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Introduction


by Lois Lowry

Traditionally, stories start off with a main character who has a goal: something he or she wants or needs. Achieving it—by overcoming obstacles along the way—is what creates a plot.

It’s a truly risky thing for an author to begin a story by describing a protagonist who dreams of nothing, hopes for nothing, and expects nothing. But there she is—Brat; and we are told in the very beginning that she has no goals, no aspirations. Of course, the author is cleverly misleading the reader. The midwife’s apprentice wants—needs—what we all do when we are young (or even not so young): a sense of who she is and what her place might be in the world.

And how different a world it is! Medieval England has long held a fascination for me; last time I moved, downsizing, and sadly recycling hundreds of books, I stubbornly kept my shelf of volumes referencing the fourteenth century with its plagues and pestilences. Life in such a world is pared down to the most elemental: weather, crops, survival. No certainties but death—and new life.

Speaking of which: in recent years I’ve been intrigued by midwives. Almost twenty years ago, I bought an old farm just outside a small town in western Maine and renovated it as a place to spend summers with grandchildren.

In the course of puttering about, getting in the way of my own carpenters and plumbers as the house was being restored, I often drove the three miles into town to prowl the hardware store for picture hangers or garden tools. I’d stop by the local bookstore for a newspaper, and then I’d read the newspaper over coffee at one of the local cafés. And I’d eavesdrop.

Not much fun eavesdropping on tourists, though there are plenty of them around Maine in summer. They always talk about the price of lobster and where to find free Wi-Fi (answer: the local library). And as for locals? They don’t hang out in cafés; they have too much to do. 

But I began to find myself intrigued by the small groups of women—pairs of them or trios—who occasionally lingered there over a bowl of soup or a sandwich. I overheard them talking of births: length of labor; weight of newborns; cords and contractions and lactation. I had not known until then that my little town was home to a school for midwives. Here were gathered the women who are the descendants, in a way, of history’s primitive practitioners. And who would have guessed that some of the
herbal remedies used in medieval times—the same berries and leaves gathered and prepared by the midwife’s apprentice—are still used today?

Of course, today’s midwives are educated and licensed (and seem to have a more cheerful disposition than midwife Jane Sharp in this book), but I do perceive—through eavesdropping—the same kind of bond between women that existed those many centuries ago. (I’m told there are male midwives. Okay, maybe. Show me one, and I’ll believe you.) I overheard (still overhear) the warm intimacies and the shared laughter of these dedicated practitioners of what seems to me to be a feminine art and skill.

Nor is there anything old-fashioned or outdated about the apprentice’s search for her own identity. Every girl her age, even in today’s complex and fast-paced world, is
grappling with the question of who she is, where she belongs, what her destiny is to be. The names of today’s girls come in waves: one year they all seemed to be Emma, the next year it was Sophia, and now, I’m told, Charlotte is making the rounds. What would it be like if each of them, like the midwife’s apprentice, had to find her way to a true and valuable name? I find myself extraordinarily touched by the scene where Beetle breathes a name tentatively to herself and realizes that it sounds clean and friendly and smart . . . a name worthy of being loved. (And this is the same girl that the author told us, at the beginning, “hoped for nothing”?)

Being loved. That’s really what it’s about, always.

Okay, that raises the question of the cat. I confess that I’m a dog person myself. When, in books, I’ve given a pet companion to a protagonist, it’s generally been a canine.
Still, even though I’m not convinced that cats are truly loving creatures, I do appreciate Purr, the cat in this book. Things do not come easily to the midwife’s apprentice, and somehow the prickly haughtiness of a cat does seem better suited as a foil and confidante to Alyce than the obsequious and indiscriminate affection that a puppy would bring to the page.

And after all, Purr refuses to abandon her when she herself is tempted to give up. And maybe it is Purr whose enigmatic stare—with his “gooseberry eyes”—convinces the midwife’s apprentice to declare, “I know how to try and risk and fail and try again and not give up.”

Good for her, and for all girls like her or becoming like her. And for the cat and all cats, and all midwives as well. 







Chapter 1. The Dung Heap
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When animal droppings and garbage and spoiled straw are piled up in a great heap, the rotting and moiling give forth heat. Usually no one gets close enough to notice because of the stench. But the girl noticed and, on that frosty night, burrowed deep into the warm, rotting muck, heedless of the smell. In any event, the dung heap probably smelled little worse than everything else in her life—the food scraps scavenged from kitchen yards, the stables and sties she slept in when she could, and her own unwashed, unnourished, unloved, and unlovely body.

How old she was was hard to say. She was small and pale, with the frightened air of an ill-used child, but her scrawny, underfed body did give off a hint of woman, so perhaps she was twelve or thirteen. No one knew for sure, least of all the girl herself, who knew no home and no mother and no name but Brat and never had. Someone, she assumed, must have borne her and cared for her lest she toddle into the pond and changed her diapers when they reeked, but as long as she could remember, Brat had lived on her own by what means she could—stealing an onion here or helping with the harvest there in exchange for a night on the stable floor. She took what she could from a village and moved on before the villagers, with their rakes and sticks, drove her away. Snug cottages and warm bread and mothers who hugged their babes were beyond her imagining, but dearly would she have loved to eat a turnip without the mud of the field still on it or sleep in a barn fragrant with new hay and not the rank smell of pigs who fart when they eat too much.

Tonight she settled for the warm rotting of a dung heap, where she dreamed of nothing, for she hoped for nothing and expected nothing. It was as cold and dark inside her as out in the frosty night.

