagon just off the paved road at the end of our driveway, as she did often in the winter and early spring, to ensure that she could get to her patients in a timely fashion. Nevertheless, there were still those occasional births when even my determined mother was unable to get there in time. The section of our old house she used as her office had one whole wall filled with photos of the newborn babies she’d delivered with their parents, and one of those snapshots features a baby crowning while the mother is attended by her sister. The sister is pressing a telephone against her ear with her shoulder while she prepares to catch the child. My mother is at the other end of that telephone, talking the sister through the delivery since a snowstorm had prevented either her or the town rescue squad from getting to the laboring woman before the baby decided it was time to arrive.

That spring, even a city with nothing but paved streets and solid sidewalks like Montpelier—the state capital—somehow developed sleek coats of mud on its miles and miles of asphalt and cement.

But the sugaring was good and the syrup crop huge. My best friend Rollie McKenna had a horse, and although the two of us were never supposed to ride her at the same time, we did often, and that March we rode up to the Brennans’ sugarhouse after school at least three or four times so we could smell the sweet fog that enveloped the place as Gilbert and Doris slowly boiled the sap into syrup.

Of course, there were other reasons for riding into the hills where the Brennans had hung hundreds and hundreds of buckets on maple trees. We also rode there because the roads we took to the sugarhouse would lead us past the town ball field where Tom Corts and his friends would smoke cigarettes.

At twelve (and fast approaching thirteen), I would ride or run or walk miles out of my way to watch Tom Corts—two years older than I and therefore in the ninth grade—smoke cigarettes. I probably would have gone miles out of my way to watch Tom Corts stack wood or paint clapboards. He wore turtlenecks all the time, usually black or navy blue, and they always made him look a little dangerous. But his hair was a very light blond and his eyes a shade of green that was almost girlish, and that made the aura of delicious delinquency that surrounded him almost poetic. Tom was the first of many sensitive smokers with whom I would fall deeply in love, and while I have never taken up that habit myself, I know well the taste of smoke on my tongue.

Tom Corts smoked Marlboros from the crushproof box, and he held his cigarettes like tough-guy criminals in movies: with his thumb and forefinger. (A few years later when I, too, was in high school, one of Tom’s younger disciples, a boy in my grade, would teach me to hold a joint in that fashion.) He didn’t inhale much, probably no more than necessary to light the cigarette and then keep it burning; most of the time, the cigarettes just slowly disappeared between his fingers, leaving ashes on the dirt or mud of the ball field, the sidewalk, or the street.

Tom had a reputation for driving adults wild, although rarely in ways they thought they should—or could—discipline. I remember the first hunting season when he was given a gun and taken into the deep woods with the older males in his clan, he shot one of the largest bucks brought down that year in the county. The men’s pride in their young kin must have shriveled, however, when they saw how Tom mugged for the camera in the picture the owner of the general store took of the boy and the buck for his annual wall of fame. Tom wrapped one arm around the dead deer’s neck and pretended to sob, and with his other hand held aloft a sign on which he’d named the deer, “Innocence.”

It was also widely believed in town that Tom was the ringleader behind the group that somehow acquired cans of the sizzling yellow paint the road crews used to line highways, and one Halloween coated the front wall of the new town clerk’s office with the stuff. The building, a squat little eyesore that not even the selectmen could stand, was a mistake the whole town regretted, and neither the constable nor the state police worked very hard to find the vandals.

On any given day, Tom was as likely to be seen somewhere reading a paperback book of Greek mythology—unassigned in school—as a magazine on snowmobiling; he was the sort of wild card who would skip a class trip to the planetarium in St. Johnsbury, but then write an essay on black holes that would astonish the teacher.

Initially, my father disliked Tom, but not so much that he ever discouraged me from trying to get the boy’s attention, or suggested that it might be a bad idea for Rollie and me to try and ingratiate ourselves into his circle. I think my father—the sort of orderly architect who would stack his change by size every single night of his adult life, so that on any given morning I could find atop his bureau small skyscrapers of quarters and nickels and dimes—thought Tom ran a little too wild. My father came from a family of achievers—a line of farmers who actually prospered in Vermont’s rocky soil, followed by two generations of successful small-business men—and he thought Tom’s bad pedigree might be a problem. Although he knew Tom was very smart, he still feared the boy might end up like most of the Cortses in Reddington: working by day at the messy automotive garage that looked like a rusted-out auto graveyard, while trying to buy Budweiser with food stamps at night. It probably wasn’t a bad life if you kept your tetanus shots current, but it wasn’t the life my father wanted for his only child.

