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BOOK ONE


In which kindly Providence takes notice of a deserving family and makes their lives interesting.













First Word




This is all we have of Dinah Kirkham now: a lock of hair in an envelope, color nondescript; five photographs taken in her fifties or later, including the famous picture of her looking with disdain at Brigham Young; a will, in which she left her small fortune to the Mormon Church; and a brutally frank journal, which is now kept under lock and key in the Church archives, where no historian may read it. Too late. I read it, and now you hold this book in your hands.

The pictures are not kind to her. A recent historian, somewhat given to cleverness at the expense of the dead, wrote, “Dinah Kirkham was an ugly old woman, and age had only improved her.” Indeed, she looks more lively in her funeral picture than in any other: the mortician twisted her lips into an unpleasant smile, as if she had just been told an enemy had died in agony and could not help but gloat. But let us be fair: No photographs from that time are flattering; everyone looks severe, the clothing styles were ugly, and makeup was forbidden to virtuous women. Other evidence is kinder to her: She was loved by three husbands, all of whom had ample opportunity to compare her with other women. Those who knew her wrote that she was beautiful in her youth and handsome in her matronhood. Photographs are deceitful—they can give us patterns of black and white, but not the eyes to see what her contemporaries saw.

Besides, it doesn’t matter much how Dinah looked. She was called the Prophetess by many thousands, the champion of the weak and heartbroken, advocate of plural marriage and female suffrage, speaker in tongues and healer of the sick. When she died, the Salt Lake Tribune needed only the small headline, “Aunt Dinah Passes Away.” The line at her viewing was a half-mile long for eleven hours; they turned the rest away, or they could not have buried her.

And oh, how they wanted to bury her. She was a relic of the wrong century by then. She knew too well what the businessmen were up to. If they had known of her journal then, they would have burned it.

She was also my great aunt. I didn’t mean to write about her. I set out to write about her brother Charlie, who wrote mediocre hymns that have somehow become the favorite anthems of four million Latter-Day Saints. She was only background for me.

Background, until I found her journal, sitting in a file where it shouldn’t have been, overlooked for years, mentioned in no catalogue. I read a dozen pages at random and knew what a treasure I had found; I told no one, but simply Xeroxed and Xeroxed and Xeroxed until I had it all.

And now I know her far too well to be content with writing her biography. Instead I have decided to write her life as if it were the life of a great hero. Why not? It was. Yet this is too large for me: the task I have set myself is not Boswell’s but Homer’s, and my failure is determined before I start. I am a worm of a scholar, best at burrowing, but now at last come up for air. Bear me. I will intrude on you, I will annoy you, but I will also do my best to carry you into the life of the only person I’ve ever known who was loved by all who really knew her, and yet was worthy of more love than she received.

—O. Kirkham, Salt Lake City, 1981
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John Kirkham, Manchester, 1829




The day John Kirkham abandoned his family, he came home early from work. It was midafternoon, and Manchester bustled with business. He dodged carts and wagons and carriages all the way home. He remembered that when he was a young man he walked for pleasure, sending the carriage home early from the store. And then, when they had lost the house and moved into the rooms over the store, he had walked not at all, if he could help it. He was irritated by business, ashamed of the sweat of his brow. Sweat was for less sensitive men, the near-animals who made their nails and wove their endless cloth and tended their machinery in the factories that pumped the air out of the sky and replaced it with foul coal smoke.

This was not the first day John had left early. Many times, pushing another man’s broom in another man’s store, he had become impatient and taken his box of paints and pens and coals, and a sheaf of papers, and headed out of the city, beyond Broughton to the north or Ardwick to the east, to where the scenes were rustic and unspoiled, to where the carriages did not come.

There was no grace in carriages, or in any of the works of men, John was sure. To him all buildings were blocky protuberances from the surface of the earth; Manchester was a vast blemish. He could not paint with a carriage in the scene; the thought of drawing a shop or factory would never have occurred to him. Instead he had always painted the gentle, wild scenes by the River Medlock, upstream of Manchester where the water was drinkable and fish had strength to leap.

But now he had painted everything within a day’s going and coming of Manchester. Even if he had not, he had no will to paint anything near this city, even if he saw something new. Tied to the shop by his need for money, where the work dulled him and slowed his mind and heart, he could not paint his best. True, the painters in London were forced to paint portraits, dull visions of dull people, in order to finance themselves in style. But at least they painted for their bread and were received as artists in society, not forced to bear the crude manners of factory men, not forced to smile and deferently give them what they wanted for their coins, their precious and grudgingly given pennies and shillings. A real painter never had fingers so stiff from gripping a broom that he could not hold a brush.

So today John left work early, but did not go to the countryside. Instead he headed home.

Home was surely not where he had intended to go. He had meant to go east, keep walking until he reached London, where a discriminating audience would soon recognize his talent. But, as always, his feet would not let him leave Anna, not without seeing her one last time. He tried to remember—hadn’t he felt this way before? Hadn’t he meant to leave, and then changed his mind because of Anna’s comfortable ways?

Busy people passed him, hurrying, shoving sometimes, jostling and scrambling for place in the dirty streets. John refused to let his heart beat as quickly as theirs. His footsteps were slower. More relaxed. He could hear the silent criticisms as the busy men went by. Idler. Slacker. If you have no hurry, don’t take place on the road. But I am not on the road, John answered. I am walking in the meadow God meant this place to be. You have hidden it in stone, but still my feet can feel the grass, my ears can hear the bees dozing on the dandelions.

Home was one apartment in a long building that stretched the length of a block of Bedford Street. It was a nice enough place, their cottage, but definitely middle class. Definitely middle-bordering-on-lower class. Not the home of a gentleman. I was meant to be a gentleman, John Kirkham thought bitterly. If the universe were properly run I would manage a great estate and paint in the garden in the afternoon. God is perfect when it comes to nature, but he’s far too whimsical with the lives of men. Bees don’t dig badger holes, yet I take small money and wait on barbarians. I have been mislaid in a world of brick. If my father had had the good sense to be as impotent as he was stupid, I might have had my soul placed in a different family, with the right advantages. The stone walls of the great houses in the countryside. Some men should not have had children.

“Father.”

“Dinah. Your cheek is dirty. Your mother ought to wash you more.”

His ten-year-old daughter looked up at him with her inscrutable face. She neither smiled nor frowned nor anything at all. Like a cat, her eyes just stared into his face, as if she knew what lay behind his eyes. He felt a rush of guilt, knowing that he had decided to leave. Damn this girl for her silence, for her seeing eyes.


“Enough of that,” he said to her. “What’s for supper?”

“Isn’t ready yet.”

“Of course it isn’t, girl; I’m home early, do you think I don’t know that?” He was ashamed to be annoyed, yet could not curb either the annoyance or the shame. “Why aren’t you in school?”

She said nothing, only looked at him. Of course he remembered why. The girls were sent home earlier than the boys. But she could make a civil answer, couldn’t she? He wanted to shake her. Answer me, damn you. What are you thinking? Speak, child, or I’ll know the devil’s in you. But he knew from experience that nothing would get words from this child unless she felt the need to speak. Her school uniform was frayed, faded, and too small. Not my fault. It was my father who gambled it all away. It’s not my fault for my father’s sins.

He brushed past his lithe daughter and entered the cottage. Onions were strong in the air. That meant no meat tonight, so there were onions to give some flavor to the potatoes. The endless potatoes, poor man’s food. Filthy Papist Irishman’s food. John resented the potatoes without letting himself draw a connection between the low wages he brought home and the hours he spent away from the shop to play with a paintbrush that earned no money.

“Anna,” he said. Anna was surprised to see him home. Well, be surprised if you like, Anna. Life is rude shocks, Anna, and the rudest of all is the shock of learning where you must live your life, and that you may never leave that place. But I will leave.

“Are you ill, to be home early?”

He shook his head. “Only tired.”

He ignored the frown on Anna’s forehead. Only tired. His own words were an accusation: she was also tired, but where could she go to escape from her work?

Charlie came down the stairs, a book under his arm. He was small for seven years old, but bright and eager. Was I bright and eager at seven? John did not think so. He had been a moody child, had grown to be a melancholy man. Brightness was Anna’s manner, and Charlie was Anna’s boy. “Papa, are you ill?”

Again no. “I just couldn’t bear the shop any longer, and old Martin couldn’t bear me, and so we agreed to part company.” He saw Anna’s eyes go wide with fear. “Only for the afternoon, Anna. I haven’t lost my place.” He spoke snidely, angrily; how dare she care about his place when she didn’t give a damn about his soul. Fine with you if your husband never achieves what he was born to do, just so he brings home money. Never mind how the earning of it ruins him.


She clattered the spoons on the table; she was angry that he had spoken so sharply to her. It was unfair, and he was sorry. “You should have been the man, Anna,” he said mildly. “You’d be rich by now.”

“And you’d look fine in a fancy gown, John,” she said, smiling at him. Again he felt contempt for her, for being so changeable of mood. When he was sad, he stayed quite glum all day; another sign of the weakness of women, that they could not hold a humour.

Charlie came to his mother and began reciting. The sound of it throbbed in John’s head; he would have left, but his languor sank him deep into the chair and he could not move.


Know then thyself, presume not God to scan;

The proper study of mankind is man.



Wretched boy. Miserable boy. Your mother’s son to the core. Read read read. Recite it once, recite it twice until all the family can say the words along with you. And the boy’s worst habit was to get well into a piece he had done a hundred times and then stop, leaving the last few lines to hammer endlessly through his father’s head.

“Born but to die, and reasoning but to err.”

What sort of miserable stuff is Anna teaching to the boy? Born but to die. Sounds downright Papist. Anna will have the children read, will have them go to school, whatever it costs, however it means that he must do his endless, meaningless toil and be content eating potatoes and onions, so the children can have their books. It’s not as if the boy understood any of what he spouted. Ta-DUM ta-DUM ta-DUM ta DUM ta-DUM.


Created half to rise and half to fall;

Great lord of all things, yet a prey to all;

Sole judge of truth, in endless error hurled:

The glory, jest, and riddle of the world.



Just as John was about to cry, aloud, about to run from the house begging for silence, for respite from the boy’s rote wisdom, just then came Dinah’s gentle hand on his forehead, stroking, calming. He did not open his eyes and look at her; did not speak to her, because she would not answer. He just slumped in his chair and let her gentle hands minister to his inward pain. His younger son might be unbearable, but his daughter had a good heart and a knack for kindness. Of course I won’t go. How could anyone imagine I would leave here? They love me, they depend on me, I know my duty and I will not go.


Then Charlie began on Gray’s Elegy, and John got up and left the room. Damn the inglorious Miltons. Would God they all were mute.

From the window of his upstairs room John Kirkham watched the street. No flower sellers here, no one crying “strawberries, raspberries, fresh and sweet!” The venders were wise enough to know there was no money here. But once John had known their cries. Hadn’t his father had a house in the country and a house in town? Hadn’t all sorts of people come to visit them? The man who did the family portrait when John was only five—the man with the paints, who made a mirror image of the family that did not disappear when you walked away from it—ah, the miracle of it, and so I learned to paint. My father encouraged me: the rich should have some pleasant way to pass their time, he said. How are the mighty fallen. The old man died with three mortgages on the house and enough gambling debts to obliterate a much larger fortune. First the house had gone, then the country estate, then even the store they had bought, leaving only what he could earn in menial labor, all because his father loved the excitement of the gaming tables.

My father left me ruin. What will I leave my son?

My son. Only one son, of course, and there he was on the street below, walking home. Robert, thirteen years old now, and showing signs of growing tall; lanky, with hands already large and manly; only the effeminate books his mother forced him to carry to and from the school, only the books marred him. Oh, Robert, you are beautiful, you are my only hope, I will leave you more than debts and bitter memories.

Robert looked up at his father, raised his hand, and waved. I will not go. How could I leave my son?

He looked away from the window to the paintings on the walls. Wretched trash, all of them; only hours after he finished each one he had begun to notice the flaws, how the sheep were in the wrong place, how the shepherd was too much in the foreground, how the hills were not distant enough, how the trees looked like a drawing and not like the real thing. He had modeled them from nature, but his image wasn’t true. I have no control, he said silently. I have no restraint. And he thought of the lovely woman by the brook. Her smile made him kiss her, her lips made him caress her, her breasts made him bear her to the meadow grass and take her, and all for the sake of his lack of self-restraint he now was trapped in this cottage with this woman and her reciting children and her achingly sweet body that was always eager for him, that never could be satisfied. You drain all my genius from me in your body at night, you thief, he accused her. And yet when she reached and touched him, he could not say no. Could never, never tell her no. She was much too strong for him. She went at loving as if she enjoyed it, which was certainly not proper and, he sometimes feared, not Christian.

It was deep in the night, and he lay awake in bed. He listened to her heavy breathing, slow in the dark beside him. He had tried, but nothing could satisfy her. He could hear the voice of God whispering, “John Kirkham, I put you on the earth to paint, and you did not paint. If you could have pulled away from that temptress the devil put in your path, you could have painted. It was your choice.” And God cried out to a terrible angel standing in fire beside him, “Take the iron and put out his eyes!” The angel dipped the iron into the flames and came closer, closer.

John woke, the last sound of his scream ringing in the air. Anna was awake beside him, patting him. “A dream, John, that’s all.”

A dream. He had fallen asleep, on this of all nights. That’s what Anna’s body did to him. He twisted his head around to see the window—no light drifted in past the shutters, so he at least hadn’t slept through all the hours of darkness. Anna kissed him, and the lips were like needles, so sharply did his cheek tingle. Then she rolled over, went back to sleep. He reached for her, touched the hair that spilled across the sheets, and he almost said, “Anna, I cannot leave you, not ever.” But then the lump in his throat subsided, and his resolution returned, and he waited, sleepless, until her breaths were the breaths of sleep again.

He carefully arose and dressed. When he was ready, he pulled two boxes from under the bed, the one partly filled with money, the other filled to the brim with paints and brushes and papers.

He toyed with the idea of taking the whole moneybox—after all, hadn’t he earned this money? Hadn’t he as much need to eat as anyone, and far less idea of what he would live on once he got to London?

And then, ashamed, he thought of taking nothing, for surely they would need it all.

In the end, he carefully counted out three pounds and left the rest, sure that he was taking only a tiny portion of a rather large cache of money. He did not know that with the price of food rising, Anna had long since stopped saving money, and for months had been dipping into the savings under their bed. It would have made no difference. If he had known, it would have made him all the more certain he must leave.

