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Neva

I suppose you could say I was born to be a midwife. Three generations 

of women in my family had devoted their lives to bringing babies into 

the world; the work was in my blood. But my path  wasn’t as obvious 

as that. I  wasn’t my mother— a basket- weaving hippie who rejoiced in 

the magic of new, precious life. I  wasn’t my grandmother— wise, no-

nonsense, with a strong belief in the power of natural birth. I didn’t even 

particularly like babies. No, for me, the decision to become a midwife 

had nothing to do with babies. And everything to do with mothers.

On the queen- sized bed, Eleanor’s body curved itself into a perfect 

C. I crept up farther between her legs and pressed my palm against her 

baby’s head. Labor had been fast and furious and I  wasn’t taking any 

chances. Eleanor’s babies liked to catch us off guard. I’d almost dropped 

her fi rst son, Arthur, when he decided to make a sudden entrance as 

Eleanor rocked over a birthing ball. She barely had time to gasp before 
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2 Sally Hepworth

he began to crown and we all had to rush into position. Her second 

son, Felix, was born in the birthing pool, fi ve minutes after I’d sent 

Susan, my birth assistant, on break. This time, I was going to be ready.

“You’re nearly there.” I pushed a sweaty strand of hair off Eleanor’s 

temple. “Your baby will be born with the next contraction.”

Eleanor squeezed her husband’s hand. As usual, Frank had been 

silent, reverent even. Dads varied enormously on their level of involve-

ment. Some adopted the poses of their wives and girlfriends, panting 

and pushing along with them; others became so fi xated on what ever 

small task they had been assigned— be it working the iPod or keeping 

the cup of ice chips full— they nearly missed the birth entirely. I had a 

soft spot for the reverent ones. They knew they  were in the presence of 

something special.

The baby’s head turned to the right and Eleanor began to moan. 

The room fi red with energy. “Okay,” I said. “You ready?”

Eleanor dropped her chin to her chest. Susan stood at my side as I 

eased the shoulders out— fi rst one, then the other— until only the ba-

by’s legs remained inside. “Would you like to reach down and pull your 

baby out, Eleanor?”

Eleanor’s sons had come too quickly to do this, but I was glad she’d 

get the chance now. Of all the ways a baby could be delivered, this was 

my favorite. It seemed only right that after all the work a mother did 

during labor, her hands should bring her baby into the world.

A ghost of a smile appeared on Eleanor’s face. “Really?”

“Really,” I said. “We’re ready when you are.”

I nodded at Susan, who stood ready to catch the baby if it fell. But 

it  wouldn’t. In the ten years I’d been delivering babies, I’d never seen a 

child slip from its mother’s grip. I watched as Eleanor pulled the black- 
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haired baby from her body and lay it against her heart— pink, slippery, 

and perfect. The cry was good and strong. Music to a midwife’s ears.

“Ah, how about that?” I said. “It’s a girl.”

Eleanor cried and laughed at once. “A girl. It’s a girl, Frank.”

She was a good size. Ten fi ngers. Ten toes. Eleanor cradled her 

baby, still attached via cord, with the perfect balance of tenderness and 

protection. Frank stood beside them, awe lining his features. I’d seen 

that look before, but it never got old. His wife had just become more 

amazing. More miraculous.

Susan beckoned Frank for cord cutting and began giving instruc-

tions. Seeing Frank’s expression, I  couldn’t help but laugh. Susan had 

lived in Rhode Island since her nineteenth birthday, but forty years 

later, her thick Scottish accent meant she was largely incomprehensi-

ble to the American ear. On the upside, this made her the ideal person 

to share confi dences with; even if she did disclose your secret, no one 

would understand. On the downside, I spent a lot of time translating.

“Just cut between the clamps,” I theater- whispered. Susan turned 

away, but her gray, tight- bound curls bounced on her head, so I was 

fairly sure she was chuckling.

Once the placenta had been delivered and the baby had breast- fed, 

I tended to Eleanor, settled the baby, and debriefed with the night 

nurse. When everything was done, I stood at the door. The room was 

calm and peaceful. The baby was on Eleanor’s bare chest getting some 

skin- on- skin time. Frank was beside them, already asleep. I smiled. The 

scene before me was the reason I’d become a midwife and, in my opinion, 

the real magic of childbirth. No matter how arduous the labor, no matter 

how complete the mother’s exhaustion, the men always fell asleep fi rst.

“I’ll see you all tomorrow,” I said, even though I wanted to stay.
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Eleanor waved at me, and Frank continued to snore. I peeled off 

my gloves and was barely into the corridor when fi ngers clamped 

around my elbow and I started to fall. I thrust out a hand to catch my-

self, but instead of hitting the ground, I remained suspended in midair.

“Hello, gorgeous.”