My mother understood why I found Tom cute, but she, too, had her reservations. “There are probably worse mushrooms in this world than a boy like Tom Corts,” she once warned, “but I still want you to be careful around him. Keep your head.”

They had both underestimated Tom, as they’d see the next year. He was always there for me when I needed him most.

In the mud season of 1980, Rollie’s horse, Witch Grass, was twenty years old, and while her best years were well behind her, she was a good horse for us. Patient. Undemanding. And slow to accelerate. This last character trait meant a lot to us (and, I have to assume, to our parents), because we had given up our formal lessons a year earlier, tired of being told to sit up straight, post, and canter.

Witch Grass could carry both Rollie and me for long stretches on her chestnut back, although we tried to minimize the amount of time we dropped one hundred and ninety pounds onto her aging spine. One of us would sometimes walk beside her.

It was probably during the third week in March that I first let Tom kiss me.

Make no mistake, this wasn’t one of those passionate, “we kissed” sort of moments: I was decidedly passive during my first kiss, and although Tom initiated the buss (and I was indeed a willing participant), he broke it off fast, and we were too young—and the ground too muddy—for our small part of the earth to move.

Rollie and I planned, as we had the day before, to take turns riding Witch Grass up Gove Hill, the only spot in Reddington her mother could think of where the ground was not either asphalt or deep mud. When the horse had had a chance to stretch her legs, we would ride together across the street and past the general store to the ball field, stealing a glimpse of Tom Corts and his vaguely truant friends. We might then continue up to the Brennans’ sugarhouse, since even in the center of town we could see its steam winding up from the trees like the trail of a small but hyperactive geyser.

So Rollie took off on Witch Grass first, and I climbed over the electric fencing into the field by the barn where the horse grazed when Rollie was in school, and began shoveling the big clumps of horse turds into what Rollie and I secretly referred to as the Shit Barrow. Witch Grass wasn’t my horse, but I spent so much time riding her that I tried to help with her care and feeding—which meant mostly midafternoon shoveling.

I hadn’t been at it long when I heard my mother’s station wagon churning up the street toward me, with its motor’s characteristically ineffectual-sounding sputter. The wagon was a giant blue woody from the late sixties, and while my parents had considered trading it in during the oil crisis in 1973—a discussion driven as much by guilt over the way the animal guzzled gasoline and oil as it was by the cost of pumping dead dinosaurs into its belly to keep it moving—my mother was unable to part with it. She had had the wagon almost as long as she had had me, it had gotten her safely to over five hundred births, and she couldn’t bear to put this particular partner out to pasture.

The field was beside one of Reddington’s busier roads, the street that wound its way to Route 15—the road west to Morrisville and east to St. Johnsbury. That meant that my mother could have been on her way to practically anywhere: the grocery, the bank, a laboring mother.

She slowed down when she saw me, came to a stop in the middle of her half of the road (she didn’t dare pull off into the mud beside it), and rolled down her window. I crossed the street with the McKennas’ shovel still in my hands and balanced both feet on the yellow lines in the middle of the pavement, pretending the stripes were twin tightropes.

“Wanda Purinton’s baby’s coming,” she said, smiling serenely the way she did whenever one of her mothers’ labors had commenced.

“Is she far along?” I asked.

“Don’t know. The contractions sound close. We’ll see.”

“You won’t be home for dinner, will you.” I tried to hide my disappointment; I tried to present this realization as a simple fact that needed confirmation, but it didn’t come out that way.

She shook her head. “No, sweetheart. You and Daddy are on your own. Do you mind making dinner?”

“No.” But I did. And of course my mother knew it.

“I took some chopped meat out of the freezer. Make hamburgers.”

