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FOR MORDECAI PERSKY


Nettie Mitchell told me about Emmeline. Nettie is ninety-four years old and still lives in Fayette. She knew Emmeline when she herself was a child and Emmeline was an old woman.


Part One


THIS is the story of Emmeline Mosher, who, before her fourteenth birthday, was sent from her home on a farm in Maine to support her family by working in a cotton mill in Massachusetts. The year was 1839.

Fayette, where Emmeline lived, was then known for its fine dairy cattle, but Emmeline’s parents had a small farm on a rocky hillside, and even in good times they had not prospered. This was a period in which business conditions were poor throughout Maine, and for three years Emmeline’s father had been unable to find work to supplement the small yield from the farm. Then, the past season, a killing frost had come in June to destroy all their tender seedlings. Now it was only the third week of November, but from the look of their larder they might have been well into winter.

There were nine children, and they were hungry all the time. The three-year-old cried to nurse at his mother’s breast when the one-and-a-half-year-old was in her arms, but Emmeline’s mother didn’t get enough food to provide milk for two children. In fact, since the death of her last baby, within hours of its birth, she seemed to have difficulty providing enough for one. Emmeline, the oldest child, would watch and think what a help it would be if only she could nurse them. At most tasks she and her mother worked together like equals. Sarah Mosher was thirty-one years old; Emmeline was thirteen.

•  •  •

For some time now there had been a feeling among the older children and their parents that something would have to happen; there must be some change from the outside that would make it possible for them to go on. Sarah Mosher, always intensely devout, trusted that God in His own way and time would help them, but Henry Mosher had stopped going to church in recent weeks, saying that if God had no time to bother about him, then he had no time for God. When help finally came, it was difficult, at first, to find in it any sign of God’s work.

Emmeline’s aunt and uncle, Hannah and Abner Watkins, came to visit from their home in Lynn, Massachusetts, for the first time in many years. It was a painful visit for everyone. Not only were the Watkinses shocked at how little food there was, and at how badly matters were going in general, but Hannah, in particular, had a very critical air, her manner suggesting that if Henry Mosher’s moral fiber had been stronger, there would not have been poor business conditions or late frosts in Maine. Emmeline’s mother, still not recovered from five babies in four years, and the last born only to die within hours, seemed ashamed under her sister-in-law’s scrutiny. And this, in turn, was an agony to Emmeline, who loved her mother perhaps even beyond a daughter’s usual love, and never questioned her perfection.

Meals were the worst time, for they were trapped together around the long table that dominated the common room, staring at each other or at their plates, which always looked as though others had been there first and eaten their fill. Hannah talked constantly, her voice like the repeated banging of an unlatched door in a storm; just when you thought the storm had subsided, the banging began again.

When she was not expounding on the glories of Lynn, Massachusetts, of her home and her husband, Hannah talked a great deal about the city of Lowell, with its huge cotton mills and its benevolent system under which the millowners provided for the board and protection of their employees. It was because of this system that the mills had been able to attract such good help—fine, respectable girls, not unlike Emmeline—from the poverty-stricken farms of Maine and New Hampshire. It was in Lowell that Abner had earned the money to set up the shoemaking establishment he now operated in Lynn.

“There’s girls in Lowell,” Hannah said, “who’ve sent their brothers through school, or lifted the mortgage on their folks’ farm—by theirselves. And they have a good time all the whilst they’re doing it. Lowell’s nothing like what you imagine.”

Nobody had imagined anything about Lowell before Hannah began talking about it.

“There’s hundreds of girls just like Emmeline,” Hannah said. “Younger, some of ’em. Earning enough past room and board to send home two dollars a week.”

A hush fell over the table, then. The children couldn’t imagine that amount of money, and their parents hadn’t seen it at one time in some years. For the first time Emmeline felt anxious in a way that seemed to be about herself, although she didn’t yet know why.

“How does that sound, Emmeline?” Hannah asked.

Why had she been singled out?

“Now, Hannah,” her father said in a low, troubled voice.

“Never mind, Henry,” Hannah said. “You could lift your mortgage in a few years. And meanwhile you’d have food. Not that she’d have to stay so long, if she didn’t come to like it.”