Morning brought rain to ease the cold, and the kick of a boot in Brat’s belly. Hunger. Brat hated the hunger most. Or was it the cold? She knew only that hunger and cold cursed her life and kept her waking and walking and working for no other reason than to stop the pain.

“Dung beetle! Dung beetle! Smelly old dung beetle sleeping in the dung.”

Boys. In every village there were boys, teasing, taunting, pinching, kicking. Always they were the scrawniest or the ugliest or the dirtiest or the stupidest boys, picked on by everyone else, with no one left uglier or stupider than they but her. And so they taunted and tormented her. In every village. Always. She closed her eyes.

“Hey, boys, have off. You’re mucking up the path and my new Spanish leather shoes. Away!

“And you, girl. Are you alive or dead?”

Brat opened one eye. A woman was there, a woman neither old nor young but in between. Neither fat nor thin but in between. An important-looking woman, with a sharp nose and a sharp glance and a wimple starched into sharp pleats.

“Good,” said the woman. “You’re not dead. No need to call the bailiff to cart you off. Now out of that heap and away.” 

The fierce pain in her stomach made Brat bold. “Please, may I have some’ut to eat first?”

“No beggars in this village. Away.”

“Please, mistress, a little to eat?”

“Those who don’t work don’t eat.”

Brat opened her other eye to show her eagerness and energy. “I will work, mistress. I am stronger and smarter than I seem.”

“Smart enough to use the heat from the dung heap, I see. What can you do?”

“Anything, mistress. And I don’t eat much.”

The woman’s sharp nose smelled hunger, which she could use to her own greedy purpose. “Get up, then, girl. You do put me in mind of a dung beetle burrowing in that heap. Get up, Beetle, and I may yet find something for you to do.”

So Brat, newly christened Beetle, got up, and the sharp lady found some work for her to do and rewarded her with dry bread and half a mug of sour ale, which tasted so sweet to the girl that she slept in the dung heap another night, hoping for more work and more bread on the morrow. And there was more work, sweeping the lady’s dirt floor and washing her linen in the stream and carrying her bundles to those cottages where a new baby was expected, for the sharp lady was a midwife. Beetle soon acquired a new name, the midwife’s apprentice, and a place to sleep that smelled much better than the dung heap, though it was much less warm.






Chapter 2. The Cat
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Beetle liked to watch the cat stretching in the sunshine, combing his belly with his tongue, chewing the burrs and stubble out from between his toes. She never dared get close, for she was afraid, but even from a distance could tell that there was a gleaming patch of white in the dusty orange of his fur, right below his chin; that one ear had a great bite taken out of it; and that his whiskers were cockeyed, going up on one side and down on the other, giving him a frisky, cheerful look.

Sometimes she left bits of her bread or cheese near the fence post by the river where she first saw him, but not very often, for the midwife was generous only with the work she gave Beetle and stingy with rewards, and the girl was never overfed. 

Once she found a nest of baby mice who had frozen in the cold, and she left them by the fence post for the cat. But her heart ached when she thought of the tiny hairless bodies in those strong jaws, so she buried them deep in the dung heap and left the cat to do his own hunting.

The taunting, pinching village boys bedeviled the cat as they did her, but he, quicker and smarter than they, always escaped. She did not, and suffered their pinching and poking and spitting in silence, lest her resistance inspire them to greater torments. Mostly she avoided them and everyone else, hiding when she could, scurrying along hidden, secret paths around the village, her head down and shoulders hunched.

One sunny morning, with stolen bread in her pocket for dinner and a bit of old cheese to share with the cat, Beetle started for the fence post. The boys were already there, holding the cat aloft by his tail. His hissing and screeching sounded like demons to Beetle, and she covered her ears.

“Into the sack with him, Jack,” cried one boy. “We will see whether a cat can best an eel.”

And the sack with eel and cat was tossed into the pond. 

Beetle stayed hidden, more afraid to attract the taunts and torments of the boys than to lose the cat.

After a time the tumbling sack sank into the reedy water, and all was still.

“Ah, Jack, you was right. The eel took that cat right down.” And the boy with the runny nose gave two apples to the boy with the broken teeth and they all went back to the fields.

Beetle waited a long time before she came out of hiding and waded into the muddy pond. With a stick broken from a nearby willow she searched through the reedy water, poking around and around the spot where the bag had gone down, working in bigger and bigger circles. Finally, near the edge of the pond, half out of the water, she found the bag, now soggy and still.

She dragged it out of the water, sat back on her heels, and watched. No movement. She poked it with her stick. Nothing.

“Cat,” she asked, “are you drownt? I’d open the sack and let you out, but I be sore afraid of the eel. Cat?”

She kicked the bag with her dirty bare foot. Nothing. She left the bag and started back to the village. Came back. Left again. Came back again. 

“The devil take you, cat,” she cried. “I be sore afraid to open that sack, but I can’t just let you be.”

Taking a sharp stone, she slit the bag and ran behind a tree. Looking like the Devil himself, a shiny brown eel slithered out and made for the pond. And the bag was still again.

Beetle watched it. Nothing. She crept closer. Nothing. A sudden movement sent her scurrying back to the tree. And then nothing again. She crept up to the bag and found the scrawny, scruffy orange cat tangled in the soggy sack. Carefully she untangled his limp body and lifted him out of the bag by his front legs. “By cock and pie, cat, I would have you live.”

Ripping a piece from the rag she called her skirt, she wrapped him tightly and ran her secret hidden route back to the village.
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