“Uh-huh.” Hamburgers were about the extent of my culinary oeuvre when I was twelve. Hamburgers and grilled cheese. As a matter of fact, until I took a two-week cooking class as a January lark in my junior year of college, they were all I was ever able to cook.

“Maybe it will be a short labor. Wanda’s a Burnham, and Burn-hams usually arrive pretty quickly.”

“And maybe you’ll be there all night.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Maybe. In which case, we’ll have a big breakfast together.” She leaned her head partway out the car window. “A kiss, please?”

I obeyed, a perfunctory peck on the cheek, and then watched her put the wagon in gear and head off. I wasn’t exactly angry with her as much as I was frustrated: Her job and Wanda Purinton’s baby meant I’d have to be home earlier than I’d planned. It wasn’t that a dinner of hamburgers and canned peas took so long to prepare, but I always felt a moral obligation of sorts when my mother was gone to be home when my father returned from work. I don’t know if the idea was drummed into my head by the situation comedies I watched for hours on our snowy, static-filled television, or if it was a result of my sense of how my friends’ mothers behaved—women as different from each other as Mrs. McKenna from Westchester and native Vermonter Fran Hurly—but as far as I knew, with the exception of midwives, mothers were supposed to be in the house when fathers came home from wherever they worked.

I stalked back to the field and shoveled halfheartedly for a few minutes, knowing there wouldn’t be time for me to both take a ride up Gove Hill and find a pretext with the horse to watch Tom Corts smoke cigarettes. And so I perched the shovel atop a good-sized dry rock, tucked the cuffs of my jeans further into my high black boots, and decided to stroll by the ball field alone. I told myself I was actually going by the general store for chewing gum, but even that had a conspiratorial agenda: better breath if Tom or I … better breath.

Tom was sitting with two older boys when I wandered by, teenagers old enough to have already decided they didn’t need to finish high school to wash dishes at any of the restaurants that ringed Powder Peak, the ski resort to the south, or become journeyman carpenters, and therefore had dropped out of school. I recognized that one was an O’Gorman, but he had four years on me and I didn’t know which one he was, and the other was Billy Met-calf, the sort of boy whose stubble had become strangely menacing as he had grown lanky and tall.

Had Tom been alone, I might have found the courage for a detour to the bleachers across the muck that in a month or two might become grass, but he wasn’t, so I trudged straight ahead to the store. The gums and mints sat in a wire rack directly across from the wooden counter behind which John Dahrman sat day in and day out, a quiet widower with white hair and eyes as deep as Abraham Lincoln’s ghostly sockets in the portraits that filled the Civil War chapter in my history textbook. Although his hair was white and his eyes exhausted, his skin was smooth and I imagined at the time that he was much younger than one might have initially suspected. He’d owned the store for at least as long as I’d been alive and aware of such things as commerce and chewing gum, assisted at the register by a seemingly endless stream of nieces and nephews as they grew up and learned how to count.

As I was paying for my gum, disappointed that I hadn’t been able to get within thirty yards of the slightly wild object of my infatuation, I heard the bell on the store’s front door jingle. The O’Gorman brother and Billy Metcalf were strolling toward the refrigerator case at the back of the store in which Mr. Dahrman kept the beer. They were too young to buy any, but I’d seen them stand around and stare at the six-packs behind the glass before, discussing loudly how much they could drink and which brands they would buy when they were old enough. Eventually Mr. Dahrman would either kick them out or herd them toward the aisles with beef jerky and artificial cheese puffs, products they found almost as interesting as beer and were legally allowed to purchase.

I expected Tom Corts to wander in behind them, but he didn’t. I assumed this meant he had gone home, but I still held out the dim hope that he was alone at the ball field, and if I walked quickly, I might have a moment with him before O’Gorman and Metcalf returned with their cache of Slim Jims and Jax. What I would actually do with that moment was beyond my imagination, since the majority of Tom’s and my exchanges up till that point had consisted of garbled hellos into our hands as we gave each other small waves.