He tiptoed to the door, carrying the paintbrush and his shoes. He closed the door to his and Anna’s room and stepped carefully down the stairs. He did not open the door of Robert’s and Charlie’s room, for fear they would waken, for fear that seeing Robert he wouldn’t have the heart to leave. And he did not walk to Dinah’s cot in the kitchen. He did not need to. She was wide awake to meet him at the foot of the stairs.

“Father,” she said.


“Sh,” he answered. “Go back to bed.”

But she did not go back to bed, only stood there in her nightgown, watching him. Look at someone else with your sharp eyes, girl. I won’t be held back now. She said nothing, and the silence tore him.

“I’m not going far, Dinah,” he insisted. “And I’ll come back soon.”

A lie, of course it was a lie, he knew it as he spoke and saw that she knew it also. Oh, no, of course she believed him. Of course she believed that he’d come home. But already behind her inscrutable face she was making plans, figuring ways to get along without him. I need you, said her expressionless face; I don’t need you at all. Well, to hell with you women and your miserable dependency, your infuriating independence. I am free of you forever, free of you all.

He closed the door behind him and set out for London. Within minutes it seemed he was out of Manchester, walking on a country road. The morning dawned in his face, with all nature spread between the light and his eyes. Cows mooed, and whimsically and joyously he answered them, earning the curious stares of the farmers—the poor farmers, who understood nothing, to whom cows were nothing more than machines for consuming grass and turning it to shit. No one understands. Only God and I, and there are things that I can teach him, too.
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Anna Banks Kirkham, Manchester, 1829




Anna reached out in her sleep; her hand stretched out and touched the body that lay breathing warmly beside her. But it was not her husband’s body; the habitual movement was interrupted. She awoke.

“Dinah,” she whispered in surprise. “What are you doing here? Where’s your father?”

Dinah awoke slowly, as if the sleep were her fortress, and she was slow to surrender it.

“Where’s father? Where’s your father?”

“He went out,” Dinah answered.

“Went out! It’s still nighttime!”

“He had his paints.”

Innocent enough, it was surely innocent enough. Then why did he say nothing to her, if he meant to arise early and go paint? No, no, she knew it was more than a painting trip this time; knew at once, in fact, that John Kirkham had left her for good. Dinah must have seen the grief and fear in her face, for the girl began to tremble.

“Hush, be still; why are you shaking, child?” Anna asked.

“I’m cold,” Dinah answered.

“So am I,” Anna whispered. “But we’ll be strong women together, won’t we, Dinah, and help each other. Won’t we? Won’t we?” And after holding her daughter for a while, Anna felt the clenched arms grow limp, felt the girl’s hot breath get slow. Sleep, child. Sleep, child. Over and over Anna said the words to herself. Sleep, child. He said he loved me. And the children, said he loved the children. Sleep, child. He’ll be back before breakfast. Sleep, sleep, child.

But he did not come for breakfast. Charlie took it all calmly enough, but Robert’s questions showed that he could not be fooled. Dinah was quiet, of course: Who could tell what this strange child thought behind her silence?

She sent Robert and Dinah off to school, and once the breakfast dishes were cleared away, she told Charlie to bring the Bible and come with her as she did the laundry. She lugged the large basket down the stairs. Of course he’ll come back. I have all his shirts here, he must come back and get them.

“Tell me the piece you learned yesterday, from the Bible, Charlie.”

“The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s,” he said. “‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth, for thy love is better than wine.’”

She turned on him in fury. “Who told you to learn that piece!”

“No one,” he said.

She saw that he was terrified. How could he have known? She softened toward him. “Charlie, another book. Not that one. That’s all. Just not that one.”

So he began to recite a passage out of Wealth of Nations. John had always sneered at her for having the boy learn Adam Smith as if he were Homer. “He doesn’t understand a word of it,” John had said. “And the Psalms! No one understands those but God and King David, and I’m not altogether sure about God.”

Charlie droned on about diminishing supply and increasing demand. The Song of Songs. The first time the Song of Songs meant something to her was at a picnic with John Kirkham by the River Medlock, far upriver of Manchester, up where the water was perfect and clear. They were only ten days from their wedding, and he had read passages of Song of Songs as they leaned in the grass of the riverbank. It was too much for her, his voice, his beauty, and her own desire. She let him take her—or did she force herself upon him?—she was never sure. Enough that they had sinned; immediately afterward they burned so with shame that they knelt and prayed for forgiveness of the sin. She thought that surely God would strike them down for their impudence, to pray after fornication. Yet even as she prayed, Anna had wondered how God could have been so cruel as to create man and woman in such a way that they could not resist each other’s beauty, and then command them upon threat of eternal torment not to have each other till the black-frocked pastor gave consent.

Oddly, she remembered, John was more ashamed of his loss of self-control than she had been, and on their wedding night he had trembled and fumbled so that she could hardly believe he was not a virgin. “Just like before, John,” she had whispered. “It should work a second time, don’t you think?” And he laughed and mumbled something about being out of his element when he couldn’t hear the rush of clear water and the singing of a bird. “It’ll be a lonely winter, then,” she had answered, “till the birds come back and the rivers thaw.” John adapted quickly. Six pregnancies, and three children who lived into their second year. We may not be good at money, but children we can make.


“Why are you crying, Mother?”

“I’m not.”

Charlie helped her wring the shirts, and they carried the heavy basket into the house together. There was Robert, books in hand, standing at the foot of the stairs.

“Why aren’t you in school?” she asked sharply.

“He’s never coming back.”

Since she couldn’t argue, she reached out and held him. He clung to her, and cried a little, hiding the shame of his tears in his mother’s shoulder.

Charlie looked on in puzzlement, and finally, to Anna’s annoyance and Robert’s rage, began to cry. “Hold me, Mother! I’m sad!” So she held him, and shook her head at Robert to stop him from saying anything cutting to his little brother.

All afternoon she kept the boys busy at household tasks. She half-expected Dinah to show up at noon, or at least before the close of school. Was she that much stronger than Robert, that she could bear to be among the other children at a time like this? But there was another reason why Dinah was so strong. She had believed her father’s final words to her.

She looked around the moment she got home. “Is he back yet?”

“No,” Anna said.

“Then soon,” she said confidently.

“He won’t be back,” Robert said.

“He said he would,” Dinah answered. That settled it. There could be no more argument. I have failed you somewhere in your education, Anna said silently to her daughter. I didn’t teach you to recognize a lie. I didn’t teach you that fathers abandon families and lie to their children as they leave.

For once, Dinah was not quiet at night. Instead she talked and talked, and the longer she went on, the clearer it became that she, too, knew that John had left them all for good. “He’ll come back and give us carriage rides tomorrow,” Dinah said. “He’ll come back with marzipan. He’ll have a beautiful painting of the king on his horse. And he won’t be tired, so he’ll be glad to play with us.”

Charlie was drinking it in, but Robert could not bear it. “Why do you lie about carriage rides?”

“It’s not a lie!” Dinah shouted back at him.

Anna was not used to hearing Dinah shout. “Children, enough of that now. We don’t know where your father went, or when he’ll bother to come home or tell us something of what he means to do. And in the meantime, it’s better not to think of him returning. That way when he comes it’ll be a surprise.”

Robert frowned. “I don’t need to have you trick me to be happy. I’m almost a man now, and I can bear the truth.”

Can you? Then try this truth, Anna thought. My time of month is five days late. Only six times in my life has such a thing happened, and each time it meant there was a child in me. See what you make of such a parting gift from my loving husband. I wonder if you’d want the truth, if you guessed even a tenth of what lies ahead of us. Less than twenty pounds in the box under the bed, after what he so kindly took. Bear that for a while, and see how straight you stand.

Those were her thoughts; her voice, when she spoke, was kinder. “You aren’t almost a man, Robert, you are a man, and must act like one for our sake. You must be strong, like a father to Charlie and Dinah and a good right arm to me.”

It was only then that Dinah openly admitted what had happened. And at the age of ten, she was already something like the woman she was going to be. “If father’s gone, then we’ll have no money,” she said. “We’ll have to stop going to school.”

“Not right away,” Anna said. “The week’s tuition is already paid.”

“And his paintings,” Dinah said. “We can sell them.”

It was a horrifying thought—the paintings, I can’t sell my husband’s paintings! How could this child think of such a thing!

But by week’s end, Anna knew her daughter was right. She sold the frames for ten and sixpence. The man took the canvases as well, but only gave her three shillings for them. Anna didn’t think twice. They couldn’t eat canvas; and if three shillings was all the paint was worth, so be it. It was the only patrimony John Kirkham’s children would ever get. Anna thought of giving a shilling to each child. Here, Robert, here, Charlie, your inheritance. Here, Dinah, your dowry. Thank your loving father.

When she came home to the bare-walled cottage, bearing the payment, Robert brought in a stack of books from the other room. “These, too,” he said.

“No,” Anna answered.

“His paintings, and not the books?” It was a quiet rebellion, but no less dangerous for all that.

“Aye,” she said. “We keep the books, we sell the paintings. Because we’re not tradesmen, we’re better than that. My father was a learned man, and even wrote a book. We will read and we will write, and we will think great thoughts because those that don’t might as well be sheep.”


Then she counted out their money on the table. “Enough for three months,” she said. “If we scrimp.”

“I’ll take work,” Robert said.

“And so will I, and so no doubt will Dinah, and Charlie’s only seven but in a few years he’ll earn his pennies, too. But you’re all children, and they scarce pay grown men enough to stay alive in the sort of work you’d have to do. And what can I do, blessed as I am with John’s last gift to me?” She tried to laugh, to make her worry seem like exasperation, but the children were not fooled. Humble as their cottage was, it was too rich for them now. And before the money ran out, Anna found them another place.

The man wasn’t there yet to cart their goods, but the furniture was stacked in the street, ready to be loaded. Dinah went alone upstairs. She found Robert there, sitting with his back to the wardrobe in what had been his father’s and mother’s room. The wardrobe belonged to the landlord, and would stay. He did not look up when Dinah entered. Only stared at the wall where the paper had faded above the headboard of his parents’ bed.

“Sir Redcrosse,” Dinah said.

At that he stirred and looked at her. He remembered the ancient game they had played, and smiled at her. “Fair Lady Una, I fear this is no fit habitation for thee.”

“Enough for me or any Christian, if the love of God is here.”

Robert resisted the game for a moment; he was too old, he was a man, he couldn’t play with his sister as they had in the attic of the store, when they had lived above it. He laughed; he shook his head; he refused.

But Dinah’s dream was too strong for him—it always was. She showed no sign of being Dinah Kirkham at all. She was Una, and she pled with him to help her on her way. “But beware of the dread monster Error,” she warned him, and her voice was so afraid and yet so stern with authority that he could only whisper to her, “I fear you misjudge me, Lady. A knight I am called, but my armor is borrowed, and my arm is yet untried in battle.”

She reached out and touched his cheek. “Sir Redcrosse, every knight must fight his first battle, and if it is against a great enemy, so much more the worship that will come to him in victory.”

“You’re too good at this,” Robert said, making his last try at ending the game.

“If you won’t fight for my good, Sir Redcrosse,” Dinah whispered, “then I am surely alone.”

She was so mournful that it touched his heart despite his unwillingness to play. He got to his feet, he looked down at his sister, who looked upward to him with so much hope, and he believed her. She saw him as Sir Redcrosse, and so it must be true. In the hour before the carter came to load the furniture and bear them all away, Sir Redcrosse slew Error, killed the dragon, and discerned the false Duessa, restoring Una to her rightful place.

“Thank you, my lord,” Dinah said to him at the end.

“I don’t know which you do better, Dinah. Una or Duessa.”

Dinah at last returned to herself, and laughed sadly, laughed in a way that made Robert think she must surely be older than her mere ten years. “I do best with the one that’s really me.” Robert did not ask her which that was. He thought he knew.

 

They walked before the cart up Portland Street to Piccadilly and from there through the heart of mercantile Manchester. They had not been poor long enough for their clothing to be wretched, but Robert keenly felt the fact that the men who got in and out of carriages were dressed in a way that would have made his father look and feel rather fine, and not as tired and emptied-out as he had looked since Robert had been old enough to notice such things. The men in fine clothing greeted each other jovially on the street, but said nothing, gave no sign they even saw the many common tradesmen who passed by on errands through the streets.

“Why are they rich?” Robert asked his mother.

“Hush,” she said, not wishing to be conspicuous, though in fact no one paid them the slightest notice.

“Why are they so fine? Why not us?”

“Because they have the money,” Anna said impatiently.

“And how did they get it?” asked Robert.

“By being wise and educated and deserving and by praying to God always.”

Robert was silent for a few moments, and Anna thought she had done with the foolish conversation.

“I,” he announced loudly, shattering her delusion, “shall also be wise and educated and deserving and pray to God always.”

“You still won’t be rich,” Dinah said. Anna looked sharply at her daughter, wondering, as she always did, how much her daughter really understood.

“Why not!” Robert demanded.

“Because,” Dinah answered, “they won’t give any of their money to such a poor boy as you.”

Robert digested this idea in silence for awhile. A carriage came briskly through the street, horses atrot, and the driver cursed at their carter, who only shrugged. The man inside the carriage seemed not to notice the argument, did not seem to notice the street at all. Robert watched after him, and finally said, “If they won’t give me any money, then I’ll take it from them.”

Anna grabbed his jacket from behind, whirled him around, and held him by the ears as she spoke directly into his face. “Take? You never take what belongs to another man, Robert, not as long as you’re my son! And if I hear you talk like that again you’ll not be my son, for I won’t have a coveter and a thief in my family!”

“I didn’t mean it.” Robert was ashamed, and frightened, too. Anna did not often get so angry.

“We’re educated people, God-fearing people, and I swear to God before you, my children, that we shall be honest in the sight of God, even if it means we starve!”

“All well and good, mum,” said the carter behind her, “but if we must keep stopping in the road we’ll never get wherever it is we’re getting.”

As they went up Long Mill Gate Road the buildings changed. The money had stayed behind in the heart of the city, or had been deftly carried to the nicest neighborhoods. Here the offices gave way to cheap shops, and the shops began to look filthy, with shabby buildings opening to courts knee-deep in rubbish. The people changed, too, and now the family was rather unusually well-dressed, and instead of ignoring them as the businessmen had done, the passersby stared. Such people as lived in this borough recognized bad fortune when they saw it; they had sampled enough to be connoisseurs. They watched the Kirkhams pass, and were careful to step back, to be ready to run or ward away the evil chance if they should come too near. The smell of cheap alcohol was pungent in the streets, along with other odors that it would not do to identify.