It was then Emmeline understood for the first time that Hannah was trying to persuade her parents to send her to work in Lowell. She looked at her plate, waiting for her father to tell Hannah that it was out of the question, wishing for the hundredth time that the Watkinses had never come, expecting that her mother would remind Hannah of her tender age. (It was the first time she had ever felt young for her years.) She looked to her mother for reassurance,- her mother started, then flushed.

They were thinking of doing it, then. Of sending her away from home. All life seemed to drain from her body, and she was filled with a feeling of dread so strong as to make it difficult to breathe, impossible to move or to speak.

“Just think how proud you’ll be, Emmeline,” Hannah said.

Emmeline looked at her father, who was toying with his food instead of eating it. On her mother’s lap, William reached for the small piece of corn bread left on the plate the two shared. The other young ones were beginning to leave the table, but Andrew and Harriet, at eleven and ten old enough to have some idea of what was happening, waited to see if it was important. To Emmeline’s right, at the head of the table, sat Luke and her father. Luke was pretending to look at his plate, but he was really watching her, his sorrowful gray eyes hidden under lowered lids. Luke was the closest to Emmeline in age, being just eleven months younger than she, and the closest in love and confidence as well.

Tears came to her own eyes for the first time, and she lowered her head so no one would see. Her throat ached with the effort to keep from crying.

Hannah was speaking of how much more interesting it was to work in a mill than to labor endlessly on a farm, though her father had told Emmeline that during her spinster years, Hannah had been just as certain that a farm in Fayette was the only decent place to live. It was when she was already thirty-four years old, and well “past the second mark,” that Hannah had gone to a church social in Liver-more Falls and met Abner Watkins. Abner was only twenty-eight, but he had been away from Livermore for twelve years, having left his home at the age of sixteen and gone to Lynn, where he apprenticed himself to a master shoemaker. He had stayed with this man for twelve years, but upon being refused the hand of the youngest daughter of the family had returned home, heartbroken. One week after he’d met Hannah, they were married and on their way to a new life, not in Lynn, but in Lowell. It was 1832, and the great mills were in their heyday. Within days of their arrival, Abner had secured a position in a mill shop where leather parts and pieces were repaired, and two years later he was overseer of that shop. In another three years, he had saved enough to open his own shop in Lynn. Now his wife championed Lynn and Lowell and pitied those who were left in Fayette.

“Enough, Hannah,” her father said. “I think we’ve had ’bout enough for now.”

“That’s true,” Hannah said. “She needs time to get accustomed to the idea.”

Had they decided, then? Emmeline was afraid to look at her mother’s face and find an answer sooner than she could bear to. She set the plates in the hot-water tub on the stove. There was no need to scrape them anymore; there was never a crumb on any of them. Her own plate, with the bits of food left when she had become too upset to eat, was clean by the time Rosanna handed it to her to put in the water.

Her father and the older boys went back to work in the barn. Abner, a slight, uneasy man who was dwarfed by his wife, trailed after them. Her mother sat down to spin, and Hannah took up the toothed “cards” with which they combed through the wool. Emmeline brought the wool basket to the fire, meaning to pick it over, but when Hannah sat down next to her, she couldn’t remain still. Getting her shawl from its hook, she left the house before any of the younger children would notice that she was going and want to come with her.

•  •  •

It was the last week of November, a cold, gray day. The light snow that had already fallen had left only an icy frosting on the earth. Soon the real snows would come. Emmeline had prayed that the Watkinses would leave before snow prevented the coaches from coming through. Now she couldn’t pray for their departure because she might be going with them.

She walked along the rocky ledge on which the house was set, then down the slope to the road. Leaning against a tree, she looked up at the house and its surroundings, seeing them in a new way, full of an intense, despairing love.

The house had been white when she was little, but now the paint had worn off and the boards were gray and shabby. There was a good barn, though it was separate from the house, having been built by her grandfather when that was the style. Around the house was a ring of great old maples, ashes and hemlocks that appeared to have been planted to frame it, the reality being that the house had been set down in their midst.