Across the hall two young midwives giggled. I blinked up at Pat-

rick, who held me in a theatrical dip. “Very cute. Let me up.”

Patrick, our consulting pediatrician from St. Mary’s Hospital up-

stairs, was forever coming down to our birthing center, getting the 

nurses all excited with his ridiculous gestures. But I didn’t bother being 

fl attered. Yes, he was young and charming— and good- looking in a 

disheveled, just- rolled- out- of- bed kind of way— but I knew for a fact 

that he dropped the word “gorgeous” with more regularity than I used 

the word “contraction.”

“Your wish, my command.” In a heartbeat I was back on two feet. 

“I’m glad I ran into you, actually,” he said. “I have a joke.”

“Go on.”

“How many midwives does it take to screw in a lightbulb?” Patrick 

didn’t wait for an answer. “Six. One to screw in the lightbulb and fi ve 

to stop the ob- gyn from interfering.” He grinned. “Good one, right?”

I  couldn’t help a smile. “Not bad.”

I started walking and he fell into step beside me. “Oh . . .  Sean and 

I are heading to The Hip for a drink to night,” he said. “You in?”

“Sorry,” I said. “Hot date.”

Patrick stopped walking and stared at me. That’s how unlikely it 

was that I would have a date.

“I’m kidding, obviously. I’m going to Conanicut Island to have 

dinner with Gran and Grace.”
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“Oh.” His face returned to normal. “I take it you’re not getting 

along any better with your mom, then?”

“Why do you ‘take’ that?”

“You still call her Grace.”

“It is her name,” I said.

I’d started calling her Grace when I was fourteen— the day I deliv-

ered my fi rst baby. It had seemed strange, unprofessional, to call her 

Mom. Saying Grace felt so natural, I’d stuck with it.

“You sure you  can’t come for one drink? You  haven’t come for a 

drink for months.” He adopted a pouty expression. “We’re too boring 

for you, aren’t we?”

I pushed through the door to the break room. “Something like that.”

“Next time, then?” he called after me. “Promise?”

“Promise,” I called back. “As long as you promise to learn some 

better jokes.”

I was confi dent it was a promise he  wouldn’t be able to keep.

I arrived in Conanicut Island at ten to eight. Gran’s  house, a shingle- 

style beach cottage, was perched on a grassy hill that rolled down to a 

rocky beach. She lived on the southern tip of the island, accessible 

only by one road across a thin strip of land from Jamestown. When I 

was little, my parents and I used to rent a shack like Gran’s every sum-

mer, and spend a few weeks in bare feet— swimming at Mackerel Cove, 

fl ying kites, hiking in Beavertail State Park. Gran was the fi rst to go on 

“permanent vacation” there. Grace and Dad followed a few years ago 

and now lived within walking distance. Grace had made a big deal 

about “leaving me” in Providence, but I was fi ne with it. Apart from 
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the obvious fact that it meant Grace would be a little farther away from 

me and my business, I also quite liked the idea of having an excuse to 

visit Conanicut Island. Something happened to me when I drove over 

the Jamestown Verrazzano Bridge. I became a little fl oppier. A little 

more relaxed.

I stepped out of the car and scurried up the grassy path. I let myself 

in through the back door and was immediately hit by the scent of 

lemon and garlic.

Grace and Gran sat at the table in the wood- paneled dining room, 

heads bobbing with polite conversation. They didn’t even look up when 

I entered, which showed how deaf they  were both getting. I  wasn’t ex-

actly light on my feet lately.

“I made it.”

They swiveled, then beamed in unison. Grace, in par tic u lar, lit up. 

Or maybe it was her orange lipstick and psychedelic dress that gave 

the effect. Something green— a bean, maybe?— was lodged between her 

front teeth, and the wind had done a number on her hair. Her bangs 

hung low over her eyes, reminding me of a fl uffy red sheepdog.

“Sorry I’m late,” I said.

“Babies don’t care if you have dinner plans, Neva,” Gran said. A 

smile still pressed into her unvarnished face. “No one knows that bet-

ter than us.”

I kissed them both, then dropped into the end chair. Half a chicken 

remained, as well as a few potatoes and carrots and a dish of green 

beans. A pitcher of ice water sat in the center with a little mint fl oating 

in it, probably from Gran’s garden. Gran reached for the serving spoons 

and began loading up my plate. “Lil hiding?”

Lil, Gran’s painfully shy partner of nearly eight years, was always 
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curiously absent for our monthly dinners. When Gran had announced 

their relationship and, as such, her orientation, Grace was thrilled. 

She’d yearned her  whole life for a family scandal to prove how perfectly 

tolerant she was. Still, I had a bad feeling her avid displays of broad- 

mindedness (one time she referred to Gran and Lil as her “two mom-

mies”)  were the reason Lil made herself scarce when we  were around.