“What’s it like where we’re going?” Charlie asked.

“I don’t know,” answered his mother. “I only know the price, which is cheap, and the place, which isn’t far now.”

“Any farther,” Robert mumbled, “and we’ll be living with the hogs.”

They turned off the road just before the bridge over the River Irk, and the carter could only go a little way on the rough turning. “Close as I can go, mum.”

Anna looked at the row houses that fronted on the river. They looked abandoned, the doors swinging open, neither glass nor boards in the windows. “How much farther is it?” she asked.

“Oh, you’re here. Number four must be the fourth cottage in.”

The fourth cottage looked no better than the rest—abandoned, dead, unlivable.

“I must go see.”


Anna took Robert’s hand, commanded the other children to stay with the cart, and walked along the uneven path leading to the fourth cottage. As they approached, the smell got more and more pungent, and there was no denying what it was—human excrement in varying stages of decay.

“We’ve been cheated,” Robert said softly.

“Not for the first time,” Anna answered.

A shutter opened above them, and a woman’s head poked out. “You new?” asked the woman.

“I think so,” Anna said. “You mean someone lives here?”

“Lovely place, an’t it?” The woman giggled. “But you don’t live on the ground floor. You live above.” The woman was incredibly thin, and though she giggled, there wasn’t a trace of a smile on her face. “Are you in number four?”

Yes.

“Looks like we’re neighbors. Folks died of cholera in number four. Or something. My name’s Barton. Nomi Barton.”

“Kirkham, Anna. Which one is number four?”

“Three down from here. They starts the numbers from the other end, Lord knows why. You get upstairs through the ground floor, but tread careful, hi-ho!” The shutter closed.

Anna led the way into the house that would be their home. The stench was overpowering. The floor had been used as a privy for a long time, and was still used that way, judging from the pools of urine shining in the light from the courtyard windows. Their feet skidded on the floor. Anna held her skirts high, found the stairway in the dim light, and gingerly made her way to it, climbed the creaking treads, and opened the door at the top of the stairs.

Better, the upstairs room, but only by contrast. The plaster walls were chipped, in some places right down to the brick. And daylight came through on such a spot, proof that the walls were only one brick thick. The floor was grimy, the ceiling webbed, and the ash from the fireplace had been strewn across the floor.

“Mother, we can’t,” said Robert.

“What we must we can, and what we can we will,” she said. Her mother had always said it, and she hoped that it was true.

“Surely God loves us better than to make us live here.”

Anna had no answer for that. She walked around the room, as if she were hoping to find a door leading somewhere else, somewhere livable. Someone screamed, not far away, screamed and then began jabbering and shouting, the voice finally trailing away into nothing. A dog barked. Anna remembered her father’s dogs, and knew they would never have been permitted to sleep in such a place as this. Her mother’s wooden floors, always gleaming; fine places on a proud kitchen table; four rooms with only three of them in the family, so that her father had a library. But he had died, the college had taken back the rooms, and even the library had gone to help John Kirkham pay his impossible burden of debt.

There would be no lace curtains at these windows, she knew. And she wondered what her children would remember, when they got to be her age. She could remember romping down the stairs with the dogs, sliding down the banister, splashing in mud and getting a delicious and halfhearted whipping for it from a father who had not forgotten about unsanctioned fun. But her children—they’d remember only that they must walk carefully downstairs, and instead of cut flowers in a bowl, they would know only the smell of—

She leaned her head against the doorjamb and breathed deeply to keep herself from weeping. Robert looked at her in awe. He did not know what went on in adult minds, but he knew that his mother was in pain.

“It’s all right, Mother. We’ll clean it up in no time.”

“Aye,” his mother said bitterly.

“And I’ll work hard, and soon we’ll have enough money to move away.”

“I’m not the kind of woman,” Anna said softly, “who lives in such a place.”

“Then we’ll make it the sort of place where a woman such as you can live.”

Anna turned to him, gravely touched his cheek. “If only your father…” she said, then repented of the thought, and said instead, “I can depend on you, can’t I?”

Robert nodded, troubled at his mother’s intensity.

“We must move the furniture inside,” she said, suddenly businesslike. “The beds will go by the window, the dresser under it, the table here. Will that be good?”

No, of course not, nothing would be good, but neither of them would say it now, and when they returned to the children—for Robert was not one of the children now—they were cheerful. “Just needs a bit of fixing up,” Robert told them.

“Will you help us with the furniture?” Anna asked the carter.

“Aye, for two shillings.”

“Two shillings! Two shillings was your price to bring everything here!”

“The horse brung it here, mum, but the horse won’t carry it upstairs. I charges for me the same as for the horse. S’only fair.”


“Fair. Do as you like, then, we’ll carry it ourselves. But kindly wait here until we’re through, so we don’t have to set it all out in the mud. There’ll be an extra tuppence for you if you wait.”

“My money, mum.”

“I’ll pay you when we’ve unloaded everything. Charlie, you wait here with the man. Robert and Dinah, you hold one end of the bed and I’ll hold the other, while this strong man watches us do a man’s work.” The carter was oblivious to her abuse—it would take much harsher language for him to notice he was being insulted. It took a half hour to get the two beds upstairs, and the clothing and the table took nearly as long again. The two children couldn’t carry too far without resting, and Anna was weakened more than a little by the pregnancy.

They returned last of all for the bureau, but the cart was gone. Charlie was standing where it had been, trying to whistle. Anna knew at once what had happened. The dresser was easily worth half a pound, much better payment than the two shillings Anna would have given the carter. “Charlie! Why didn’t you tell us he was leaving!”

“Oh, he’ll be back, Mother,” Charlie said. “He only had to help a friend in Broughton.”

“If he has friends in Broughton I’m a duke!” Robert shouted. “The man’s stole our bureau!”

“He hasn’t! He told me to stand here so I could whistle when he’s looking for this place again!”

“You haven’t the brains of a louse, Charlie!” Robert shouted, until his mother’s hand on his shoulder silenced him. “He’s only seven,” she said. “How should he know when a man like that has lied?”

“We told him to stay with the cart!”

“You better stop crabbing me!” Charlie retorted.

“Enough,” Anna said, and she led them back to the cottage. As they came in the front door on the ground floor, a man was climbing into the room from the courtyard.

“What are you doing here?” Anna challenged him.

“Come to piss, mum,” said the man.

“You can do that elsewhere.”

“As good a place as any.”

“This is my cottage, and this is my floor.”

“I’m urgent, mum,” he said, unbuttoning his trousers.

Robert stepped forward, his foot splashing slightly on the floor. “You heard my mother.”

“It’s not like I’m the first,” the man said. It was plain he was amused that someone as small as Robert meant to challenge him.

“The man before you was the last.” Robert was afraid, but angry, too, and the anger won. But the man didn’t bother getting angry, just turned his back and began urinating into the corner. Anna put her hand on Robert’s shoulder. “You can’t teach a pig to use a chamberpot,” she said, and she led the children up the stairs.

Their bundles of clothing sat on the beds they had so laboriously carried up the stairs. There was nowhere else to set them, with no bureau; the floor was far too dirty for them to put anything there, not yet, anyway. Anna took a candle from a bag, set it in a holder, lit it. As if the candle had been a cue, rain started falling outside. Almost immediately water started dripping through the roof and ceiling, and puddling where it oozed out from behind a wall.

“It’s a blessing,” said Anna. “Now we needn’t fetch water for the cleaning.” And for the next two hours, until dark came in earnest, they washed the walls and floor of their upstairs room, and brushed the webs from the ceiling. The place was reasonably clean.

“We’ll hunt up the wood tomorrow for some more shelves,” Anna said. “We must spare the money to keep our goods off the floor.” She was tired from the labor, bent from the discouragement, and she sat against the table, looking at the children who watched her from the beds where they sat.

“We can live here,” she insisted to them.

“Aye, Mother,” Robert said.

“It stinks,” Charlie said, and the smell grew worse because he said so.

“Tomorrow,” Anna said, “we’ll clean downstairs.”

“Tomorrow I’ll find work,” Robert said.

Anna nodded. Then she used the candle to start a coal fire in the hearth. Supper would be potatoes burnt by the fire—they did not yet know where they could get water nearby, except the River Irk, which was filthy. Anna thought of asking the neighbor where they might find water, but she had seemed a repulsive woman, and in Anna’s middle-class soul there was no room yet for the admission that she was now, however much against her will, at that woman’s social level. Surely money did not make that much difference. Surely breeding and the thoughts of the heart were what made the difference between human beings and scum.

The children were asleep, Robert and Charlie in one bed, Dinah in the bed she would share with her mother, when Anna heard a sound downstairs, a snuffling sound, like an animal. Impossible for it to be anything good. Anna took the candle, opened the door, and went partway down the stairs. The sound came from the nearest corner of the room, and as her eyes got used to the dimness Anna saw that it was a man, drunken and filthy, on his hands and knees in the slime on the floor, vomiting out the night’s drink and dinner. The man saw the light and looked up.

“Oh, mum, I’m sick,” he said.

“Clearly,” Anna answered.

“God a bed? Got a bed for me? Man needs a bed.”

“Then go home to your wife,” Anna told him curtly, “but get out of here.”

The man started crying and shakily stood, walking a few steps toward the stairs. “Mum, I haven’t got a wife, her died, and haven’t got a home, landlord outed me on my arse, take pity on me, mum.” He put a foot up on the stairs.

“Get out,” Anna said, beginning to be afraid.

“Not a civil way to talk to a man what’s out of work through no fault of his own—”

He took another step up the stairs, and then Anna heard a noise behind her. One of the children. “Get back inside,” she whispered, “nothing’s wrong.” She heard the door close behind her, and almost wished the child had not obeyed. A foolish wish, of course. The children were not ready to cope with a drunken man who had completely forgotten himself.

“Where’s your man, mum?” asked the drunk.

“Asleep. I trust you won’t require me to wake him.”

“Just want a bed, mum,” said the man, lurching up the stairs toward her. He reached toward her; she recoiled, retreated a step. “Got no husband, have you?”

“Yes I have. Get off my stairs.”

“Don’t I smell sweet to you, mum? Got shit on my boots, mum? How are such a lady, living here? How did you get across this floor with your feet all pretty, did you fly?” His soiled hand touched her sleeve, caught at her fingers as she pulled away. The slime on his hand was cold and wet. She cried out faintly.

“Please go away.”

“Want a bed. Raining out,” the man said. “Man’s got a right to sleep dry.”

“I’d help you if I could, but there’s no room, none at all—”

“None of that, mum. Don’t mean you no harm, but—”

The vomit on his breath was strong, and weary as she was, pregnant and sensitive to smells, Anna thought she would faint. She almost stumbled as her foot sought the next step, found nothing. She was at the top of the stairs, and had no hope against such a lout, drunk as he was. She was not so much afraid of what he might do as she was afraid of the children seeing him and discovering how helpless she was now to protect them. It would terrify them. God knows it terrified her.

The door behind her opened. The man looked from her to the door as Anna half-turned to try to get the children to go back, to stay out of the way. She had no time to say anything, however. Robert rushed by her and swung the heavy iron stewpot, striking the man in the shoulder. The drunk roared, reached at Robert, who was staggering back, recovering his balance after the exertion. He didn’t touch the boy, however, for at that moment Dinah shoved forward and kicked the man squarely in the crotch. He bellowed, lost his balance, tumbled backward down the stairs.

“No!” cried Anna, terrified that they had killed him. But the man immediately scrambled to his feet and fled out the door. As soon as he was gone, Anna ushered the children back into their room. “I’m relieved to see that Charlie’s still asleep.” Anna said. “I half expected to see him turn up next with a musket.”

“Won’t have nobody talk to you like that,” Robert said, his voice trembling.

“Won’t have anybody,” Anna corrected him. “You should have let me handle it.”

“I’ll kill him if he comes back,” Dinah said.

“No talk of killing,” Anna said, violently scrubbing her hand and sleeve with a rag, trying to get rid of the slime.

“Don’t be angry, Mother,” Robert said. “We only meant to help.”

Suddenly Anna found herself crying, not stern at all, not rebuking, but reaching out to Robert and Dinah, hugging them and saying, “Thank you, thank you.”

At last they were calmed down enough to sleep. Only a few quiet words. “How did Dinah know to kick a man like that?” Robert asked.

“I don’t know,” Anna answered. “But I’m glad she knew.”

Charlie woke a little as she covered Robert in the same bed. “I dreamed bad,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” Anna said. “Did you say your prayers?”

“I prayed three times and the dream went away.”

“It’s all better then, isn’t it?”

Charlie nodded gravely, believing it. So easily, thought Anna, so easily such a little one can be given peace.

The children slept, and now Anna trembled, now she quietly crept out the door and stepped a short way down the stairs and leaned over the wobbly banister and vomited into the foul room. And when she was empty, she still retched and retched until, exhausted, she returned weakly to her bed. She was ashamed of her weakness, and tried to excuse it. It was the smell, the fear, the helplessness, the loss of her husband, most of all the shame of having fallen to such a depth as this.

“Mother.”

“Hush, Dinah. Go to sleep.”

“How will Father know to find us here, when he comes back?”

How could she tell the girl that her father would never come back, that he was also proud, that his shame would always keep him away? Still less could she explain that if he came, she’d shut the door in his face, treat him like the man they had driven from their stairs. I hate him, Dinah, I’ll never forgive him; even if he is your father, he’s the cause of all this, and I pray every night that there’s a miserable room in hell for men who abandon their families. She couldn’t say any of that. So she told the comforting lie: “I left word with the neighbors. He’ll know the way.”

Dinah nodded inscrutably; for a moment Anna had the queer feeling that her daughter knew the true answer, and had only asked the question to test her mother, to see whether Anna would trust her with the truth. But of course not, Dinah was only ten, only a child, and she missed her father after these weeks. Of course she did. God help her—she’s had to strike a man to save us, and if he had died, she would have been the one who tumbled him down the stairs. Ten years old, and she had reached willingly to cause a death, if Providence had turned it that way. What will happen to you, Dinah, you and my sons, what will happen to you when the need gets greater, and our strength grows less?

Can’t be helped. All in the hands of God, can’t be helped. We will pray as we have always prayed, and God will care for us, as he sees best.