At the highest point on the ledge stood the largest maple, its roots writhing along the top of the earth to reach more solid ground. Emmeline pictured herself swinging with Luke from the long, heavy rope he had thrown over the lowest branch. Sometimes the rope swung so widely that they went out past the ledge, to the other side of the road, and she screamed, clutching him for what she thought was her life. She saw her father and Luke attaching buckets to that maple and the others, and herself going to inspect the partly filled buckets, letting the sugar water touch her fingers so she would have reason to lick them. If the buckets were nearly full and it rained, everyone ran around collecting them, emptying them into the big pot where the sap would cook down to syrup. She saw Luke and herself and the little ones, sitting in front of the fire on a rainy day, wrapped in quilts while their clothing dried on the hearth. She saw them roasting dried corn until it burst; she saw them listening for raindrops on the roof from the attic, where all of them, except the two youngest, slept. She thought of the sudden precious moments of silence, when the younger children had gone to bed and Luke and her father were out, perhaps visiting with neighbors, and the fire ceased to crackle. As though in natural concert, she and her mother would set down their handwork and stare into the dying fire without speaking.

But this thought broke through the dam that had checked her feelings, and a terrible panic arose within her as, for the first time, she let herself feel the possibility of losing her mother. She turned away from the house and ran across the road to the pond.

•  •  •

It was the most beautiful pond in Fayette, with its thick fringe of trees broken only in two places. There was the path where they entered to bathe and swim in the summer, and to fish during much of the year. And then, on the far side, there was a larger opening where the sawmill stood close to the shore.

Not far from Emmeline was the huge rock on which they all left their clothes when they bathed, and on which she had spent endless hours with the younger children, pretending to have been shipwrecked—on Mica Island. It was a wondrous rock, a slab of granite perhaps five feet wide and three feet high, and about six feet at its longest point. The granite was filled with thousands of pebbles and chunks of quartz and millions of fragments of mica, many of which were still large enough to be pried from the granite and peeled away, layer by layer, until the last wispy film sat on the tip of a finger, ready to be blown into the wind.

She began walking the crusty edge of the pond, away from the house. The sky was darkening and the air was taking on the feel of snow. The pond was so still as to make it difficult to believe one might ever penetrate its surface, impossible to think that there was life moving under that surface even now. She shivered, and wrapped her shawl more tightly around her. She knew that she would be chilled to the bone before long, but almost welcomed an outside misery that would match what she felt inside.

She walked on, barely bothering to push aside the briers and brambles that blocked her way and stuck in the loose weave of her homespun. Near the mill, she turned into the woods, just in case there were men working. When she was well past the mill, she returned to the banks of the pond, but stayed within the first ring of trees wherever she could, so she wouldn’t be seen, although there was no one to see her. Certainly not at this part of the pond, where there wasn’t a single home. She felt lost, although she knew that she was not. Her fingers and toes grew numb with the cold. If she stopped walking her body would begin to shake.

She had no sense of how much time had passed. Suddenly she saw a picture of her parents, standing over her frozen body, having searched the woods all night to tell her they wouldn’t let her go to Lowell. She saw her mother’s face after the death of the last infant, who had lived so few hours that they hadn’t even named him; the exhaustion and the anguish had been more than Emmeline, watching her, could bear.

She wanted to rest, but couldn’t allow herself to do so. She felt that if she stopped, when she stood up again she would be in a strange place. Snow was falling lightly; she didn’t know when it had begun.

Finally she came to a part of the pond where she was sure she’d never been before. Trees grew close together clear to the bank, so that there was no natural path, and she had to thread her way among them in the snow, which was falling heavily now. At one point her foot slipped into the pond, and the icy water immediately found its way through her boot and stocking to her skin.

If she got sick, she wouldn’t be able to go to Lowell. Perhaps she would even die, and then how would Hannah feel about her meddling? How would her parents feel? Her mother? No, that was too awful to think about. Again she saw her mother’s face, this time after the death of the baby Samuel. Of the three deaths, Samuel’s had been the worst, because he was already seven months old—more than an infant. A placid, sunny-faced baby who made them all smile when he smiled. He had been taken in the middle of the night without any warning at all, no one even suspecting that he was ill, so that her mother awakened in the morning to find him stiff in the bed between herself and her husband. Emmeline saw her family gathered around the grave in the woods on a spring day so beautiful that the younger children couldn’t stay still through the brief ceremony, but kept darting off after butterflies and giggling at sounds they barely remembered from the year before. Hours later she’d returned to fetch her mother, who was asleep in the grass near the fresh mound of dirt.

“Not yet, Emmy,” her mother had said when Emmeline tried to lead her away. “Part of me’s still down there.”

