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For all the Irish immigrant women who have ever worked as domestic workers in the U.S. of A, 

And for the Mellen family, who left Ireland following the Potato Famine of the 1840s and started a new life in the city of Lowell...

Also for the memory of Cary Daniels (1959-2019)

The indie horror world here in New England lost a kind soul and editor

But we were blessed to have him

“72. Hallowe'en incident—mirror in cellar—face seen therein—death (claw-mark?).”

H.P. Lovecraft, Commonplace Book, 1919
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Manuxet, Massachusetts – September, 1870
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“Your references tell us you were with the Cabot family for ten years,” Mister Quentin Montague said, sitting across the rich Turkish carpet that graced the floor of his office, separating him and his wife Avril from the prospective chambermaid whom they interviewed.

The candidate, Fionagh Cuneen, stood a little taller. “If you please, sorr,” she paused, lightly clearing her throat. She continued, softening her brogue which, even after the twenty years she had spent in the States, tended to come out when she felt nervous. She had found it odd that in a house as formal as this, the master and not the housekeeper would examine her, prior to considering her. But every house had its way of managing itself. “If you please, sir, I quit their service only when the household broke up at the death of Old Mrs. Cabot.”

“And how then did she pass from this world?” Mr. Montague asked. The man cut an elegant figure, tall and robust, his dark hair silvered at the temples and threaded throughout the rest of his leonine mane, his grey eyes piercing and solemn as befitting a man of his station. His wife, Avril Montague had a pleasingly abundant figure, stubbornly held in place by her violet bombazine gown and the stays clearly beneath it, her red-gold hair neatly coiffed. Fionagh trusted she had a diligent lady's maid to assist her in fastening them.

“Sir, she died because she was ninety-five years old,” Fionagh replied.

Mrs Montague giggled behind her hand. Mr. Montague gave her a hard look, which quelled her mirth.

“You are honest speaker, and your record speaks well to your reliability,” Mr. Montague said. “Are you given to drinking?”

“Sir, we all need water, don't we?” Fionagh replied, dryly. She knew full well why he asked, given her heritage. Years of employers and other native-born folk with proper English names had taught her to make a joke out of their assumptions, awkward and ignorant at best, insulting at worst.

Mrs. Montague laughed out loud, despite her husband giving her another hard look. “But do you indulge in strong drink?” he asked.

“No more often than a glass of wine on the odd Sunday, sir,” Fionagh said,

“Hopefully no more than one glass,” Montague said, a look in his eye suggesting he would closely watch the levels in the decanters in his study. “But given your steady application to your prior employers, I would say you are worth hiring.” Fionagh felt her hope rise, but accustomed as she was to polite phrasing from employers hiding their intentions, she tempered this hope as best she could. “My wife and I shall give your bid all due consideration. Where may we notify you, when we have made our decision?”

Fionagh gave them the address of her present lodgings, at a day to day house in Centralville, where domestics between households lodged.

“We shall have word for you in due time,” Mr. Montague said, turning away from her and back to the account books laid open on his desk. “You are excused till then.”

“I hope that we have some news for you soon,” Mrs Montague said, though her husband turned a cool eye toward his wife's cheerier dismissal. Clearly, she had come up in the world, or come from a more congenial family.

“Indeed, sir. Indeed, ma'am.” Fionagh dropped a neat curtsy before a footman showed her out the servants’ and tradesmen’s entrance.

Once out on Sherman Street, she glanced back to the corner of Smithen Street, the main artery that ran through the Belvidere section of Manuxet, "the Venice of Massachusetts", with its network of canals. She looked up to the house, a four floor structure, the ground floor and the first made of brick, the upper two covered in dark brown clapboards between the windows that stared down at the street below, in particular the windows of the turret on the east corner. Fionagh turned away and walked down  Sherman Street turning onto High Street which ran into Middlesex Street. 

Following Middlesex across the Pawtucket Canal and past several recently built storefronts with apartments above them, she turned down Kirk Street, turning onto Lee Street and thence to St. Joseph's Church. She entered the gray granite edifice, going up a flight of stairs to the main chapel.

Once through the doors, she took a knee, facing the high altar, and crossed herself before rising. Going to the statue of St. Joseph with his hammer and a long piece of wood, she lit a penny candle, saying a prayer that the good carpenter of Nazareth would put in a word that, despite the hardness of the master, she would soon have work with the Montagues. His wife could use a good pair of hands to help tend her household, and she needed the employment. The money she’d saved from her pay in Mrs. Cabot's service would run low soon and she needed to keep a roof over her head.

Father O'Brien, the priest ministering to the Irish newcomers in the city, emerged from the sacristy and approached her, nodding to her. “Still seeking work, Miss Cuneen?” he asked in Gaelic, after they had exchanged greetings.

“I've just come from answering an advertisement that a Mr. Montague posted to the Sun,” she said. “It looks like a good prospect, room and board along with a good wage. But I could use a prayer or two that the boss man won't be too hard and turn me down. His wife is a young creature who needs an experienced hand or two in her household.”

“And you have plenty of experience behind you, and strength for the years ahead,” he said. “I’ll remember you at evening Mass. But if, by chance, you haven't any luck with that one, Mrs. Bouthiette could use your help about the rectory.”

“I wouldn't want to impose on her domain, but I'll keep yer offer in mind, Father,” she said. “Might I have your blessing?”

“Of course you may. Like as not, you need it now more than usually,” he replied, raising his right hand in benediction, as she knelt beside him.
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A day later, Fionagh came back to her room, after perusing the newspapers in the Pollard Library’s main reading room, and found a letter thrust under the door. Pulling it out, she let herself in and sat on the creaking cot bed to open the envelope.

“September 10th, 1870

“Dear Mrs. Cuneen

“We are pleased to inform you that we have selected you to fill the position of first chambermaid in our household. Room and board will be provided, and your wages shall be two dollars and fifty cents per week to be paid on Saturday. You will have Sunday as a half day. Your starting day shall be this following Monday, September the 13th. We hope to see you arrive at ten in the morning. You will answer to Mrs. Hawker, our housekeeper.

“We look forward to having you in our employ.

“Sincerely,

“Quentin and Avril Montague”

“Himself likely wrote the letter,” Fionagh said, eyeing the title that did not match her actual state in life, but that detail could not dampen her elation and relief to have employment at last.

The following Monday, carrying a carpet bag and a wicker suitcase containing her worldly possessions, she walked the length of Merrimack Street to Smithen Street, and thence along the board sidewalks to Number 290. She went to the servant’s entrance on the ground floor, a black-painted door set low enough to require her to descend two steps below the sidewalk. She knocked and waited a moment.

Footsteps plodded on the flagstones within, and the door opened, a thin faced woman wearing a simple dust cap peering out.

“Oh, you must be the new girl, yes?” the woman, clearly a kitchen maid, asked with a mild French accent. “Mrs. Hawker, the housekeeper, will see you. I am Adele, the kitchen maid.” She stepped aside, letting Fionagh enter a small vestibule that opened into a common area just off the kitchen. Mrs. Hawker, a tall, rawboned Englishwoman standing by the plain pine table that ran down the middle of the space, looked up and down Fionagh, narrowing her steely gray eyes. Fionagh had received such scrutiny a few times before. “Well, I don't doubt the master's judgment. You look sturdy enough to shoulder the tasks you'll perform. Are you married?”
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