Next day before breakfast she went downstairs and began sweeping the filth off the floor, including her own vomit, which was no less foul than any other. One by one the children came down to help, and it was done before their first meal at noon. “Tastes better,” Robert said, holding up his cold potato, “without the smell of downstairs sauce.”
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Robert Kirkham, Manchester, 1829




Despite the brave front he tried to put on it, Robert did not face new things easily. He never had. Dinah’s birth had been catastrophic to him, and he had reacted almost as badly to Charlie’s, even though he was six when his younger brother was born. The other three children had not lived more than a few days—their deaths had been a relief to him. Was it sinful of him? As he grew older, he wondered about himself, but he was really no more monstrous than most children are.

Robert knew beyond doubt how things ought to be. The family ought to live in rooms above a store. There ought to be customers. His mother ought to say, “My strong boy. What would I do without you?” Just as the sunlight ought to slant so in summer, hot and shimmery, and then at a steeper, colder angle in the winter afternoons. In his earliest years he had studied the customers and knew who would buy, who would haggle, and who would cheat; he had also studied the dust trembling in the sunlight streaming through the window, yet for all his study never knew which drifting wisp of it would pass too near the edge, would slip outside the walls of the sunbeam and be lost.

I am lost, he said to himself. He feared the strange silence of this place; the walls were all wrong; and worst of all, the wrongest thing of all was that his father’s step never came here, that he could no longer conjure a memory of his father’s face, even in the darkest night. Am lost.

And yet there were things even here that he could count on. He would awake in the morning when he heard the door close from his mother going off to fetch water. He would rise, set out the plates, stoke the fire, and then, if she was not back yet, lean against the bare wall and look at the arrangement of the plates. God bless me, thought he, but I do a neat job of it.

A morning like any other. Cold potato again, and less of it than ever. Mother looking afraid but smiling cheerfully despite the way that Charlie, damn him, whined for more. And when at last Charlie was buried in his book, Robert said, “Will you take me to find work, or must I go alone?”

As if by habit Anna shook her head. Robert rolled up his sleeves and stretched out his arms. “If you won’t let me use them, you might as well cut them off.” Ah, it was a melodramatic moment. But it was no actor’s ploy; Anna saw that the boy would not be denied. In truth, she had no further will to deny him. Starvation was only weeks away, and she had had no luck in finding work.

So Robert and Anna stood at the door of Ambrose and Brewster, an impressive hulk of smudged brick that loomed over Chapel Street. Anna held Robert’s hand, and she spoke for him, but he had no illusions. Her hand would go, and he would stay, and it would all be new and terrible. Only this made it bearable: that he had chosen it.

“Mum?” asked the thick and confident man who opened the door.

“I wondered,” Anna said, “if you have need of a fine young man.”

“A child?”

“You see that Robert is tall for his age, and strong.”

“Eleven?”

“Thirteen.”

“Looks like eleven, and soft. We pay him for what he does, not what his mother thinks of him.” The man wrote doffer in his book, and the name Robert. “He gets dinner at noon, tea at four if you live close. Work stops at ten, and then wash up. Master’s particular about washing up.”

“So am I,” Anna said. She was relieved that they cared about cleanliness. Robert was not. He did not hear cleanliness. He heard that Master was particular.

“Will you treat him well?” Anna asked.

“They don’t do much work if we beat them too much, mum. But they also don’t do much if we don’t maintain normal and necessary discipline.”

A few beatings were to be expected; no adults thought twice about it, unless it was excessive. Robert had been beaten at school as a matter of course. Anna suspected that the stories she had heard of cruelty in the factories were much overdone. “You’ll find Robert’s a good boy.”

“Three a week.”

“I had rather hoped for more, him being so large for his age.”

“Well, then,” said the overseer, drawing a line through Robert’s name in the book. “We don’t want him, if he’s already being trained to be greedy.” He closed the book and made as if to turn away.

Anna was flustered, but Robert knew that this was just another form of haggling: he knew it well from his earliest memories of his father’s store. “Sir,” Robert said, “start me at three, and I’ll work so hard that in six weeks you’ll not be able to say your prayers for paying me so little.”

The man turned around and squinted at Robert. “Cocky little devil, aren’t you? Begging your pardon, mum. Well, I can’t give you more than two and six, at first, seeing how you’re so smart-spoken and have greedy blood. But if you do as well as you brag, boy, you’ll have your rise, we don’t pay but what’s fairly owed.”

He could tell his mother wanted to refuse, wanted to take him away and find another place, or better still send him back to school somehow. But the money was low and the food near gone, and so he pulled his hand from hers and reluctantly she agreed to it. So it was done, and Anna went off and left him there. Oddly, when she let go his hand the noise of the factory suddenly became louder, reached out to him and touched him and enveloped him; he could feel the throbbing of the machinery for the first time, as if the quiet pulse of her hand had been enough to drown it out before.

The overseer’s fingers came around behind his neck, large and strong, stronger than his father’s hand; by it he was propelled into the factory, where the smell of coal and the whine and screech and hum and clatter of machinery took hold of him and drew him in despite his terror. It came to him like the thunder and lightning from Mount Sinai, like hearing the voice of a God whose face could not be seen. Lord, the world is burning, but it is not consumed! The rites of the factory had more strength than the stately Anglican service, for the silence of the Church could be no match for this. Trembling into his bones, hammering at his ears, this was omnipotence, Almighty Coalfire and His Son the Steam Engine, and everywhere the power brought by endless whistling belts to each spinning jenny, like the Holy Ghost touching the heart of every man: Praise God, from whom all blessings flow; fear God and live, yes, fear him and live, become careless of him and you will die.

“You hear me, boy? Never touch one of those belts for an instant or you’re dead on the spot, the belts’ll snatch you and crush you into the machinery in a second, and nothing for you but the grave, boy, if we can find enough pieces of you to fill a box.”

It was a religion Robert could understand. “Aye, sir,” he said reverently. He saw the hundreds of women, each bent over her work, the bins of unspun wool being sucked dry by the power of the machines, the digested thread spewing from them, hurtling around huge bobbins, all by the force of the belts that seemed alive, they sang so. “I’ll be careful.”

The hand at his back tightened, held his neck and his hair in a crushing, tearing grip.


“Did I ask you to speak?”

“No, sir!”

The hand tightened more. “I say, did I ask you to speak?”

This time Robert only shook his head.

“Then keep still. In this place, that rule is law. Not a word except what’s required for the work, and that’s damned little except what’s said by me. In other factories they talk and get careless, but here you keep still and think about your work and there’s no accidents that way, or fewer, anyway. Do you understand?”

Robert caught himself in time and nodded his answer instead of saying yes.

The overseer left him and stepped farther into the cavernous room. Boys Robert’s age and younger were rushing back and forth carrying bobbins. The overseer collared one and pulled him to where Robert waited. “New doffer. Teach him in fifteen minutes or I’ll have your hide.”

The boy glared at Robert, but led him to the spinning jenny he had been heading for with his empty bobbin. The woman there did not stop her work, not even to look up at them. Instead she said softly, so that it was almost impossible to hear her, “A new one?”

The boy nodded. The woman’s face went ugly for a moment, but she just nodded and went on working. The boy whispered something to Robert. “What?” Robert asked.

The boy slapped his face. Robert was stunned, and might have made reply except for the woman hissing softly and shaking her head. The boy grabbed Robert’s shirt front, pulled him close, and whispered in his ear. “Not a sound out loud, not that the bastard overseer can hear, or we’ll all three be strapped!” The whisper was vehement. Robert nodded quickly. “All right then, strip off those shoes and stockings and take off that jacket so you can get to work.” Robert looked where the boy was pointing—a room full of coats and shoes and stockings. Robert quickly went to it, took off his shoes and socks. As he hung up his coat on a peg, he noticed that many of the coats were women’s, as were many of the shoes, mingled right among the men’s. He was startled—surely the factory would not do anything so indecent as to require the women to remove their stockings in the same room as the men. He puzzled on this for a moment.

“Dawdling?”

He turned to see the overseer gazing at him with deep, bright eyes, and he was so afraid that he spoke to defend himself. “No sir, I was just—”

He was silenced by the sting of the overseer’s strap against his arm. It was a piece of an old belt that once had carried power; now it carried only authority, and yet the force of it, like all other force within the factory, came ultimately from the unseen coalfire, which sent the black dust everywhere, coming from nowhere, to burn in the nose and lungs and spread to fill all Manchester with its soot. This was what the overseer carried in his hand, and Robert’s awe only deepened.

“Not a word,” said the overseer. “Now were you dawdling?”

Robert shook his head. The strap fell again, stinging twice as badly as before.

“Not a word, and still less a lie. Dawdling? I asked you.”

Robert nodded.

“I thought so.” The overseer grabbed him by the arm, spun him around, and landed three vicious blows across the high part of his back, between his shoulders. They were agonizing, caught as Robert was with just his shirt. Robert cried out, and the overseer heaved him into the coats hanging on the wall. It was all the boy could do to keep from crying from the pain.

“Learn your trade quickly,” said the overseer, “and make no mistakes, and you won’t feel this strap again.” And again Robert was alone in the cloak room.

When he got back to the spinning jenny, the boy assigned to him said nothing, just began showing Robert how to dismantle the frame of thread, remove the full bobbin, rush it to the rollers, and return with an empty bobbin and replace it in the frame. One doffer served six jennies, and it was only a few moments before Robert was required to change a frame entirely on his own.

It was not just fear of the strap that kept Robert from doing well at first; the very novelty of everything he was doing and the speed at which it had to be done had him so terrified that he was lucky to remember where the bobbin was on the machines. The operator of one of the first jennies he changed alone became impatient and whispered, “Quick, damn you, boy, or I fall behind!” It only made Robert more tense, less able to move quickly, and when he finally had the frame off and the bobbin out, he lost his balance and stumbled toward the belts and straps that whirred madly only a few inches away from him.

The operator cried out, grabbing him by the arm. His free hand brushed against a belt. The belt caught his hand and threw it brutally against the jenny. It could have been worse, could have caught his hand between strap and metal and shorn it off at the wrist. As it was, it tore a gouge out of his flesh, bruised his hand, twisted his wrist, and so frightened him that he felt nauseated and faint.


“What’s going on!” roared the overseer. “Why the shouting and screaming! Why isn’t the boy working!”

No one said anything. The operator just lifted Robert’s bleeding hand.

“Stanch that blood! Do you want to stain the thread?”

The operator made as if to help Robert to a place where his hand could be bound, but the overseer jabbed at her with the strap. “Not you! Where’s the turnboy!”

A nine-year-old appeared from farther up the line. The overseer tersely told him to take care of the problem. The nine-year-old had no sense of urgency—what was another boy’s blood to him?—and sauntered easily to the washroom, where he directed Robert to put his hand under a spigot, which poured out ice-cold water. It numbed the pain.

“Can I talk here?” Robert asked.

“Ye’re talkin’, an’t ye?”

“Will my hand be all right?”

The boy shrugged. “If it is, ye go back to work in a minute, and do double to make up for the time lost. If it isn’t, ye go home and no more come here to work.” In other words, the hand was all right whether it was injured or not, because it had to be.

“What’s a turnboy?”

“Me,” said the boy. Then he grinned. “Turnboy’s what tells everybody their turn.”

“Turn for what?”

“To pluck daisies. And they only have a few seconds, so when yer turn comes, fellow, ye’d best have the need.” The hand was bound now, and skillfully, so that Robert still had full use of it. “Ye’re na cripple on this one. Be more careful, there’s nothin’ I can do if yer head be crushed.”

Kind words and a note of concern: They were people here, not just pieces of the machine or fingers of the overseer. And hadn’t the operator grabbed him and probably saved his life? As ancient Israel had discovered, God could be lived with, and so could even his prophets, it was possible to survive even in the shadow of the power of God, even after God had touched his hand and struck his back and taught him that the first virtue of power was its pain.

By dinner Robert had the knack of it, and though he wasn’t near as quick as the other boys, he got it done and kept up. He noticed how the others had such a keen eye for the overseer that they could stop now and then and chat with each other, with the rollers, with even the operators. The women had learned to trust the doffers’ eyes—if the boy spoke, it was because, for the moment, it was safe to speak. Robert hadn’t their trust yet, and didn’t deserve it—he wasn’t sure enough of his work to take his eyes off it to see where the man with the strap was lurking. Yet there was hope, for the other boys could do it, and someday he’d manage it as well.

Dinner came with a whistle at noon, and there was a mad scramble for shoes; Robert got his near last, trying to be courteous, and so lost five minutes of the precious forty-five alotted. He ran home—ten more minutes gone—and found Dinah and Charlie there with no food prepared, no dinner even begun.

“What have you been doing all morning?” Robert shouted.

“Reading,” said Charlie. Dinah held up her mending.

“Don’t you know I have but fifteen minutes at home, or they take my wages for being late? The food must be ready when I get here!”

Dinah looked at him coldly; she said nothing, but he could hear her words all the same: Who are you to give orders?

“I’m who earns what Father ought to earn, that’s who I am, and it means my meals are ready when I need them!” He groaned and threw himself on the bed where Charlie was lying with his book.

“Get off me,” Charlie shouted.

“Get off the bed. I need to rest.” He was not trying to offend; he had simply never been so exhausted in his life, and the longest part of the day was yet ahead. His muscles ached from the unusual labor, his back and hand ached, he had no thought to be deferent. Either Charlie understood that, or Robert’s tone frightened him—he silently went over to Anna’s and Dinah’s bed. Dinah set water to boil in the fireplace, then walked to the foot of the bed and looked at Robert’s back.

“Why are you bleeding?”

“Hurt my hand in the machinery.”

“Not your hand. Your back.”

Robert raised his head from the sheet. “Is it bleeding?”

“You didn’t know?”

“Knew it hurt, didn’t know the strap drew blood.”

“Strap?”

“Overseer.”

Dinah looked horrified. At that Robert knew he had said too much. “You won’t tell Mother, will you? She might take me out of there, and we need the money. I’m getting better at it—I won’t get beaten too often.” Dinah’s eyes stayed wide, and Robert knew he could not take her silence for assent. “Promise, both of you, that you won’t tell Mother.”

They promised. He drank tea and took a cold potato with him, so he could eat while walking back. Yet he was oddly cheerful. For the first time in years all was as it should be. He thought of Dinah’s awe at the blood he had shed for them and was content.
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Anna Banks Kirkham Manchester, 1829




Anna was already bone weary. The child in her was not heavy enough to weigh her down yet, but it sucked strength from her constantly, and the long walk in the hot sun was costing her dearly. She had gone through the great row houses of the rich, and had been told the same everywhere. “It’s girls we want, woman, not old ones who’ve never been trained. Just girls.”