The sky was dark now, except for the dim light from the stars and the snow’s reflection. Her entire body ached, but the mica rock wasn’t far away. Past the rock, up on the ledge on the other side of the road, she could see a flickering light from the hearth fire in one window of the house. She began running and didn’t stop until she reached the rock. Mica Island. Then, without bothering to pick out the twigs and thorns that had stuck in her dress and shawl, she climbed onto the slippery, snow-covered rock and fell into a deep sleep.

•  •  •

When she awakened, only a few flakes of snow were falling and the sky was clear. She knew that it must be the same night, although she felt as if she had slept for days. She was lying on her side. She felt something in her clenched hand and opened it; as she was awakening, her fingers had pried loose a large chunk of mica at which she and the others had worked for weeks while the weather was still warm. Now the precious, magical stuff was free and lay in the palm of her hand. It occurred to her that someone seeing the mica from above might think it a simple substance, yet underneath its top layer lay hundreds of others waiting to be found.

    Trust in the Lord with all thine heart;

    and lean not unto thine own understanding.

The words of the proverb entered her mind and she lay on the rock without moving, knowing that she was both cold and wet, not minding either. She and her mother had prayed to God for help, but when He had sent it, she had been frightened. It seemed to her now that she had been not only selfish, but blind, as well.

Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold thee with the right hand of my righteousness.

She looked at the sky, feeling God’s presence in each flake of snow, in every tree, in the chunk of mica in her hand, and she felt for the first time that she would be able to go if they sent her.

I will strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee.

The fear might come back, but she would be able to live with it. She would be frightened, but she would not be alone.


EMMELINE awakened in the attic with a sense of dread whose cause she did not immediately know. The room looked strange. The other children were asleep on’ the two large mattresses on the floor that served them all as beds; she barely knew their names. She stared at the sloping roof, at the rafters, at the sky beyond the small window, and wished for snow—only then remembering the reason for her wish. This was the morning her father would bring her and the Watkinses to Hallowell, where they would meet the coach in which they would ride to Portland. From Portland, Hannah and Abner would go on to Lynn, while Emmeline, if all went according to plan, would change over to one of the big wagons sent out by the mills to bring new girls to Lowell.

She sat up, then looked down at Luke, sleeping on one side of her, and Harriet on the other. Beyond Harriet lay Andrew, then Abraham, then Rosanna and Rebekah. During their first night in Fayette, Hannah and Abner had squeezed in at the end of the second mattress, but they hadn’t slept well, and so a mattress had been improvised for them out of straw and quilts on the floor of the downstairs room, at the opposite end from her parents’ bed. Everyone looked peaceful now, even Harriet, who had been in a barely concealed rage for the three days since it had been established that Emmeline was going to Lowell.

There was a small amount of homespun in the house that had been intended for Harriet, whose own dress was quite threadbare,- this was her second year in it, and Emmeline had worn it for two years before that. With Hannah’s help, Emmeline had made herself a second dress out of this material, for Hannah had said there was no question but that Emmeline must have a change of clothing for Lowell. Until the night before, Harriet had treated Emmeline’s journey as though it were a poorly disguised plot to get her cloth.

Harriet was the fourth child in the family, but only the second girl, having been born after Luke and Andrew. Of all the children, it was Harriet only who quarreled constantly with Emmeline. It was Harriet who, the year before when she was nine, had responded to some request of Emmeline’s by hissing, “You’re not my mother!” with such vehemence that Emmeline had stopped short, as though she’d been struck by a heavy object.

Somewhere in the back of her mind Emmeline had assumed that Harriet would be relieved by her departure, so that she’d been astonished, upon climbing the ladder to the attic the night before, to find Harriet in a state of wild agitation over the fact that she was leaving. As Emmeline reached the mattress, Harriet had thrown her arms about her, sobbing, “Emmy, Emmy, don’t go to Lowell! I’m afraid for what’ll happen to you in Lowell!”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of in Lowell,” Emmeline said, steeling herself lest Harriet set off her own fears. “It’s not terrible. Just different.”

But Harriet sobbed more than ever, so Emmeline held her for a while, stroking her hair, promising that she would write when she reached the city and describe it to them in detail. Eventually Harriet calmed down and moved to the edge of the mattress, so that Emmeline could be between her and Luke—a simple act she was usually unwilling to perform. Later, Emmeline could hear her breathing regularly.