Gran sighed. “You know Lil.”

“Mom’s not the only one who can bring a partner along, Neva,” 

Grace said. “If you’d like to bring a guy alo—”

“Good idea.” I stabbed some chicken with my fork. “I’ll bring Dad 

next time.”

Grace scowled, but one of my favorite things about her was that 

her attention span was short. “Anyway, birthday girl. How does it feel? 

The last year of your twenties?”

I speared a potato. “I don’t know.” How did I feel? “I guess I’m—”

“I’ll tell you how I feel,” Grace said. “Old. Feels like yesterday I was 

in labor with you.” Grace’s voice was soft, wistful. “Remember looking 

down at her for the fi rst time, Mom? All that red hair and porcelain 

skin. We thought you’d be an actress or a model for sure.”

I swallowed my mouthful with a little diffi culty. “You’re not happy 

I followed you into midwifery, Grace?”

“Happy? Why, I’m only the proudest mom in world! Of course, I 

still wish you’d come and work with me, doing home births. No doctors 

hovering about with their forceps, no sick people ready to cough all 

over the precious new babies—”

“There are no doctors or sick people at the birthing center, Grace.”

“Delivering in the comfort of one’s own home, it’s just . . .”

Magical.
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“Magical,” she said, with a smile. “Oh! I nearly forgot.” She reached 

for her purse and plucked out a fl at, hand- wrapped gift. “This is from 

your father and me.”

“Wow . . .  You shouldn’t have.”

“Nonsense. It’s your birthday.”

Gran and I exchanged a look. Of course Grace had ignored the 

no- gifts directive—the one thing I’d wanted for my birthday. I hated 

gifts: the embarrassment of receiving them, the awkwardness of 

opening them in public, and, if it was from Grace, the pressure of en-

suring my face was adequately arranged to demonstrate sheer delight, a 

wonder that I’d ever been able to get through life before this par tic u lar 

ornament or trea sure.

“Go on.” She pressed her hands together and wriggled her fi ngers. 

“Open it.”

An image of my thirteenth birthday fl ashed into my mind— the 

fi rst time since elementary school that I had agreed to a party. Maybe 

the fact that I was in the middle of my second- ever period and was 

cramping, bleeding, and wearing a surfboard- sized maxi pad in my un-

derwear skewed my judgment. Grace  wasn’t happy when I insisted we 

keep it small (just four girls from school) and she was positively broken-

hearted when I refused party games of any sort, but she didn’t push her 

luck. With hindsight, that should have been my fi rst clue. My friends 

and I had just gotten settled in the front room when Grace burst in.

“Can I have your attention, please?” she said. “As you know, today is 

Neva’s thirteenth birthday. We are celebrating her becoming a teenager.”

She looked like a children’s stage performer, smiling so brightly 

that I thought her face might crack into three clean pieces. I willed her 

to vanish in a cloud of smoke, taking with her the previous thirty sec-
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onds and the crimson crushed- velvet dress she had changed into. But 

any notion that this might happen faded along with my friends’ smiles.

“My baby is no longer a baby. Her body is changing and growing. 

She’s experiencing the awakening of a vital force that brings woman 

the ability to create life. You may not know this, but the traditional 

name for fi rst menstruation is ‘menarche.’ ”

Panic broke out; a swarm of moths over my heart. I no longer 

wanted Grace to disappear and take the last thirty seconds— I wanted 

her to take my future. To take Monday, when I would have to go to 

school and face the fact that I was a social outcast, now and forever. To 

take the coming few weeks, when I would have to go about my life, 

pretending I didn’t hear the whispers and snickers.

“In some cultures,” she continued, oblivious, “menarche inspires 

song, dance, and celebration. In Morocco, girls receive clothes, money, 

and gifts. Japa nese families celebrate a daughter’s menarche by eating 

red rice and beans. In some parts of India, girls are given a ceremony 

and are dressed in the fi nest clothes and jewelry the family can buy. I 

know for you young ones it can seem embarrassing or, heaven forbid, 

dirty. But it’s not. It is one of the most sacred things in the world, and 

not to be hidden away, but celebrated. So, in honor of Neva’s men-

arche, and probably some of yours too—” She smiled encouragingly at 

my friends. “—I thought it might be fun to do like the Apache Indians 

 here in North America, and—” She paused for effect. “—dance. I’ve 

learned a chant and we can—”

I  can’t believe I let it go on for as long as I did. “Mom.”

Grace’s smile remained in place as she met my eye. “What is it, 

darling?”

“Just . . .  stop.”
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I barely breathed the words, but I know she heard them, because 

her smile fell like a kite from the sky on a windless day. A steely barrier 

formed around my heart. Yes, she’d gone to a lot of trouble, but she’d 

also left me no choice. “Dad!”