Once, weary enough to forget herself, Anna had mentioned Dinah. “Ten years old and strong and willing and smart as a whip.”

The butler, who had charge of screening candidates for employment, looked interested. “Bring her by. We might be able to pay her two shillings a week, if she works out.”

But the maid who showed her to the back door stepped outside with her. “Mum, don’t bring your daughter, not to this house.”

“Why not?”

“Because the master likes to plant in fields that aren’t his own.”

Anna was not too surprised—rumors of this kind of thing were rampant in the middle class, where the best gossip was of the failings of the rich. “She’s only ten,” Anna said, as if that made all the difference.

“Aye,” said the maid. “I know. He also likes to plow new soil.” And the woman had ducked back inside, leaving Anna to wander through the narrow gap that led to the street.

This afternoon she had begun looking in at the larger estates outside of Manchester, where the houses were surrounded by land, with long drives. Usually the gatekeeper would tell her, “We an’t lookin’, mum. No hiring today.” Occasionally there was no gatekeeper, or he would merely shrug and let her by.

One such place had a drive lined with roses. Anna leaned over and smelled one. She remembered that John had often compared her to a rose. Often before they were married. And after, too, but where before he had said much about the blossom and the scent and the softness of the petals, in after years he made more mention of the thorns. It was a rueful memory, yet not entirely unkind. She did not stand long, bent over the rose; the flower might speak of her youth, but the pain in her back and thighs and ankles spoke of age and the infant in her, ravenously draining her of strength.

Apparently the butler was observant. He was already speaking angrily when he opened the servants’ door. “I saw you stop at the roses! You didn’t pluck one, did you?”

“No!”

“I doubt it! I know your kind. What do you want?”

“Work.”

“Work,” he answered, mockingly. “And when you hear we don’t have work, you’ll be asking for a hot meal all the same, won’t you?”

“You’ve accused me now of being a thief and a beggar, sir, but I assure you that I’m neither.”

“I’m glad to hear it. We don’t have work, so you can go.”

It was too much for her. She might be forced to look for servants’ work, but she had grown up in another class. She had treated her father’s servants with dignity, and could not bear this butler treating her so rudely. “Indeed I can go, and indeed I shall go, but if you had come honestly asking for work at my door I’d have given you a glass of water before you left. But then, I can’t expect you to be a gentleman. You’re only a servant, and no doubt born to be worse.”

She turned away, thinking to leave, but the butler barred her passage. “Oh, I’m just a servant, am I? And what if I was to accuse you of stealing, my fine lady? There’d be a search then, wouldn’t there, and quite a row, and I’d see to it we didn’t stop at the petticoats.”

“Let me go.”

“When you humbly beg my pardon for your sluttish manners.”

Just a moment before, the butler’s face had seemed impervious to emotion, but now it was twisted with rage, and Anna began to wonder if he might be mad. Certainly his eyes were unstable, darting back and forth in his fury, and she thought he might be capable of violence. So, hating herself for a coward, she bowed her head and apologized. “I’m sorry, sir. I spoke out of turn.”

The butler was not satisfied, however, and kept her there another five minutes, calling her names so foul she sometimes did not even understand. She bore it as her penance; she had sinned when she spoke haughtily to him, and now God was kind enough to chastise her immediately, instead of saving the punishment for later. God’s punishments were always easier to bear when they came immediately: then there was not the agonizing process of discovering what sin the punishment was for, so she could finally repent of it and be reprieved.


When at last he let her go, she was livid with shame and unvented rage. The hot sun reflecting painfully from the gravel drive helped little, and near the gate she finally succumbed to her feelings and reached out, plucked a white rose, and stepped on it, twisting her foot to grind it into the fine stones of the drive. The smell of it came up hot and sweet. I am learning, God. I haven’t your finesse, but the result’s the same, isn’t it?

And then she caught herself in the blasphemy and was afraid. Was there no end to her sinfulness and pride? O God, she prayed, O God, O God—but she could not think of anything to say afterward. What was it that she wanted from God? Forgiveness? Punishment? Relief?

Work. That was all she wanted. Work, so that from her pores she could squeeze pennies and shillings like sweat and keep her little ones alive.

And as if God had heard her, a carriage turned into the lane, a fine carriage enclosed against the dust of the dry day. Anna felt a rush of fear, for there was the crushed rose, and God seemed to be upbraiding her promptly today. Then she stepped back to let the carriage pass, and thought of nothing but how nice it would be to ride the miles back home instead of walking. The horses pranced beautifully. As they passed, she noticed that their eyes looked frightened and dangerous. And then a voice from the carriage cried, “Peter, ho up!”

The driver drew in the reins, and the carriage stopped only a few paces beyond her. Her fear returned. The owner of the estate had seen the flower—or worse, seen her crush it.

The carriage door opened. Anna was unsure what she was expected to do. Finally the voice from the carriage called out, “Must I send a postman with a letter inviting you to come?” Anna carefully approached the carriage, stood on the ground outside the open door. Inside a wizened-looking old man was peering out at her intently.

“Sir?” she asked.

“Not him,” said the voice. “Me.” Anna stepped to her right, saw that a much younger and fatter man sat across from the old one.

“That’s my father,” said the younger man. “He’s old and mad and knows nothing, so you needn’t address yourself to him.”

The old man giggled. The sound rattled in his throat.

The younger man leaned forward. “Did you come to beg, or for work?”

“Work.”

“What do you do?”

“Anything, sir. Cleaning, and I’m a fair cook and a better laundress.” She had said the words a dozen times since noon, but they still tasted foul in her mouth. I’m a professional man’s wife, she said in her mind. But outside her manner was obsequious, for she had always known servants, and had the knack of imitating them.

“Anything. Well, then you’ll do. We’ve an old servant who died a few days ago, and I don’t want to fuss with training children to the work. Ten shillings a week, Sunday off, report at six and you may leave at seven in the evening, unless we need you.”

Anna bowed her head. “I doubt your butler will be happy to have me working for you.”

“I doubt I give a damn. My name is Hulme.”

“Anna Kirkham.”

“I will meet you in the library, Anna, in half an hour.”

He tapped with his cane, and the carriage started forward. The old man giggled as the younger Hulme reached out and closed the carriage door.

The dust rose behind the carriage, and Anna turned her face away to breathe clearer air. Ten shillings a week. With Robert’s two and sixpence it was not enough—eighteen shillings a week were needed just to live.

But she had had no other offers, and if worse came to worst she could quit and find other work, she told herself. Yet she knew as she started back up the drive that she would not quit. That this was where she would start work and have to keep working until the baby came.

“Master’s got no judgment when it comes to hiring,” said the butler to the cook. Anna overheard as she came from the library. “He’ll hire a hog if it was easier than looking for quality.”

Anna said nothing. She could quote Adam Smith and Samuel Johnson; she understood Locke and Leviathan. What mattered it if the butler taught the other servants to snub her? She was here, not for friendship, but for survival. She docilely followed the head housekeeper upstairs to learn her duties. Silently she thanked God she was rarely sick when pregnant; she would have to be utterly reliable here, hardworking and regular, so that no offense could be charged against her. Yet she could not stop herself from thinking that if God really meant to be kind to her, he might more conveniently have blessed her not to be pregnant at all, or even to have money enough not to have to work, or best of all to have a husband at home, earning well so that she could spend her life educating her children, which was all she cared about, all that she was really good at.

And then, of course, she had to beg forgiveness for having criticized God’s treatment of her, for didn’t God understand her heart and know what she deserved? I am circled about by my own sins, my thorny wickedness; if I am ever freed at all it will be by thy grace; oh, give me grace, my Lord, though I’m unworthy.


Seventeen beds to turn daily. Seventeen rooms to sweep, dust, and air. Windows to wash, floors to scrub, rugs to carry out and beat. She followed the housekeeper and let her feet learn the steps, let her hands learn the work, while her mind endlessly recited poetry in meaningless repetitions. Most of all these words kept coming back to her: But follow me, and I will bring thee where no shadow stays thy coming.
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Robert Kirkham Manchester, 1829




It was after dark, long after supper, and they were working by gaslight when the doffer across from Robert fell into the straps and was killed. The boy had been tired all day, and Robert had watched him lurch to and fro under the weight of full bobbins—and only slightly less under the weight of the empty ones. They had talked at supper. Or, rather, Robert had, trying to strike up some sort of conversation. The boy hadn’t answered—just ate the bread he had brought in his pocket and turned away to sleep the rest of the time.

“His mother’s sick,” Liza told Robert quietly. “He tends her all night while she’s dying, and comes here to try to earn enough by day to keep them both alive.”

“His father?”

“Crippled. And the other children all in the workhouse.” Her voice broke at that. “They all depend on him, poor boy, and he only earns his three a week. It’d be a mercy if she’d die soon, so he could sleep at night. It isn’t right for a child to kill himself this way.”

On their way back into the factory from supper—they only had twenty minutes for it—Robert noticed that two of the operators were harshly shaking the sleeping boy to wake him.

“Can’t they be gentler?” Robert asked.

“And not wake him? If he’s late he loses his place.”

Now no fear will wake him, Robert thought. They had closed down the power to the jennies while they extricated the twisted and broken body from the belts. Everyone was grateful for the rest, even though they grieved for the boy’s death. The overseer walked back and forth, nervously rubbing his hands together, saying, “Terrible, terrible, a dreadful thing to happen,” though Robert was not altogether sure which bothered the overseer more, the boy’s death or the stoppage of work.

Robert was ashamed of it, but the death in the machinery brought him a strange kind of peace. It was because the death was so inevitable; he had sensed it almost from the start, that the power of this place was the power to give life, to give death. Work for money, money for food, food for life; and now the other side of the power, the thirst of the belts, they must drink also, must drink a fluid richer than the sweat that constantly specked its surface. He had known the death was coming from the start. Now it had come, the waiting was over, and to his relief the machinery had taken someone else. Now how long until the engines demanded their next propitiation?

Robert finished putting his bobbin back into its place in the frame; already his work had formed such habits in him that he could do it without thinking. It would take time to get the belts moving again. He took the opportunity to wander off into the roller room. He did not know what he had been looking for until he found it. One of the large machines there had broken down, and three men were laboring to repair it. They were the ones who had been carrying pieces of metal back and forth all day, and Robert stood and watched them silently as they continued their work. It was plain they understood the unintelligible metal lacework, knew what each part was for and how it ought to move. Robert, uninitiated, looked at their inscrutable labors in awe.

Yet not so much awe that he could not try to figure it out. From the belt to the rollers, that was what he could understand. The belt turns the shafts, the shafts turn other belts, gears and pistons and all fit together, engaging and disengaging to wind spool after spool of thread. All of it felt good and true and powerful and he worshiped, for it was beautiful. Except in one place, where he saw that it could not work.

“You’ve got it wrong,” he said.

One of the men, a cheerful-looking fellow of about twenty with grease liberally covering his face, looked over at him.

“Oh. We have?”

“You’ve got two belts connected to this shaft here, and they go opposite ways.”

The man looked where Robert pointed. Another one said, “We haven’t got time for this, Aaron!” But Aaron led Robert closer. “You see this lever? It chooses which of these will engage or disengage over here. You see that? So the machine can go two ways, if the operator wants, forward or backward. You see that? It isn’t a mistake. It’s just damn good engineering.”

Robert was embarrassed and stammered an apology.

“Don’t be sorry. It takes a keen eye to know which way these belts will go. You’re a doffer, right?”

Robert nodded.

“Too bad. An eye like that should be an engineer.”

The man who had interrupted before climbed out from under one of the machines. “Say, little doffer, do you like the way they beat you in there?”

Robert said nothing. It was a question too fraught with danger to answer it straight out.

“Well, if you like it, boy, you’ll be glad to know that the machines have started up in there, and if you dally here a moment longer you’ll be blue from your arse to your ankles.”

Now Robert heard a sound he had only been vaguely conscious of before—the spinning jennies going at full power. He turned, ran back into the room, and made it to the fullest frame before the operator had time to get impatient and call the overseer. Then he saw that the operator was Liza, and remembered that this was the jenny where the boy had been caught up in the straps. No wonder this place had been empty for him. She made no sign of wanting to scold him, though her face was hard and set. As he fiddled with the frame to loose the bobbin, he saw that her eyes were full of tears.

“Careful,” he whispered, leaning near her. “If you can’t see clearly, it could happen bad with you.”

She nodded. It was friendship here, as much as was possible, and words like that might save a hand. A life. But her tears, they stayed with him more than the boy’s death. Her face, ruddy, funny-looking and cheerful, twisted up from crying. Wasn’t right, that’s all, and yet was necessary, in this place it was needful that tears also fall upon the singing metal.

And when he left at ten o’clock, his body all over in pain, his legs so weary that his feet slapped the pavement like a cripple’s feet, then he left his body and dwelt, for a time, only in his mind. He saw Liza crying for the boy, only it was his mother crying for him, only it was St. Mary crying for the slain Lord.

There was singing in the ugly streets beyond Hanging Ditch. The men were drunk, cheerfully singing bawdy songs whose meaning always just eluded Robert; or they mournfully lamented some long-dead hero as a substitute for mentioning the miseries of their present, unromantic life. A slight breeze rattled the rubbish in the streets. It was the mournful songs that most accorded with Robert’s temper, and when he reached Ducie Bridge and the turning to his family’s cottage, he could not stop himself from weeping. It was not for the boy in the factory whose corpse had been stowed in the corner in a bloody cloth for his family to come for him; the tears were for the pain in his body, for the knowledge he would spend another day at the factory tomorrow and the next day and the next day forever. It was for the squalor he now lived in and the memory of better days in childhood. It was for his father, who would not return, for the two and sixpence that were all he had to lay upon the table to ease his mother’s heavy burden. It was for the child Robert, who was dead, replaced by a melancholy old man whose feet spastically slapped against the road as he walked.

He leaned against the corner of the row and wept into his sleeve, wept until he could not weep anymore; then he waited until he judged his eyes would show no sign of his tears before he walked the short way along the riverbank to the cottage.

Anna greeted him with a smile. “Oh, you look weary, Robert. But I bought a fish today, and that should do you good, to have something besides gruel and potatoes and tea, though heaven knows God has blessed us more than we deserve to give us even that much.” She kissed him, but he saw behind the smile and knew that she, too, had lost something in her heart today.

“How did it go?”