She knelt, facing the attic window, and said her prayers; often, if Luke had forgotten to do this, he would join her when she began. Now, though, he lay stiff and unhappy on the mattress. When she lay down, she could see in the small amount of light coming through the attic window that his eyes were open, and when she touched his face she felt tears.

“It won’t be for long, Luke,” she promised. “Don’t cry.”

“Not crying,” he said.

•  •  •

Now, in the morning, Emmeline didn’t want to awaken Luke, or any of them. She was hoping to have a little time alone with her mother. Carefully she crawled from the mattress and made her way down the ladder. The fire had been started and her mother sat near it, nursing William. Everyone else was still sleeping. Her mother smiled at her wearily.

“Did you sleep, Emmy? I didn’t close my eyes, worrying.”

“Don’t, Mama,” Emmeline said. “I’m not scared.”

She hung the new dress on one of the nails in the hearth so it would be warm when she put it on. The chunk of mica nestled in one of its pockets.

At one end of the long table was the wooden box Luke had fashioned to hold her belongings. (Andrew had made her a wooden comb of her own.) The box was about one foot high and two feet wide, made of smooth pine boards. Luke was always a fastidious workman, and he had taken particular care that every rough spot was sanded and that the lid closed properly.

“Your father don’t want you to go,” her mother said. “Not even now. If you don’t want to.”

She felt a surge of love for her father; if only he would wake up and come to sit with them. How long was it since they’d been able to sit together, just the three of them, by the fire, without Hannah’s voice grating at them, or some other interruption?

She slipped into the new dress and got the wooden comb Andrew had given her. William had finished feeding. She took him from her mother and sat with him on the floor in front of the rocking chair, holding him while her mother separated her braids, then ran the comb lovingly through her hair. Hannah had suggested that her hair would be easier to care for if some of it were clipped off, and they had stared at her in silence. Emmeline’s hair had never been cut and fell to well below her waist, light brown, full of gold and red lights in the summer, but darker and silkier in the wintertime. Harriet regularly announced that she was going to let her hair grow “all the way” too, but then in the hot weather it would irritate her and she would ask to have it cut back some. Harriet didn’t have the patience to care for her own hair, and most days their mother was too busy. On this morning, though, Sarah ran the comb through Emmeline’s hair slowly, then carefully formed each braid. Before she had tied the second braid, Emmeline had fallen into a peaceful state that was close to sleep, and she was therefore doubly startled when suddenly the room began to fill with people. Hannah and Abner were awake and standing when she opened her eyes, and then her father appeared, and soon Luke and the others began trooping down from the attic.

Thus Emmeline’s last hours in Fayette were spent not in quiet seclusion with her parents, but in the middle of the morning’s activities. Before she knew it, her father had hitched the wagon and brought it around to the road.

•  •  •

As though in a trance, she put on her shawl and tied the box with the precious piece of rope her father had found for her. She kissed each of the family goodbye, not letting herself cling too long to anyone. Hannah and Abner climbed onto the seat next to her father, and she squeezed in next to them, but then, once there, she couldn’t bear to go with-out leaning down to embrace her mother once more. Sarah pressed the Bible into her hands.

“Oh, no, Mama,” she said. “I can’t.”

“You’ll bring it back,” her mother said. “You’re the only one reads it anyway.”

Sarah had been taken from school in her second year, when her own mother died and she was needed to help with the two younger children. Reading had always been a chore for her, and she had argued for Emmeline to remain in school every year until the last one, when it had no longer been possible for her to manage even an occasional week without her daughter.

As Emmeline sat undecided as to whether it was all right for her to accept the Bible, the wagon began moving.

•  •  •

Past the Wrights’ and then, a little ways down the road, the Wilsons’, where the old barn had caved in under the weight of the previous winter’s snow. The Wilsons’ geese honked wildly as the wagon passed, clustering first in one spot close to the house, then in another. Emmeline noticed every detail, but from an unnatural distance, as though she had already left Fayette and were looking back through the wrong end of a spyglass. She had never traveled farther than to Livermore Falls, and that was just a few miles in another direction. She felt ill, though she hadn’t touched her breakfast.

Past the general store and Judkins’ Tavern, at the Corners, then onto the Hallowell Road. At one time the mills had sent their own wagons throughout Maine and New Hampshire to recruit girls, but they didn’t need to do that anymore. Now the wagons went to Nashua and Portland, and girls who couldn’t reach those towns on their own had no easy way to get to Lowell.