Our  house was small; I knew he would hear me. And when he ap-

peared, his frantic expression confi rmed he’d heard the urgency in my 

voice. He surveyed the room. The horrifi ed faces of my friends. The 

abundance of red everywhere— Grace’s dress, the balloons, the new 

cushions, which amazingly, I had only just noticed. He clasped Grace’s 

shoulders and guided her out, despite her determined protest and genu-

ine puzzlement.

But now, as Grace hovered over me, I didn’t have Dad to help me. 

I turned the gift over and began to open it tentatively, starting with 

the tape at one end.

“It’s not a puzzle, darling. You’re not meant to unpeel every little bit 

of tape, you’re meant to do this!”

Grace lunged at the gift with such vigor, she rammed the table with 

her hip. Ice cubes tinkled. The water pitcher did a precarious dance, 

teetering back and forth before deciding to go down. Glass cracked; 

water gushed. A burst of mint fi lled the air. I shot to my feet as the water 

drenched me from the chest down.

Usually after a commotion such as this, it is loud. People assigned 

blame, gave instructions, located brooms and towels. This time it was 

eerily quiet. Gran and Grace stared at the mound that was impossible 

to hide under my now- clinging shirt. And for maybe the fi rst time in 

her life, my mother  couldn’t seem to fi nd any words.

“Yes,” I said. I cupped my belly, protecting it from what I knew was 

about to be let loose. “I’m pregnant.”
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Grace

“You  can’t be pregnant,” I said. But as I reached out to touch Neva’s 

round wet belly, I could see that she was. And reasonably far along. 

Her navel was fl ush with the rest of her stomach. Her breasts  were full, 

and I was certain if I looked under her hospital top, I’d fi nd them cov-

ered in bluish purple veins. “How . . .  far along?

A touch of pink appeared in Neva’s cheeks. “Thirty weeks.”

“Thirty—” I pressed my eyelids together, then opened them again, 

as if doing so would render the news less shocking. “Thirty weeks?”

It  wasn’t possible. Her face was fresh and clear of spots and she 

didn’t appear to be retaining water. Her wrists  were tiny. She didn’t 

have any additional chins. In fact, apart from the now-obvious bump, 

I  couldn’t see a single sign of pregnancy, let alone a third- trimester 

pregnancy. The  whole thing was very hard to believe. “But . . .  your 

polycystic ovaries!”
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“Doesn’t mean I  can’t get pregnant,” Neva said. “Just that it’s a lit-

tle less likely.”

I knew that, of course, but it was too much to comprehend. My 

daughter was pregnant. I was a midwife. How was it possible that I 

hadn’t known?

A steady stream of ice water dripped off the table’s edge, landing at 

Neva’s feet. The way she stared at it, you’d think she’d never seen water 

before. “Your table’s going to stain, Gran,” she said slowly. “Have you 

got any paper towels?”

I stared at Neva. “Paper towels?”

“I’ll get the paper towels,” Mom said. “Grace, take Neva into the 

front room. I’ll make tea.”

I followed Neva to the front room, observing her closely. Her waddle 

now was so apparent, I  couldn’t believe I’d missed it. As she lowered her-

self onto the sofa I noticed she looked pale. Her skin was translucent—

so fair. I could practically see the blood moving about underneath. 

When she was little, that skin had been a liability. In the summers, I’d 

had to keep every inch of her covered up, which was against my instincts 

to let her run naked and free. But to see her now, so perfectly alabaster, 

without so much as a freckle— it was worth it. She ran a hand through 

her auburn ponytail, which was thick and glossy and another pointer 

to her pregnancy I hadn’t noticed.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I wanted to tell you earlier, it’s just taken me 

some time to get used to the idea. I  haven’t told anyone apart from 

Susan, and that’s only because she’s doing my prenatal care.”

I nodded as though it  were perfectly reasonable to hide a pregnancy 

for thirty weeks. Though, in some ways, it was classic Neva. Once, 

when she was in elementary school, I was greeted at the school gates by 
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her teacher, asking why we hadn’t attended the school’s per for mance of 

Goldilocks. It turned out Neva had been cast as one of the three bears. 

When I asked her why she didn’t say anything, Neva had simply said, “I 

was going to.”

“So . . .  I’m sure you have questions,” Neva said. “Fire away.”

My mind began spewing out possibilities. Why hadn’t she told us 

earlier? Had she had proper prenatal care? Would she consider a home 

birth? Was I the last to know? But one question was more pressing than 

the rest, and I had to ask it fi rst.

“Who’s the father?”

Something in Neva’s face captured my attention. It was as though 

she had closed up. It was strange. It  wasn’t a diffi cult question. And she 

had asked what I wanted to know. She hesitated, then looked at her 

lap. “There is no father.”

I blinked. “You mean . . .  you don’t know who the father is?”