She affected delight. “I have a position. Upstairs domestic in a fine rich house in Broughton.” She laughed and cheerfully described the house, the stern housekeeper, the rough-spoken butler. Dinah and Charlie were awestruck at the number of rooms with no one to sleep in them, at the library full of books to the second-story ceiling, at the kitchen with three ovens and three stoves, at the drive lined with roses. Robert noticed something else: all the other servants were described as humorous characters, not as potential friends. And he asked the other question, which ruined it all.

“How much?”

“Ten a week,” Anna said, still smiling.

“With mine that’s twelve and six, and we’d be starving even if we had a pound.”

“We have our savings.”

“Aye, until that money’s gone, and buying fish will finish it much sooner than we like.”

Anna’s smile became wistful. “Robert, Robert, can’t we at least be cheerful tonight? I’m so tired.”

“So am I.” His body shuddered involuntarily. “A boy died at the factory today. Fell asleep and got caught in the machinery.”

Anna gave a little cry. Charlie, of course, was immediately full of questions, but Dinah hushed him. And Anna put a close to the dismal conversation by saying, “At least we can thank God it wasn’t you.”

“Yes, and while we’re thanking God, let’s thank Him He hasn’t burned down the house around our ears, or had us beaten and robbed and left for dead—”

“Robert!” Anna said.


“Oh, pardon me, Mother, I spoke prematurely. God probably has all that planned for us in the next few weeks, and my thanks would be out of turn.”

Her hand swung toward him; something stopped her, though, before she slapped him. It would have made no difference. He did not flinch, and yet felt the pain as surely as if the hand had struck.

“Don’t tell me, Mother,” he whispered, “that you haven’t wondered whether God really loves us.”

“And what if He doesn’t? Are we so perfect that we deserve favors from Him?”

In that moment Robert discovered that he didn’t believe in God. Not the God his mother taught, anyway. What does He ever do? He lets a boy die of weariness, which will also mean the death of his ailing mother, and probably the beginning of his father’s career as a beggar. He lets terrible things happen in the world, and never acts to make sure they happen only to the wicked. What sort of weakling God is that, who can’t reward His friends? If there is a God He has a shaft somewhere powered by belts that run in opposite directions, making Him forever powerful, and forever impotent. As good as dead. Not worth getting angry at. Not worth arguing about.

“I’m sorry, Mother.”

She decided to accept his surrender. “A bad day?”

“I do well now. They never have to strap me. I’m treated kindly.” And then, to ease the tension in the room, he said, “I shan’t be a doffer long, I think. I’ve decided to be an engineer. Man said I had an eye for it.”

He sounded cheerful enough to convince his mother, who was eager to believe. “I’m glad,” she said.

And then: “Are there any girl doffers?”

Robert was too tired to catch her drift before he answered. “Aye, a few. Women do everything men do, except overseering, and the engineers are all men.”

“Any girls as young as Dinah?”

“No.” Now he understood. “They never hire them so young.”

“Are you sure? I think they do. Perhaps if Dinah worked, too, them being so kind and all—”

“No,” Robert said vehemently. “They won’t take her.”

Anna looked at him in surprise. “Robert, it’s good for a girl to stay home and all, but you know we need the money. It might make all the difference.”

“I won’t have it.”

“You won’t? Why not?”


Robert did not answer.

Anna was not a fool. “You lied, of course. They aren’t kind at all there. They still beat you, even when you do well.”

“It’s good enough for me, because I can bear it.”

From the dimly lit edge of the room Dinah spoke. “They also punished the girls in school, and I bore that.”

“In school the girls were punished lighter than the boys. They make no difference between them at the factory.”

Anna was standing now, had walked behind Robert, was touching his shirt. “What are these stains, Robert? Are they blood?”

“Yes,” Dinah answered, before Robert could deny it.

“The strap?”

“I tell you I can bear it, but Dinah can’t.”

“What did you do, that they’d punish you so hard as to draw blood? I’ll have words with that overseer, I will!”

“It was only once he drew blood, and I deserved it.” How could he tell her that if she complained it would be the ruin of him, whether they sacked him or not? “I swore at him.”

“You what?” Already the lie was working, for her anger had become surprise.

“Never mind. But I’d rather he forgot that time he beat me, the sooner the better.”

“You swore?”

“I told him to go to hell.”

Anna was shocked, outraged. It made Robert want to laugh or scream at her, he could not decide which. In a world like this, his mother could actually be irate at the thought that her son spoke some of the world’s language. Yet she was angry, and he had deliberately provoked her, and so he bore it. “You’re a Kirkham, your father’s son and mine, and in all our tribulations have you ever heard either him or me speak one ugly word?”

“Never.”

“I don’t know where you learned to say such a thing. Not from me. Surely not from me.”

“No, not from you.”

“If he hadn’t already punished you, you can be assured I would,” Anna said. “I won’t have my children acting like common boys and girls. You are not common. You must never be common.” Her voice trembled with emotion. All the day’s humiliations were in her voice now. “We may have to live and work among the lowest scum of mankind, but we don’t have to think or talk or act as they do. We can’t ever forget who we are!”


Yet after all had quieted down, as they were quietly undressing for sleep, Dinah said, in a voice that denied any thought of compromise, “I’ll go to work as a doffer tomorrow.”

Robert turned on her. “You shall not.”

“You needn’t worry about me,” Dinah said. “I shan’t tell the overseer to go to hell, and so I’ll be all right.”

He would have argued more, but for the look in Dinah’s eyes. She stared him down; he looked at her and remembered that only a few nights ago she had kicked a man and sent him tumbling down the stairs. I will do what I will, she said to Robert with her silent gaze, and he hadn’t the power to argue with her anymore. “Do as you like,” he said.

You might have thought that what Robert went through would have taught him compassion. And he learned it, I suppose, after his fashion. But it was a fastidious sort of charity, a selective pity. He could grieve for strangers, but never quite forgave his family for their inconvenient insistence on not behaving as he thought they should. Nothing was ever as it ought to be. It would be his life’s work, he realized, just beginning to set the world to rights. But he would not fight it through tonight. Let Dinah do as she likes and be damned. Soon enough—how well Robert could foresee it—she’d run into trouble there, and want his help or his comfort. And he knew with satisfaction that then he would have his revenge for her disregard of him—he would comfort and help her, you see, and then they would know that he was right, they should have listened to him.

In his dreams again and again the overseer raised his whip, but the strap did not fall on Robert’s back. It fell on Dinah, and the blows seemed heavy enough to cut her in two.
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Charlie Banks Kirkham Manchester, 1830




It was the birth of the baby that took the last of the savings. The midwife had to be paid in advance. They had to buy a blanket to line the crate they would use as a cradle. And when the midwife, after a seven-hour labor, insisted that they call a doctor, the doctor took all the money that was left, and muttered even so that no man knew poverty but the man who made his living from the poor.

Charlie was sure, as he watched the events through his childish eyes, that they were being persecuted by fate. Actually, however, they were lucky. The doctor was so disgusted by the squalor of the neighborhood and his low fee that he didn’t actually touch Anna, which doubtless saved her life—if he had examined her he would have given her an infection that her body had no strength to resist.

In fact, Providence, after so long a quarrel with the family, was downright kind to them now, for the baby died. That meant no one to nurse. No one to weary them with nightlong wakings. Mother could go back to work as soon as she healed. Charlie admitted no doubt that she would heal. We will let her rest, Charlie assured himself, and she will get better.

Charlie watched her all day, for of course Robert and Dinah couldn’t afford to stay away from work. He watched as she tossed back and forth on the bed, usually unconscious, sometimes delirious. He could hardly tell when she was in her right mind and when she was not. She might call him over and talk to him clearly about what she would do as soon as she was well, and then end the conversation by calling him John and saying strange things that Charlie didn’t understand. She would talk sometimes about the baby, how beautiful she was, her pretty black curls, her turned-up nose, though the infant had died within hours of birth, and Anna had never seen her.

It made him afraid. For the first day he tried to read and memorize passages to please her, as if performing that daily ritual in exactly the right way would restore her. Surely if he memorized and recited she would remember her proper role and catechize him on what he had just read. But no passage from Wealth of Nations would rouse her, and when he quoted the Queen Mab speech from Romeo and Juliet, she wept and wept and would not be comforted, calling out again and again for her little girl. Charlie did not know that one of the children born and died before his own life began had been called Mab. He only knew that he had recited and caused his mother to grieve; he blamed himself, and it made him try all the harder to bring her to herself. He went back and forth to the well to bring cool water and bathe her fevered face and arms. He kept silent for hours once, and another time kept up a constant stream of talk. When he was silent she grew afraid and began to cry out; when he talked she seemed to become confused, and tossed and turned until he thought she would throw herself from the bed in her writhing.

By the time Robert brought Mr. Whitesides, Charlie was so filled with guilt for his mother’s suffering that he was ready to do anything that might help. He did not notice that Robert approached the subject cautiously; it did not occur to him that Robert was afraid he would say no. For, inadvertently, Robert began the conversation in such a way that Charlie could not refuse.

“Charlie, since Mother’s been so sick she’s had no wages, and with her wages stopped we’ll soon be out on the streets to starve unless we can do something to take up the slack.”

Charlie, obsessed as he was with his mother’s condition, immediately imagined her, delirious and raving and burning up with fever, forced to sit in the road and beg.

“There’s a man, Charlie, who’s willing to take you for an apprentice. He’ll feed and shelter you, and train you for a trade.”

“Will I have wages, then?” Charlie asked.

Robert shook his head. “You’re too young for wages, Charlie, only eight years old; you wouldn’t earn enough to pay for what you eat. But if you go with Mr. Whitesides, you’ll at least stop eating up part of our little money here. That’ll be a help.”

And, miserably, Charlie agreed. The best thing he could do would be to leave, to stop harming his mother, to stop costing them money. Robert only confirmed what he had already feared: that he caused more harm than good in the family. “I’ll go,” Charlie said.

Then Robert went downstairs and brought Whitesides up with him. The man was tall and thin and wore a coal-black suit that didn’t fit him and a top hat that looked to be the perfect home for lice. His hair was also black, and his skin was dark and stained.

Whitesides was all business. He smiled and shook Charlie’s hand briskly, then said to Robert, “All right, I need the mother’s permission, the boy can’t do it.”


“She’s asleep,” Charlie said.

Whitesides smiled broadly. “And I’d never think of interrupting her slumber, lad, except that it’s a Sunday, and it costs me money to be standing about on a Sunday.”

Robert nodded and went to the bed where Anna lay. He touched her gently, then shook her until her eyes opened. Charlie knew immediately that she did not know what she was about—she had one of the looks of madness on her. But only he would know that. Dinah and Robert hadn’t been around her enough since the birth to know.

“Mother?”

“Hmmm?”

“This is Mr. Whitesides, Mother.”

She giggled. “Such a bright name for so dark a man.”

“Mother, Mr. Whitesides is in the chimney-cleaning business.”

“A sweep?”

Whitesides raised his hands in genial protest. “Oh, no, ma’am, a director of sweeps, a superintendent of sweeps, but never a sweep myself. I’m much too big for the chimneys anymore.” So it was that Charlie first learned what trade Robert had chosen for him for the rest of his life.

Anna smiled bashfully and touched her hair. “Robert, how can you bring me company to see me in bed? I must look like a monster from the deep.”

“Not at all, ma’am,” said Whitesides. “Charming to the core. Boy here says you have a sweep to give me.”

Robert interrupted. “Charlie, Mother. He’s still small. Mr. Whitesides is willing to take him on as an apprentice.”

“My Charlie, a sweep?”

“It’s not a bad life,” Whitesides said, and as he talked his hands came alive and inscribed spiderwebs in the air. “The boys earns an honest living during the working days, and in the schoolish time of year I sends ’em to the finest of teachers that moderate money can afford so they grows up to be what any mother could be proud of. And it’s a jolly time for the boys, they gets to see Manchester like no other boys ever does.” Whitesides reached over and pulled on Charlie’s cheek. “You like a jolly time with the boys, don’t you?” The hand was a claw, and Charlie’s cheek hurt.

Anna tried to make sense of what was going on. “My Charlie’s a reader.”

“I love a good book myself,” said Whitesides.

“And the best of it is,” Robert said, “Mr. Whitesides doesn’t ask an apprentice fee.”

“Oh, I never needs it. The boys is useful to me from the start. I have a special training method that has them up the chimney the first day. They always catches on quick, especially boys what comes from fine homes like yours.”

Anna’s face looked troubled. She didn’t understand what was expected of her. Of course, Robert and Mr. Whitesides didn’t know how to interpret her face as Charlie did. “Never mind, boy,” said Whitesides. “She doesn’t want to.”

Charlie came closer to his mother. “Let me tell her.” He reached out and touched her face, and she instantly turned to his hand. “Mother, we’re down to our last nothing, and Robert’s found a way for me to earn my keep. Is it all right?”

“Not in the factory, son. I’ll have no son of mine working in a factory.”

Charlie felt Robert stiffen—now he knew she was in her madness. But it made no difference, really. Charlie was sure that even if she were quite herself she would consent to it. Why should she not? Charlie was useless, worse than useless around home; better if he at last earned his own way. “It’s no factory, Mother. He says I can read with him.”

“Oh, do, yes, do!” she said. “And he’ll teach you geometry and Latin, too, and raise you up to be as wise as you ought to be!” Clearly she now took Whitesides to be a teacher. Well, I’m not lying, Charlie told himself. He’ll teach me a trade, and that makes him a teacher, even if it isn’t in a school. “You’ll take care of my little boy, won’t you?”

“Of course, Ma’am.”

It was then that Dinah came in. She had gone to the cathedral to pray for their mother—somehow it was always assumed that religious duties properly belonged to the women of the family. She saw Whitesides and seemed immediately to know what was going on. Charlie thought it was part of Dinah’s seemingly infinite cleverness; in fact, she and Robert had discussed the idea of putting Charlie out as apprentice before.

“We’re family,” Dinah said. “We stay together.”

Robert whirled on her, his face bright with anger, yet his voice a whisper. “Stay together, is it? Do they put us all out on the street together with no roof at all over our heads? Do we all together watch Mother die? What’s together? Do you think we’ll care about together in the cemetery?”

“I’ll do it,” Charlie said. “I’m glad to.”

Robert’s outburst had done nothing to bend Dinah’s determination, but Charlie’s willingness changed everything for her. “Charlie,” she said, “do you want to be a sweep?”