It turned out not to matter, because Tom was gone. The bleachers on the first- and third-base sides of the infield were empty, and the only life in sight was the Cousinos’ idiot golden retriever, a dog so dumb it would bark for hours at tree stumps and well caps. It was barking now at the stone barbecue pit between the right-field foul line and the river that ran beside the field. I tried to lose my disappointment in the satisfaction of well-blown bubbles and the sweet taste of the gum when I pressed it hard against the back of my teeth with my tongue, and marched back to the field I’d been shoveling. I didn’t wonder where Tom had taken his scowl and his cigarettes, I just accepted the fact that he had disappeared and I’d have to wait another day to see him.

I stretched my legs over the electric wire and picked up the shovel from the rock on which I’d laid it. Leaning against the wall of the barn no more than twenty yards away was Tom Corts. He pulled his cigarette from his mouth and started toward me, oblivious—or uncaring—of the fact that with each step his sneakers sunk deep into either horse turd or mud.

I stood still, waiting with my heart in my head. When he had gotten so close I could smell the cigarettes on his breath, he stopped and asked, “They pay you for this?”

I paused, thinking, This? Then I realized: the shoveling. “No.”

“Then why do you do it?”

“Because Rollie’s my friend.”

He nodded. “And ’cause you ride the horse.”

“That, too.”

He jammed the one hand he didn’t need for his cigarette deep into the pocket of his blue jean jacket. “It’s going to be a cold one tonight. Cold as hell for the animals. Their instincts are telling them spring is here and a cold like January is behind them. But then tonight it’ll go down to twenty degrees, and ’cause they aren’t expecting it, it’ll feel like ten below zero to them.”

I had no idea if Tom’s theory had any validity, but it sounded wise that afternoon. And compassionate. It suggested to me that this boy had a soul as mysterious as his eyes were gentle.

“Your family have animals?” I asked. I knew the Cortses hadn’t farmed in years, but I felt I had to ask something. “Cows or horses?”

“My grandparents—all of them—used to. Granddaddy Corts had a fifty-head herd for years, which used to be considered big. And they had some horses, too. Morgans.”

“Do you ride?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Just snowmobiles. And motorcycles.”

I’d seen Tom ride snowmobiles, often when my father and I would go cross-country skiing up on the natural turnpike and logging trails in North Reddington. We’d probably pulled off the trail on our skis a dozen times for Tom and his older friends and cousins. But I had a feeling he was lying about the motorcycles, and somehow that endeared him to me as much as his wisdom about animals did.

“I’ve never ridden a snowmobile.”

“I’ll take you, if you like. Maybe even this year. We’ll get more snow, you know.”

“Oh, I know.”

“I’ve seen you ski. With your dad and mom.”

“Just my dad. My mom doesn’t like to ski.”

“She’s smart. Snowmobiling’s more fun. You go faster, and you get plenty of exercise. More than most people realize.”

“I don’t think she likes to snowmobile either.”

He flicked his cigarette toward his feet and ground it deep into the mud.

“You have Mrs. Purta for French, right?”

“Right.”

“Like her?”

“I do. Sure.”

He nodded, taking this fact in and turning it over in his mind for meaning. A signal. Confirmation, perhaps, of my maturity. Then he said something that might have been threatening to me had I not heard three of those words from my mother only a short while before, a coincidence that suggested to me a cosmic rightness. Moreover, his voice was suddenly filled with an unease that mirrored my own.

“A kiss before I go, please?” he asked, and there was a quiver in his words that transformed “please” into a two-syllable request. I stood still before him, which was about as close to an affirmation as I could offer at twelve, and after a second long enough for goose bumps to grow along my arms and dance along the skin under the sleeves of my shirt and my sweater, he leaned toward me and pressed his lips against mine. We both opened our mouths a sliver and tasted each other’s breath.

It was only after he stood up straight and our bodies parted that I realized he hadn’t put his tongue into my mouth. I was glad, but mostly because I wouldn’t have known how to juggle Tom Corts’s tongue with the large piece of bubble gum hiding somewhere at that moment in my cheek.

It would be a good eight months before Tom and I would become boyfriend and girlfriend, and a full year and a half before I would look to the back of a courtroom in Newport and see him standing there, watching. It would be a full year and a half before I would find myself crying at night in his arms.
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