“No,” Neva said carefully. “I mean . . .  I’ll be raising this baby 

alone. For all intents and purposes, there’s no father. Just me.”

A tray clattered against the coffee table and I glanced at Mom. If 

she’d heard, she  wasn’t giving it away.

“I know this is a shock,” Neva said. “It was a shock to me too. Espe-

cially given that—”

“—the baby has no father?” I didn’t mean to sound judgmental, 

but I think I did. I  couldn’t help it. It was an even more unsatisfactory 

answer than her not knowing who the father was. How could the baby 

not have a father? Unless . . .  “You mean a sperm donor?”

“No,” she said. “Not a sperm donor. Though you can think of him 

that way if you like. Because he’s not going to be involved.”

“But—”
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“Well, this is big news,” Mom said, pouring the tea. “How do you 

feel about it, dear?”

A touch of color returned to Neva’s face. “I guess . . .  excited. A 

little sad I’ll be doing it on my own.”

“But you won’t be on your own, dear,” Mom said. She handed me a 

cup of tea.

“Of course you won’t,” I echoed. “The father might want to be in-

volved, once you tell him. Stranger things have happened. And if he 

 doesn’t, good riddance! Your father and I will do anything we can to 

support you.”

“Thanks, Grace. But like I said—”

I banged my cup onto the table, spilling a little into the saucer. 

“Neva. You don’t have to be cryptic, darling. Honestly, I don’t care who 

the father is. This is my grandchild. This baby will know nothing but 

love, even if its father isn’t part of its life. But at least tell us who he is.”

Neva’s jaw clamped shut. She met my eye, almost defi antly. And I 

knew the subject had been closed. Despite my shock and frustration, a 

pleasant surge of adrenaline rushed through me. It started in the ster-

num, then spread pleasantly through my center, like ice cream into hot 

pudding. Neva didn’t do things like this. She never got into any trou-

ble, not interesting trouble. She’d always been so bookish that I’d actu-

ally looked forward to her teenage years, when I was sure she’d come 

into her own and make her mark on the world. But her teenage years 

had come and gone and her twenties  were worse. She’d studied hard, 

then loyally followed Mom and me into our profession, where she’d 

quickly eclipsed us both in skill and success. Now, at twenty- nine, Neva 

was rebelling. And despite my desperation to know the parentage of 

my grandchild- to- be, I was excited.
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“I’m tired,” she said. “Can we talk more tomorrow?” Neva stood with 

some diffi culty and peeled the damp shirt away from her skin. Imme-

diately, it stuck again. “Dinner was great. I’ll call you both tomorrow.”

“Wait!” I sprang to my feet. I didn’t know what I’d say, but I knew 

I  couldn’t let her leave. “Aren’t you . . .  going to open your present?”

She paused in the archway leading to the hall. “Oh. Uh . . .  yes. 

Sorry.”

I darted past her into the dining room and returned with the box, 

which I thrust at Neva. “You open it this time.” I held my hands up and 

away from the gift. “No interference from me. Promise.”

Cautiously she opened the box and tipped it up. The silver frame 

slid into her waiting hand.

The photo was an old one, taken when pictures  were smaller and 

browner and rounder at the edges. Mom sat in her wicker garden chair 

on the piazza, her salt- and- pepper hair collected in a coil at her nape. In 

the foreground, I knelt with a four- or fi ve- year old Neva in front of me. 

The hem of my skirt was pulled up and I was hiding behind it, while 

Neva— serious even as a child— gave her Gran an exasperated look. I’d 

stumbled over the picture in an album, and even though Neva said no 

presents, I thought she might make an exception.

A smile inched its way onto Neva’s face. “Who took this?” she asked, 

staring at the picture.

“Probably your father. Do you like it?”

I watched her closely. Her eyes, I noticed,  were dry but fi lled with 

emotion. Perhaps for once I’d gotten it right with my daughter?

“I love it, Grace,” she said, looking up. “And I’m sorry. I know this 

is a shock. I just need some time. Is that okay?”

What could I say? If she meant accepting that her baby didn’t have 
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a father, then, no, it  wasn’t okay. I’d never heard anything less okay in 

my  whole life.

“Of course, darling,” I heard myself saying. “What ever you need.”

I was pleased to see the bedroom light on when I turned into the drive-

way. I knew I’d never sleep if I  couldn’t debrief the night’s events. I 

locked the front door behind me, slipped out of my shoes, and hurried 

to the bedroom. Just as I turned the door knob, the night- light went 

out.

“Honey?” I scurried into the dark room and turned on the lamp. 

“Wake up. You won’t believe what has happened.”

Robert made a noise that sounded like “hmmm” but his eyes re-

mained closed.

I jostled him. “Rob. I need to talk to you.”

He muttered something, which sounded like “talk in the morning,” 

and rolled over.

“Neva’s pregnant,” I said fi nally.