Charlie hardly knew what it was that sweeps did. He was only eight, and like any child of the time he admired the small boys dressed in cut-up men’s clothes who seemed completely free on the streets, romping and cursing and crying out for business. He thought it wonderfully romantic to be such a boy, unwanted by his family but still happy with his lot. “Better than anything else,” he answered her.

It was then that Whitesides produced the papers and held them out for Anna to sign. Anna took the pen willingly enough. Of course, Dinah had to block things one more time—it was her way. “What do the papers say?” she asked.

Whitesides looked annoyed. Robert sighed in impatience. “Dinah, they’re apprenticeship papers. They say what all papers say.”

“There’s words,” Dinah said, “and the words will bind us and we ought to know what they say.”

Whitesides laughed at that. “Truth to tell, little girl, I had a lawyer do it all up in fine language, and I don’t know a bit of what it means myself.” And he held out the papers for her to read them.

Dinah didn’t understand the legal language and might have caused more fuss about it, except that she noticed that Anna did not sign herself as Anna Kirkham. She signed herself Anna Banks. To Dinah, that was proof that the papers didn’t mean anything after all, and so it didn’t matter what they said. Robert also noticed it, but took it only as a sign that his father was gone for good, as if his mother had divorced him. Charlie did not see it; he was too occupied with wondering what it would be like to stand on the top of a chimney or get as dirty as he pleased, without having to wash. And as for Whitesides, he saw her sign but knew as little as if he hadn’t—for he couldn’t read a word to save his life. That was one reason why he already hated Charlie more than any other boy he’d ever had, and loved him more, too, in his dark way: the boy knew how to read, and that made him powerful and strange and wise. So clever, aren’t you, Whitesides said silently, you children reading, you woman signing. But these papers give me the boy, he’s mine and never yours again, and he’ll soon find out how much of good his books’ll do him when he’s up to his arse in ashes.

As Charlie left the house, he heard his mother call to him. “In all your education, son,” she said, “don’t forget the Lord of heaven.”

 

“This is Raymond,” said Whitesides. “He’s my best boy.”

Raymond, a cocky twelve-year-old, took a deep bow. His hair was long and shaggy, his face stained, but his smile was completely winning. Charlie smiled back.

“Was my best boy,” Whitesides amended. “For you shall be my best boy now, Charlie.”


Charlie was confused but pleased at the thought of it. “I’ll try to be, Mr. Whitesides,” he said.

“You may call me master,” Whitesides said. “Raymond here, he’s too fat.” He took a pinch at Raymond’s waistline. There wasn’t anything loose enough to grab, but Whitesides grabbed it anyway. Raymond bent slightly with the pain of the claw pulling at his skin, but the smile never left his face. “Raymond can’t get up the chimney so good anymore. So he’s my teacher. He teaches boys. And Charlie, here, he’s a smart lad, Raymond. He can read.”

“Oh, he’ll learn fast, he will, Master,” Raymond said. Smiling.

“All my boys learns fast, Charlie. Or the boys suffers.”

It was the first open statement of Whitesides’s teaching method. The second came a moment later. Whitesides bent and smiled in Charlie’s face. “You aren’t smiling, boy. My boys is happy. My boys smiles.” And he cheerfully struck Charlie across the head, knocking him to the floor.

“Smile,” Whitesides said, grinning. It was impossible. Charlie had rarely been hit in his life—even at his most depressed and angry, John Kirkham had been gentle with his children, and Anna scarcely less so. “Charlie, you must smile or I’ll think you aren’t happy with me.” And Whitesides kicked him in the hip. Charlie screamed with the pain.

Raymond, still smiling, tugged at Whitesides’s coat. “If you break his bones, Master, he can’t climb.”

“He must smile,” Whitesides said. “I won’t have any sadness near me. It’s a sad world, Charlie, and it’s our duty given us by God to smile and bring gladness to every heart.”

Charlie, tears running down his cheeks, holding his painful hip, smiled.

“Ah, Charlie, that’s no smile. That’s no smile.” Whitesides lifted his foot and used it to shove Charlie flat on the floor. Then he pressed down, putting more and more weight on Charlie’s stomach. Charlie felt the air go out of his lungs as his stomach caved easily to the pressure. The pain became intense. He whimpered high in his throat.

“Careful, Master,” said Raymond, smiling.

“A real smile, Charlie,” said Whitesides.

And Charlie put a ghastly grimace of pain on his face, desperately trying to make it a smile so he could breathe again, so the terrible pain in his stomach would go away. He wished, desperately, to be home. He would sit beside his mother and repeat the words of Mercutio about Queen Mab. “She it is who presses girls and teaches them to bear, making them women of good carriage.” Was that how it went? And what next? “There is in every society or neighborhood an ordinary or average rate both of wages and profit.” No, that was Adam Smith, not Shakespeare. Sorry, Mother. I’ll get it right next time.


“Smile from the heart, Charlie,” said Whitesides.

“The fool hath said in his heart, there is no such thing as justice.” Did he say it? No—it was Leviathan, speaking back to him in his mind. He had no notion what the words meant—he rarely did—but they seemed very important to him right now.

“Or I’ll find your heart and feed it to you,” said Whitesides even more cheerfully.

Charlie thought he saw his mother’s sleeping face as she lay in bed, the baby beside her in the minutes before they realized the infant was dead. He would have screamed, but he had no air at all in him, and then the world went white and then red and then black.

He awoke a moment later, choking and gagging. The weight was gone from his stomach, but his gut ached as if it had been torn inside, and he gasped for breath against the pain and rolled over, curling up to let his organs find their natural place again. When the pain subsided a little, Charlie began to cry.

“Can’t cry,” Raymond said. Charlie looked up to find that the boy’s face, mercifully, was not smiling. Already Charlie knew that that meant Whitesides was not near at hand. “Can’t cry, it makes it worse. Just smile all the time. Pretty soon you learn to smile in your sleep. Stomach all right?”

Charlie shook his head.

“Well, get used to it. There’s a sort of sense in what he does. Chimney sweeps has to be tough, and if you live through the first few weeks, you get tough.” Raymond laughed mirthlessly. “I don’t suppose you’re hungry?”

“Where is he?”

“Out making appointments. He does it every Sunday. Wasted a lot of time getting you, has to make it up. But don’t think of running home. He locks the door from the outside.”

Painfully Charlie got up, careful not to put any more strain than necessary on his stomach. As soon as he stood up his head went dizzy; he fell to his knees and vomited on the floor.

“They all does it,” Raymond said. “Now you’ll want to eat for sure.”

Charlie cleaned up the mess, and Raymond was right. He felt much better now, and was able to eat the cheap soup that Raymond poured into a platter. Not a trace of meat in it, and some of the vegetables were unidentifiable. “Don’t ask,” Raymond said, anticipating the question. “Whitesides makes the soup.”

“Are there any books?” Charlie asked.

“Books?”

“To read. If we go to school, I thought there might be books here.”


“School?”

Now Charlie realized how he had been cheated. All lies about school, lies just to get Mother to sign. And Robert was in on it. Charlie was sure of that. After all, Robert was the one who brought Whitesides. Robert was the one who hated him and wanted him to go. Dinah and Mother still wanted Charlie to be home, and only Robert had made him go, only Robert had lied to him and brought this man to take him away and lock him in a room and hurt him. I hate you, Charlie said silently to his brother. I’ll get free and come back and tell Mother what you did.

Even better than the soup, the hatred eased the pain; it worked so well that he was even able to smile at Whitesides when he finally returned. You and Robert may have conspired to torture me, but I will not let you see how much you hurt me.
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Anna Banks Kirkham Manchester, 1830




Anna awoke thinking clearly for the first time since labor. She had no memory beyond the midwife saying, “It’s a girl, Annie.” And then, as so many times before, she remembered the other words, the later words. “She’s dead. Ah, it’ll break Anna’s heart.” All the pity in the world in the voice that said it, but no pity at all in the God that did it. No, no, not God! God didn’t do it! Forgive me for the thought, don’t punish me for my sin by killing this one, let me have this one alive—

This time, however, she fought back against the grief, held it at bay and kept her thoughts clear. She remembered now how often this same moment had come, and how each time she had retreated into dreams of the infant in her arms. Was it true that John had come back to her? No, that was part of the dreaming. So much dreaming—what was true and what wasn’t? No matter. She wasn’t dreaming now, and soon enough she’d find out the truth of all.

She felt weak, and her belly ached deep when she tried to sit. But she knew this pain—she had met it before, and defeated it. She rolled to the edge of the bed and let her legs slide to the floor. She knelt and prayed, thanking God for his mercy in letting her survive and begging his forgiveness for anything sinful she might have said in her illness. Then she slowly got to her feet and walked to the table, where a small remnant of cheese lay, uncovered. Not like Charlie, to leave the cheese on the table. He must just be out getting water. He only left the cheese this way for a moment, knowing he’d be back soon. She got back in bed, waiting for him to come back so he could tell her what day it was, and how the child was buried, and what name they had given to her, and whether she had been baptized in time.

But the hours passed, and Charlie did not come home, and she began to worry. Again she got up, and this time combed her filthy, tangled hair and dressed herself and slowly, painfully went down the stairs, calling Charlie’s name. He did not answer. He was not at any near neighbor’s cottage. She could see across the river that he was not at the plug beyond Scotland Bridge where they drew clean water. Perhaps he was at the market. Don’t worry, she told herself. No need to imagine the worst. He’s off on some errand for Robert, that’s all.

She came back when the noon bells began. Nomi Barton was outside, loading her scant furniture into a cart.

“Moving?” Anna asked, to be polite.

“No, just bringin’ my sticks out to air,” Nomi answered with good-natured sarcasm. “Don’t you know? Didn’t the landlord notice you?”

“Notice me what?”

“The lease reverts, is what the man read to me last evenin’. The lease reverts and everyone must come out because the buildings is comin’ down.”

“Coming down?”

“You don’t think they’ll go up, do you?” Nomi cackled grimly. “No, when they knocks down these old walls, the place comes down for sure.”

“When?”

“Three or four days, I think. End of the month. I was lucky and found me a cottage I can have a bit early. Others is bound to spend a night or two in the cold.”

Anna hurried upstairs, hoping to find Charlie there. All she found was the notice nailed to the door. She read it quickly. The owner of the building had lost his lease on the land; a consortium of wealthy men was going to build a factory on the spot with a new fifty-year lease.

Robert and Dinah came home for dinner a few minutes later. They arrived together, and came slowly up the stairs—too slowly, Anna thought as they came, for she remembered how they used to thunder up and down stairs back when they were children. Now they were weary adults, they plodded, and it broke her heart to hear the funereal cadence. She knew Charlie was not with them. Charlie was too quick of step; he had not yet been touched enough by life.

When they came in, they didn’t see her at first; silently they went about the business of getting dinner quickly. For a moment Anna was hurt that their first thought wouldn’t have been to see how their ailing mother was doing. But of course not, she told herself. They think that Charlie has been caring for me all day. Poor children. They have the walk, they have the expressions of age, they have been given the duties of adults and done better than many who are supposedly of the proper age. And yet Robert is still so slight, though he is taller, and his face is still so smooth, his hair so free. Dinah’s eyes are still large and deep, hinting at naivete and unfathomable things, and her hair is thick, her body lithe as a child’s; she still stands tiptoe to reach across the table. God have mercy on them. All my children now are gone.


Robert gravely set out the platters; Dinah cut up the potatoes and sprinkled precious pepper over the top. She did it with such ceremony that Robert burst out laughing. Suddenly all was changed. Robert’s whole body came alive, Dinah smiled and leaned on the table, shaking with silent laughter, and Anna realized that they were children still, able to be joyful in a moment.

It came as such a relief to her that she laughed, too; they heard her, and turned, and after the moment it took them to realize that she was alert now, in her right mind now, they plunged into embraces and rejoicing and tears. Anna set aside the worry about Charlie not being home, forgot for a moment that they were going to lose the house, even overlooked the ache for the child that she had borne and never knew, and celebrated with them: They were glad that she was better, and she rejoiced that they were glad.

And not only glad for that. “I talked to the maintenance man today,” Robert said. “I’m in, starting next week. To repair machinery. It’s a step to becoming an engineer. And I’ll be paid like a man. A pound a week. More than we all used to make together. And the maintenance man, Joe Purny, he tells me there’s places to the other side of Oldham Road, beyond Great Ancoats. Better built than these, newer, and not much more a month rent.”

Dinah walked to the door where the eviction notice was posted, tore it down, brought it into the room and, with a flourish tore it into little pieces. “What do we care about that?” she said.

And then, suddenly, Dinah’s expression went grim.

“What is it?” Anna asked.

“Charlie,” Dinah answered.

“What about him?” Anna asked. “He’s been away all morning.”

“Oh my God,” said Robert. “She doesn’t remember.”

Anna did not think to rebuke him for his blasphemous language. His words had more import than mere offensiveness.

“What’s happened to Charlie?”

“He’ll never find us if we move,” Dinah said.

“What have we done?” Robert whispered. “I had no hope then. How could I have known?”

“What have you done!” Anna shouted.

Robert buried his face in his hands. Dinah looked at him contemptuously. “You wouldn’t hear my voice then, but now it’s my voice must tell the news.” Dinah faced her mother, and paused a moment, searching for words. They did not come easily to her, not because she could not think of any words, but because they were all so imprecise. “You signed the paper two days ago. Charlie’s gone, apprenticed to a chimney sweep.”

Anna looked at them in horror. “Charlie! To a chimney sweep!”

Robert looked up, his eyes already inflamed from tears—not of grief for Charlie, but of shame for having made a wrong decision for the family. “We were only weeks from starvation, Mother. It was a way to save his life.”

Charlie, who reads poetry and philosophy, Charlie who has a mind like a god and the disposition of an angel—climbing up and down chimneys and walking the streets covered with soot. It was impossible. It could not be. Anna came to herself enough to realize that Robert was watching her with terrible apprehension for her verdict on him. She hated what he had done, but he was only a child, and it was her duty to comfort him. “You thought it was for the best, Robert,” she said. “As God is my witness I will get him back.”

“How?” Robert asked. “You signed a paper.”

“I wasn’t in my right mind!” Anna said.

“It was written by a solicitor,” Robert said, sure that it meant the contract was irrevocable.

“The problem isn’t the paper,” Dinah said. “The problem is—where is he?”

“I don’t know,” Robert said. “I met the man on the street. I saw him with a small boy, and I thought, there’s a place for Charlie, and I talked to him and he came to our house on Sunday. I don’t know where he lives.”

“His name,” Anna said.