She didn’t speak to her father or look over at him during the long ride. There was a wall around her which she needed if she were not going to make a display of her feelings. When they all stood on the front porch of the store in Hallowell, and Hannah told Henry Mosher that he needn’t wait for them to board the coach, Emmeline felt only relief, for she was sure the wall would become stronger in his absence.

“You go along, Henry,” Hannah said. “It’s close to noon already. Emmeline will be fine—won’t you, Emmeline?”

“I am fine, Papa.” Her voice trembled but didn’t break. “I’ll send a letter from Lowell when I’m able.”

He looked from her to the Watkinses, then back to her. He embraced her. Then he turned and left them without another word.

•  •  •

Abner went to the tavern across the road, while Hannah and Emmeline entered the store, sitting down on kegs near the stove. This store was considerably larger than the one in Fayette, and there were several people in it. A corner in the front served as the post office and was set off by a wooden counter with bars above it. In a corner in the back, a boy of about Emmeline’s age was grinding corn. On the other side of the stove, in the window light, a woman was sewing a boot upper to its sole. There were only three kinds of fabric in the store at Fayette Corners, but here there was a larger selection—including a cotton with a floral print. After a while the woman asked if they would like tea.

“No, thank you,” Hannah said firmly. Hannah, so talkative in the midst of her family, had drawn into herself among the strangers in the store. Emmeline wanted tea very much at this moment, but didn’t know how to say this to her aunt.

The woman now seemed eager to engage them in conversation, but the effect of her eagerness was to make Hannah exclude her more carefully than before. Turning to Emmeline, she began speaking, in a low but intense voice, of all those Lowell glories not already covered in their conversations at home.

But every word Hannah uttered had the opposite effect from what was intended. When she promised that Emmeline would make friends in the new city, Emmeline remembered that she had never been able to talk to other girls as easily as she could to her mother. When Hannah told her about the number of books in the circulating library, Emmeline thought of the year before, when the schoolteacher had lent her The Pioneers by James Fenimore Cooper, and she had read aloud from it to the family each night, everyone enthralled and then a bit guilty that the Bible could not hold them in the same grip as Mr. Cooper did. When Hannah mentioned that she had written on a piece of paper the name of a friend from her own Lowell days with whom she hoped Emmeline would be able to board, Emmeline saw her own home, and the hearth, and her mother singing to one of the babies. She thought it must be one of the babies who’d died, but no matter how she strained to see its face, she couldn’t tell which of them it was.

Suddenly there was a clattering of hooves, and a clanging and squeaking of wooden wheels. The coach had arrived. She ran to the window, and her heart skipped a beat with excitement, for it wasn’t at all the simple covered wagon she had expected. It was freshly painted in a deep but bright green, with red and yellow trim, and it was drawn by two horses which, though not great beauties, put to shame her father’s tired mares.

“Now, what do you think of that, Emmeline?” Hannah asked with obvious satisfaction.

There was a flurry of activity in the store,- although no one else was getting on the coach, the storekeeper had several parcels and a small bag of mail to be put on it. Abner came out of the tavern and crossed the road, and three other men came out to stand on the tavern porch and observe. The coachman fetched water for the horses. Hannah had unbent to the extent of telling the woman who was making shoes that she was taking her niece to Portland, and so on. Her mother had said that Hannah meant no harm with her brusque ways, but only wanted to help them, and Emmeline needed to believe that now.

•  •  •

The inside of the coach was an immediate disappointment, for while it would take hours to know the extent of their discomfort, the walls were rough, unpainted pine boards, as though the person who had painstakingly decorated the outside had been called away before he could finish the job. And there were only three narrow benches to sit on.

The first of these was occupied by three people who never turned to greet them—or, indeed, to speak to each other—during the entire journey. They were an elderly couple and a woman of somewhat fewer years who might have been their daughter but was, as Emmeline later learned, the woman’s younger sister. They had lost the farm near Augusta on which they’d lived all their lives, and were going to Lowell to find work. Emmeline and the Watkinses sat on the back bench; the middle one remained unoccupied until they reached Lewiston, where there were four new passengers.