There was a pause, then he rolled back, opened his eyes.

“Six months along,” I continued. “Mom and I only found out be-

cause she spilled water down the front of her blouse and there was no 

hiding it.”

I waited for Robert to snap to attention and beg for more informa-

tion. Or at least display some overt signs of surprise. But in true Robert 

style, his movements  were slow. Mea sured. Once, I had loved this about 

him. Now it made me want to punch him in the face.

“Who’s the father?” he asked.

“There isn’t one, she says.”
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Despite my frustration, it gave me a certain satisfaction saying that. 

And even more when Robert sat up and reached for his glasses from 

the side table. Now I had his attention.

“What on earth do you mean?” he asked.

“I don’t know what it means. But that’s what Neva says. That 

there’s no father.”

“As in, the virgin birth?”

“Who knows? What ever it is, she’s not talking. And the more I 

pressed her—”

“The more she clammed up, yes.” He sighed and thought. “Well, 

there’s no point in speculating. I’ll call her in the morning to get to the 

bottom of it.” He took off his glasses and returned them to the table. 

“Why don’t you go to sleep, love?”

He shut off the light, leaving me in darkness. I resented his insinu-

ation that one phone call from him would get all the answers we 

needed, even though a small part of me believed it was true. Neva 

often confi ded in her father, possibly just to irritate me. But what ever 

the reason, I hoped she did tell Robert. I needed to know who the father 

of that baby was. And the sooner, the better.

With nothing left to do, I stood, slipping out of my clothes and 

underwear. I was too pumped up to sleep. And experience told me that 

only one thing helped with pent- up energy at this time of night. I 

peeled back the covers and slipped into my husband’s side of the bed. 

His skin was rough and warm and I shimmied against it.

“Grace,” he protested, but I silenced him with a kiss and rolled him 

onto his back.

“Just lie back.”

I followed the trail of salt- and- pepper hair south. He’d had a shower 
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before bed, I could smell— and taste— the soap on his skin. It made me 

want him more. I needed intimacy. Needed someone to want me. It 

would be a tall order from my sleepy husband, but I had my ways of 

convincing him. I’d gotten as far as his navel when his hands curled 

over my shoulders.

“I have to work in the morning, Grace. And honestly, after the 

news you’ve given me, I’m a little distracted.” He tugged me upward 

and pressed my cheek to his chest. “Why don’t you try to get some sleep? 

It’s a full moon to night—someone is bound to go into labor. You’ll 

want to have had some rest before you get the call.”

His voice was controlled, completely uninfl uenced by desire. The 

tone of a master to its dog. No more catch to night, Fido. These dismissals 

had been happening more often lately. A sudden headache, an imme-

diate steadying of his breathing when I came to bed. But this rejection 

was the most overt. How many times had I sat around at book club, 

listening to my friends complain that all their husbands thought about 

was sex, sex, sex? And, if they did submit, it was for three minutes of 

missionary, no foreplay, no fellatio. I was ready to give my husband the 

 whole shebang and . . .  was I that repulsive? Once, Robert had found 

me irresistible. We’d prided ourselves on being part of a couple who 

maintained their “spark.” What had happened to us?

I lay in his arms for as long as I could, probably no more than a 

minute, and then whispered, “I think I’ll get some water.”

Robert didn’t protest, nor did I expect him to. By the time I had 

slipped into my dressing gown he was snoring. In the kitchen, the reeds 

lashed against the  house so loudly it sounded like the wind might lift 

our cottage right off the ground and toss it into Mackerel Cove. I sat in 

the blue chair with my sketchbook on my lap and face- planted into it.
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What was going on with Neva? When it was all boiled down, there 

 were only two possibilities: Neva didn’t know who the father was, or 

she didn’t want me to know. Whichever it was, there  wasn’t going to be 

a father in the picture for this baby. It was something my grandchild and 

I would have in common.

A tractor rolled onto my father while my mother was pregnant. I’d 

always thought that was a tragic, freak thing to happen, but Mom 

was pretty matter- of- fact about it. “It was the country,” she’d say. “Stuff 

like that happened.” Mom had done a good job of picking up the slack 

my father left behind— an exemplary job— but I always knew some-

thing was missing. I saw other children being carried by their fathers 

long after their mothers had lost the strength. Girls giving perfunctory, 

embarrassed pecks to their fathers’ cheeks at the school gates. Kids 

asking for— and receiving— wads of notes from their father’s wallets, 

together with a promise not to tell your mother. Endearments like “prin-

cess” and “honey.” Gestures and generosities somehow more special 

from a father than from a mother.