“Whitesides. But it’s not so bad, Mother. He’ll send Charlie to school.”

Anna shook her head and laughed bitterly. “Did he say so? And since when was there a chimney sweep who could even read? He wouldn’t know how to find a school. You knew no better, Robert—you and Charlie both, so trusting you’re easy victims to anyone with a lie that says what you want to hear. So trusting. But I will get him back.”

Dinah didn’t ask again, but the question still hung in the air: How? Her son, the jewel of her life, was gone; she would do anything; she would swallow pride and beg if she had to. “I will ask Mr. Hulme to help me.”

“But, Mother,” Dinah said, “you surely lost your place when you—”

“I won’t ask for my place. I’ll ask him how I can find my son.”

For a moment they sat in silence. Then Robert leapt to his feet. “How long have we been here? How long has it been?” And with scarcely another word, he and Dinah left the cottage running, for if they were late to the factory they would be docked, and even the smallest loss of pay was one night colder or one dinner with no food, and that might mean the difference between marginal health and plunging over the edge into sickness, exhaustion, unemployment, beggary, starvation, and death.

After they ran off to work, Anna sat in the cottage for a half hour, trying to find in the Bible what was in God’s mind when He blessed them with one hand while cursing them a thousandfold with the other. Finally she closed the Bible, unsatisfied, and left to see Hulme to ask his help. She would get her son back whether it was God’s will or not. God’s will had done them little good so far. Now she would see how well she did with her own.
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Charlie Kirkham Manchester, 1830




Charlie almost forgot his fear of Whitesides as the housekeeper led them to the fireplace, for the house was magnificent beyond his dreams. He had no way of knowing that it was rather an ordinary middle-class home; his only point of comparison was the places he remembered living, and he couldn’t even remember the comfortable rooms above the store, back when his father still owned his own shop. So the varnished wooden floor, the thick rugs, the paintings on the wall, the carefully placed furniture all spoke to him of heaven: this is what comes to good people after they die. Frankly, Charlie gawked.

Raymond, of course, had been in many homes richer than this one and knew it wasn’t much. He nudged Charlie and said so—in a whisper, of course. But when Raymond spoke Charlie realized something that gave him confidence. Raymond’s thick, lower-class speech, uneducated and full of cant, would forever bar him from belonging in a house like this, let alone one better. Charlie, however, spoke with his mother’s clear, educated speech, which still echoed her father’s Cambridge pronunciation; if he were not dressed in old and threadbare clothing, he could easily belong here, and indeed probably had a clearer speech and more elegant language than the owner of the house. Charlie didn’t put it to himself so clearly, however. All that passed through his mind was the thought, I ought to be in a place like this. And with the thought came the unrecognized resolution, I will have a house like this. He felt it as a right—or rather he felt his poverty as a wrong. If God ever set the world to rights, Charlie Kirkham would live like this.

The housekeeper tapped the brick of the fireplace. “This is the one. And please be quick—we have company tonight, and we must be able to have a roaring fire without smoke. And try not to spray ash everywhere, it’s near impossible to clean.” She spoke with the conscious snobbery of servants trying to cloak themselves in their masters’ elevated status.


Whitesides, smiling, reached up inside the fireplace and felt the brick.

“I thought I said, ma’am, that there be no fire in here last night.”

“The master got cold. When he is cold, there’s a fire.”

“This is hot enough to scorch, ma’am. It must have been put out only a few hours ago at most.”

The housekeeper narrowed her eyes. “Oh, a regular scientist, he is. Next you’ll be telling me how many pounds of coal we burned. Will you do the job or not? You’re not the only sweeps in town, I hear.”

“But we’re the only ones in this house, ma’am. You’re welcome to go find another, if you think you can get one quick enough. But there you are. We’ll do it, but the charge is more, in case of damage to my boys.”

The housekeeper chuckled. “If there be damage, sweep, then we’ll talk about paying extra. These don’t look like they’re worth much anyway.” And with that she swept out of the room, her bouncing stride belying the airs she affected.

“What a proud day,” Whitesides said when she was gone. “Your first day up a chimney, Charlie. Does it please you?”

Charlie, whose cheeks already hurt from smiling, smiled more broadly and said, “It does, Master.”

“Then up you go.”

Charlie hesitated. He was not an athletic child, and had never climbed a chimney in his life—had never, in fact, climbed a tree. He had no notion how to begin.

“Charlie looks reluctant, wouldn’t you say, Raymond?”

Raymond laughed. “More stupid than slow, I’d say, right Charlie?”

Whitesides came close to Charlie and squatted down so his eyes were on a level with the boy’s. “You take off your shoes and socks, Charlie.”

Once his feet were bare, Charlie started to take off his coat. Raymond stopped him. “Unless you want to scrape your elbows raw, boy, and have ash in your arse and armpits, you leave the coat on.”

Now Whitesides took a long, sharp pin out of his lapel and, with a flourish, handed it to Raymond. “You help the boy up the chimney, Raymond,” he said. “You give him a bit of a desire to climb high and fast.”

“What’s that for?” Charlie asked.

“You look worried, Charlie.”

Charlie smiled more broadly.

“Much better, Charlie. And now faces, Charlie, there mustn’t be faces in the chimney, mustn’t there?” Whitesides reached into the voluminous pocket of his coat and pulled out a blackened wad of knit. Charlie took it gingerly, opened it. It was a mask, with holes for eyes and nothing else. It had once been red, or partly red. “It’s been up ten thousand chimneys twice ten thousand times, Charlie, and up one more with you today.”

Charlie started to put it on, filthy as it was, but Raymond stopped him. “Dip it.” Charlie didn’t understand. Raymond pointed to a bucket of water the housekeeper had set out for them. “Dip it. Wet it so you can breathe.”

Charlie dipped it in the water and picked it out. The water had not penetrated much.

“Soak it. Wet clear through.”

Charlie dipped it again, squished it several times in the water, then pulled it out, heavy and dripping. Was he to put it on like that? He looked at Raymond, then smiled at Whitesides. They were watching him intently. No advice from them, and he dared not ask, so he slipped the filthy mask over his head. Cold water dribbled down his neck into his shirt. He shuddered. Whitesides giggled.

“Most boys wrings it out,” said Whitesides. He giggled again.

Raymond sauntered to the hearth and Charlie followed. The bricks were rough under the white paint; inside, unpainted, there would be nothing to mitigate the sharp points and harsh edges against his feet and hands, nothing but the soot itself. Inwardly Charlie recoiled from the touch of the brick. It would hurt him. And now that hurting was a fresh memory, it terrified him more than it had when he had never known real pain.

He leaned his head back and looked up. Far above was a dim light. It looked miles away. And there was no ladder, no step cut into the brick, nothing at all to help him up the shaft. Yet he had to climb it, for Raymond held a needle whose use would not be tailorwork, Charlie was certain.

“How?” Charlie whispered to the boy beside him.

“It’s elbows and knees does it, Charlie, and your back. You push against the walls and it holds you up.”

Now Charlie felt the heat of the bricks seeping into his feet. He began to lift one foot, then the other. He heard Whitesides giggle and say something about a clever dance.

“Will you give me a boost?” Charlie asked.

“Of course,” said Raymond. “But you need the chipper and the brush, you know. Get right to the top and chip your way down—keeps the ash out of your eyes.”

Suddenly Whitesides’ head was in the hearth, inches from them. “Aye, Raymond, you ought to write a book, my boy. You’re taking time, my lads, and time is money, and money is bread, and bread is dear, and if you want full stomachs tonight you’ll hasten hasten hasten.”

Raymond cupped his hands to give Charlie a lift. As Charlie placed his foot in the stirrup and braced one hand on Raymond’s shoulder, he said softly, “Please don’t stick me, Raymond.”

Loudly Raymond answered, “Stick you? It’s worth my life if I don’t stick you, jack!”

“Aye, that’s the answer,” said Whitesides. Raymond gave Charlie a rueful grin that at least hinted that he’d regret doing it.

The air was close in the chimney as Charlie climbed into it. The bricks were warm, and the ash stung his lungs despite the wet mask. Charlie scrabbled for a handhold, but there was nothing; the bricks scraped his hands and hurt him when he banged his elbows on them. Soot slipped from the sides of the chimney, avalanched into Charlie’s shirt and down his back. He slid downward, his foot slamming into Raymond’s upturned face, the brick scraping his knees.

“Damn you!” Raymond cried. “Keep your foot out of my face, you little bastard!”

“Watch your language, my young friend,” said Whitesides cheerfully. “We can’t let the good folk here get theirselves offended.”

Raymond pushed Charlie upward again, and this time he rose high enough to find a small ridge in the brick where he could hook his fingers, giving him enough purchase so that he didn’t slide downward. He pressed his back firmly against one side, his toes against the other, and tried not to tremble in fear, for he dared not loosen his hold to climb higher, and yet he knew that if he stayed—

“Doesn’t he like to climb?” he heard Whitesides say.

“You’re turned wrong!” Raymond called up to him. “It’s the other way, pressing outward with your knees and elbows!”

“Doesn’t he like chimneys?”

“I love the chimneys,” Charlie called down, trying to turn himself in the chimney so that he faced one of the narrow walls instead of one of the wide ones. His muscles were not toned for pressing outward; it took all his strength just to stay up, facing that way. But now his back was not pressed against a wall, and he could climb a little. It was slow, and he was terrified.

There was no warning. Just a sudden, agonizing pain in his foot. He cried out; his leg by reflex shot upward, and he lost his hold. He started to slide downward, which drove the needle deeper. Then he felt the shaft slide out of the wound, and he hung in the chimney, gasping, until the needle came into the sole of the other foot. He shouted and desperately elbowed his way upward into the chimney, banging and bruising his knees and elbows, scraping and burning his hands and feet, but climbing. And now that he was getting higher, he had no choice but to climb, for the soot was so thick and slick that if he stopped moving for an instant he began to fall, and a fall from this height would surely break a leg, if it didn’t kill him.

The higher he rose, however, the cooler the bricks became. He began to slow down. He hadn’t realized Raymond was climbing after him, until the needle came again. This time was the deepest, the most painful of all, and the hurt took his breath away for a moment; then he climbed again, faster than before, and now Raymond didn’t follow him. The chimney was so caked with soot and ash that it narrowed, making the climbing easier, though breathing was harder all the time. Dust rose in the chimney, stinging his eyes, and despite the wet mask it burned in his throat.

He looked down. Raymond’s face was so far below him that he looked like a bug, and Charlie felt a terrible vertigo, a feeling, not that he would fall, but that he already was falling.

“Keep climbing!” Raymond shouted. His voice rang in the chimney.

“I’ll never get down again!”

As if the voice came from hell he heard Whitesides call out gleefully, “Down’s easy, boy! Nothing’s so easy as down!”

“All the way to the top!” Raymond called.

His elbows and knees throbbed with pain, his hands were raw, his arms and legs were exhausted, but he climbed upward because he had no choice. And at last, not daring to look down again, he reached the top, flung his arms out over the lip of the chimney, and hung there, up to his armpits in ash, but his face at last free to breath.

He had never realized Manchester was so large. From this house on Manor Street in Ardwick he could see a battery of chimneys, like cannons firing into the sky. The pall that always hung low over the city on a still day seemed to be pouring down a thousand spouts, or shooting up from them—the illusion kept changing as he watched.

Sound also rose to the rooftops, but oddly there was none of the bustle of a city. Instead he heard the birds by the River Medlock not far distant, and the genteel carriages passing brusquely in the streets. The cry of beggars was not heard here, nor the whine and stomp of machinery. They could be different worlds, the one his ears heard and the one his eyes saw.

The shouting from below, inside the chimney, reminded him of what he had come for. Turning, he braced his back against the chimney and began chipping away the soot. It was easy enough work—the soot was not hard to chip away—but it was miserable. For every pound of soot that dropped past his legs, down to the bottom, it seemed sixteen ounces turned to dust and drifted upward into his eyes and hair and mouth. He shut his eyes often as he worked. Yet, struggling with the soot, he was able to keep his mind off misery, except the stinging of his feet, the aching of his legs, his elbows; it became almost a game to him, getting the soot off and brushing the dust away until brick showed through a bit.

It took him nearly an hour to work his way down, and, as Raymond had promised, it was easy. Staring at the brick ahead of him, he forgot how far away the ground was and began to take some pride in accomplishing the cleaning as well as he did.

But his legs, under constant tension, grew weaker and weaker. He began coughing, and the phlegm tasted of ash; tears streamed out of his eyes, and he could not wipe them because of the mask. Gradually even the pinpricks in his feet were numb compared to the vast ache of his entire body.

And at last when he let himself slide downward a few inches there was suddenly nothing for his toes to brace against. He had reached the bottom of the chimney. He fell.

Not far, of course, but there was a deep pile of loose ash in the hearth, and when he landed in it the dust flew in a great cloud through the room, settling on the walls, the ceiling, the bare floor. What had once been plastered white was now a dingy gray. And Whitesides was smiling.

“Careless boy,” he said. “Careless, careless.” And he dragged Charlie from the hearth and began beating him, raising a cloud of dust on the first blow and bringing no cry of pain from Charlie at all. Charlie was too tired to care. His brain had shut off the pain, and since the pain was all he felt of the world, he might as well have been asleep.

Except that he kept smiling and smiling until Whitesides stopped.

The housekeeper cursed and threatened, but she finally paid and let them go, since she couldn’t clean the room while the filthy sweeps were still in it.

Back in their rooms, the fresh air and limbering walk made Charlie more alert, despite the aches. At first he was glad for a bath and cheerfully carried water up to fill the tub. Charlie stripped and was surprised to find that the ash had spread right through his clothes so that he was grey everywhere that he wasn’t black. The ash itched; the bath would be welcome. But Whitesides insisted on bathing the boy himself, and filled a bucket with lye and salt and water. He dipped a harsh brush into the bucket again and again. It got the ash and dust off, but cut the skin and put the salt into the new wounds on every stroke.

“Not so hard, please,” Charlie begged.


“Isn’t my boy Charlie happy? Doesn’t he like to be clean?”

And Charlie smiled, standing naked in the tub as the water began to turn black, and then even blacker with his blood as it dripped an ever darker crimson down his legs. He smiled, and silently decided that they could put him in jail or hang him or poison him but he would not work for this man for seven years, or one year, or one week, or one more day if he could help it. He smiled until Whitesides deftly pulled the brush across his young and tender loins, and then again, and then again; Charlie screamed and fainted, and knew nothing more until morning.
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