When I was eight I spent a week with my friend Phyllis at her 

grandmother’s summer home. On the Saturday night, Phyllis’s dad was 

instructed by her mother to “wear us out.” He bustled us onto the huge 

green lawn and asked us to line up. From the way Phyllis’s sister and 

brother started to giggle, they’d clearly played this game before. I 

 couldn’t see a ball or a Frisbee, so when he said “Go!” I remained where 

I was, even after the others scampered off in different directions. A 

split second later, I was fl ying.

“Gotcha!” Phyllis’s dad said, tossing me high into the air. His voice 

was animated. “That was too easy. What am I going to do with her, 

kids?”
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Phyllis shouted out from the tree branch on which she sat with 

her sister. “Tickle her, Dad.” She laughed hysterically. “You have to 

tickle her.”

“Death by tickling, eh?” He pinned me to the grass and observed 

me with mock seriousness. “I’m not sure Grace is ticklish. Are you, 

Grace?”

“Yes,” I said, already feeling giddy. “I am.”

He waggled his fi ngers in the air, then brought them down on my 

stomach, my sides, my neck. Giggles rippled through me until my stom-

ach ached and I thought I’d explode. I rolled around until my pajamas 

 were covered in grass stains. I’d never experienced a greater feeling of 

content, not before or after.

Eventually he let me go and went after the others. They sprinted away 

squealing, climbing trees and tucking themselves into small cavities un-

der the  house. I didn’t understand.  Were they trying to avoid the tickling 

and the throwing? If it  were my Dad, I would have just lain there, a sitting 

duck to his tickling hands.

No, Neva didn’t realize what she was doing by keeping her baby’s 

father a secret. She had a doting father. She’d had shoulder rides and 

tickling and nicknames. She would have a Papa for her children one 

day and, if she chose it, she would be walked down the aisle.

I knew what her baby would be missing out on. And I  wasn’t going 

to let it happen.
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Floss

It was the same nightmare I’d had for sixty years. There  were different 

versions, but they  were fundamentally the same: I go into my baby’s 

room or pick up my little girl from school and she’s not there. Initially 

I stay calm; there must be some kind of explanation. She’s rolled under 

the bed. She’s hiding. It’s someone  else’s turn to pick her up. But my 

neck already feels sweaty and I  can’t hear my thoughts too well past the 

sound of my thundering heart. It’s not long before the hysteria starts. I 

start thrashing around the nursery or school parking lot, searching for 

a glimpse of that soft red hair or freckles. Instead I see another face. 

The face that is synonymous with the end of life as I know it. The end 

of life with my daughter.

I jerked upward into darkness, my fi ngers twisted in the bedcovers. 

Lil was by my side, her warm body a stark contrast to my chilling dream. 
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I lay down again, mimicking her slow breaths— in out, in out— until 

my heart began to slow. It felt like déjà vu. The situations  weren’t ex-

actly the same, but the similarities  were striking. Neva was going to be 

a single mother. The father of her child remained under a shroud of 

secrecy. And if her reasons for this  were anything like my own, well . . .  

that was what terrifi ed me.

I needed to go to sleep. But when I closed my eyes, all I could see 

were gray clouds and seagulls. Wind tangling my hair and briny sea air 

in my lungs. It was 1954 and I was on my way to America. As I strolled 

the windblown deck, newborn Grace peeked out of my wool coat, per-

haps wanting a glimpse of the new life we  were about to start. I contin-

ued to stroll until, on the third trip around, she drifted off. I waited 

until I was sure she was completely out, then gingerly lowered myself 

onto a plastic seat.

“Do you mind if I have a look?”

A woman about my age hovered over me, tugging the hand of the 

young man beside her. She strained to see inside my coat. Grace’s eyes 

fl ickered under her lids with new sleep, but seeing the woman’s enthu-

siasm, my motherly pride  rose up. I opened my coat an inch.

“Oh, Danny, look— it’s so tiny! A boy or a girl?”

“A girl. Grace.”

“You lucky thing.  We’re desperate for a baby, aren’t we, Danny? 

She’s beautiful. How old?”

“Two weeks.”

“Two weeks? But . . .  shouldn’t you still be in hospital?”

I opened my mouth, releasing a cloud of smoggy air but no words.

“Well,” the woman said, “your husband must be taking very good 

care of you.”

053-58529_ch01_5P.indd   22053-58529_ch01_5P.indd   22 12/16/14   6:03 AM12/16/14   6:03 AM



 The Secrets of Midwives 23

Ah, my husband. There  wasn’t one of those, of course. But my 

mother, unable to completely turn her back on me, had prepared me 

with an answer to that question.

“Actually, my husband . . .  passed away. He was a farmer. There 

was an accident.”

“Oh no.” The woman looked at her husband and then back at me. 

“You’re raising the baby alone?”

“A lot of people have worse luck.”

Again, the woman turned to her husband. She just  couldn’t seem 

to get her head around it. Life— and love— had obviously been kind to 

her. “That’s so sad. You’re going to America alone?”

“No.” I smiled at the ginger- haired bundle in my arms. “I’m going 

with my daughter.”

At some point I must have drifted off. When I woke, it was with a fl y-

ing start. It was going to be one of those nights. Jolting in and out of 

consciousness. Skating along that foggy line between reality and dream. 

Usually, when this happened, I’d take a book into the study—just 

because I was restless, didn’t mean I had to disturb Lil. But to night, I 

didn’t get the choice. Because the phone was ringing.

I sat up and dropped my legs off the side of the bed. In the dark, I 

located the red numbers of the clock— 1:03 a.m. Grace.

Lil, ten years my ju nior and perpetually ner vous of bad news com-

ing at night, was already on her feet.

“I’ll get it, Lil,” I said. “It’ll be Grace.” I reached for my dressing 

gown on the bedpost, and by the time I’d reached the hall, Lil held the 

receiver to her ear.
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“Hello?” she said. She nodded, then held the phone out to me. 

“Grace.”

“Thank you, dear. You go back to bed.”

I rubbed her arm as she  horse shoed around me. Poor Lil. First she 

spent the eve ning huddled in our room reading a book— her choice, of 

course. But now her sleep was being interrupted. She was as sweet and 

tolerant as they came, but sometimes I wondered if Grace was wearing 

her thin.

By the time I lifted the phone to my ear, Grace was already talking.

“I know, I’m sorry. It’s late. It’s just . . .  I’m stunned, fl abbergasted, 

horrifi ed—”

I lowered myself into the seat by the hall table. My old body felt 

like a sack of rocks. “Yes. It was a big shock.”

“You didn’t know, did you?”

“No. I didn’t.”

“How could I not have known?” Grace whined. “I’m her mother. 

I’m a midwife. Can she really be thirty weeks? She  doesn’t look thirty 

weeks.”

“You  were the same when you  were pregnant,” I said. “Nothing 

more than a thickened waist until the eighth month.”

“And why won’t she tell us who the father is? She didn’t tell you, 

did she?”

“No. She didn’t.”

“It makes no sense. I’m not judgmental, am I? I might have been a 

little shocked at fi rst, but I’d have gotten over it. Why didn’t she come 

to me . . .  or you, for that matter? You of all people would know how 

she feels.”
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“You know Neva,” I said. “It just takes her a little while. She’ll come 

around.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” Grace groaned. “It’s just so frustrating. Why 

 doesn’t she come to me? Maybe if I was more like you—”

“She didn’t come to me either, remember?”

“No. I suppose not.” This sated her a little.

“Besides,” I said, “Neva  wouldn’t want you to change. She loves you.”

“Maybe, but she  doesn’t like me very much. My husband  doesn’t 

either. You are my mother, so you have to love me— biology forces it.” A 

short pause followed. “Would my father have liked me, do you think?”

I hesitated. Stupidly, I hadn’t expected that Grace would draw a 

parallel between her grandchild’s absent father and her own. Stupid, 

because I’d already made the connection myself. “I . . .  yes. Of course 

he would.”

Another silence ensued, this one long enough to unsettle me.

“Did you ever love him, Mom?”

Grace had asked a million questions about her father over the 

years. The color of his hair when the sun hit it. The lilt of his accent. 

Whether he was so tall he  would’ve hit his head on the top of the 

doorway if he wore a top hat. She liked details. The one, single photo-

graph I had of Bill, a wedding photo, was tattered and bent from spend-

ing so much time in Grace’s pocket or under her pillow. But this 

question, she’d never asked before.

“Yes, I did. Once.”

She sighed and I  wasn’t so deaf I didn’t hear her relief. I hoped we 

could leave it at that. Because when Grace needed answers, she didn’t 

leave a door unopened. And this par tic u lar door was one best left shut.
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“So what should I do, then? About Neva, I mean.”

“It’s not for me to say.”

“But if you  were me?”

“I’m not you. But if you’re asking what I’m planning to do . . .  I’m 

going to accept her at her word— that her baby has no father— and ask 

her how I can best support her.”

I wondered if any of this was getting through. Hard to tell with 

Grace. One minute she could be all emotion, and the next— who 

knew? Robert had once described a date with her as an emotional bun-

gee jump. Grace had thought it was hysterically funny at fi rst, but once 

she thought more about it, had become cross with him. Case in point, 

I suppose.

“You’re right. As always. But . . .” Grace sounded unsatisfi ed. I could 

picture her by the phone, jiggling back and forth as she used to as a 

child when she  couldn’t make sense of something.

“But what?”

“How can you stand it? A secret like this? Isn’t it eating you alive?”

I almost laughed. If only she knew.

“Secrets are hard,” I said. “But if keeping the secret allows you to 

have a relationship with your daughter? I, for one, think it’s worth it.”
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