These were a young girl and three small children who called her Mama, though she looked only a year or two older than Emmeline. The two older children sat on the bench, and she held the baby on her lap. For a long time they were silent. But then the children lost their fear, and as they did, they became restless and irritable. The baby cried steadily, while one of the older children asked, “When will we get to Lowell, Mama? When will we get to Lowell?” at regular intervals, as though it were the refrain of some sad song. Emmeline didn’t know which of them to pity most,’ and was astonished to see that Hannah and Abner, on her left and right, slept or looked out of their small windows, failing to notice the misery just a foot away from them.

“D’you think I could help her?” she finally whispered to Hannah.

“You don’t know who they might be, Emmeline,” Hannah said, very firmly, as though this were an answer to the question.

Emmeline opened her Bible, but couldn’t make out the words in the shaky, jostling coach and closed it again. Then she shut her eyes, thinking that perhaps she would sleep for a while. But as soon as her eyes were closed her mind went to her mattress at home, so she opened them again. At that moment the carriage hit a large bump in the road, and one of the children, having turned to face Emmeline, pitched forward into her lap, then fell back down to the floor, where she was wedged between Emmeline’s legs and the middle bench. The mother, instead of helping the child, began to yell at her, and the child set up a piteous wailing.

“I’m sorry, Miss,” the mother said, twisting around so that she too was now facing Emmeline. “She didn’t know what she was doing.” Her speech was strange, and Emmeline had great difficulty making out her words.

“ ‘Course not,” Emmeline said. “Can I pick her up?”

The little girl stopped screaming and looked up at Emmeline, the mere promise of comfort enough to soothe her. Like her mother, she had large brown eyes and a darker complexion than Emmeline had ever seen. She came into Emmeline’s arms without hesitation and rested against Emmeline’s bosom as though it were the only one she had ever known. The mother, less easily comforted, leaned against the side of the coach, tears rolling down her cheeks, while the oldest child, a boy of perhaps five, looked out the window, sometimes standing to see better and each time being warned by his mother that he would fall and hurt someone. Emmeline recognized now that she was hearing a dialect and began to hunt for familiar words in the stream. On its mother’s lap, the baby fretted in such a way as to suggest that there was nothing in the world bothering it except its mother’s misery.

“They’re young to make a journey,” Emmeline said hesitantly.

This brought forth a fresh stream of tears, now mixed with words, among which Emmeline began to discern familiar sounds, then phrases, and finally whole sentences.

The girl’s husband, who was old, or very old, or simply considerably older than she, had fought in the War of 1812. His wife had died. He had children by that wife, all of whom had gone somewhere, perhaps West. He was in his fifty-second year by the time this young woman met him in Montpelier, Vermont, to which her family had emigrated from Montreal when her father was still alive. She was fifteen and had no thought of marrying. Her mother was a widow with twelve children. They’d never known other than the worst poverty, and had always required help from others. Word had reached her of the factories going up in the south—in Manchester and Lowell. It had been her intention, before she met Waters, or Walters, or Wooters, to be a factory girl. She would have been happy, she knew, never to marry, but simply to work in a mill and buy pretty clothes and have candy every day. Then Walters had passed through Montpelier, and before she knew what was happening, he had married her, though she’d been certain it was her mother he was courting, and taken her across New Hampshire and Maine and down to Hallowell, to look for relatives whom he thought he had there, but whom they never found. He gave her three babies in five years, and then the urge took him to follow his sons West. A fresh outburst accompanied this last revelation, but now Emmeline was almost grateful for the tears; her own cheeks were burning with this confession. She had never heard its like before. When her own mother was carrying a child, it was never mentioned in the household, except indirectly. She glanced at her aunt; Hannah’s eyes were closed.

After a while a new mood seemed to take hold of Florina, as she now told Emmeline she planned to call herself in Lowell. She said that she was determined to make a new life for herself. She was twenty-one years old, too young for her life to be over. She would get a job, and perhaps even one for Bernard, her oldest, as well. He was five; perhaps he could be a doffer. He was quick for his age, and that was a job done by children, or so she’d been told by a girl in Hallowell who’d come back from the mills. Hannah’s eyes were still closed, but her face seemed to be set tighter than before. Emmeline looked at the curly-haired baby who slept on Florina’s lap, and the little girl in her own, and did not dare to ask what would happen to them while their mother was at the mill. As though she had read the thought, however, Florina announced that in Lowell she would find a boardinghouse where the woman would take care of her children as well.

“Do they have such boardinghouses in Lowell?” Emmeline asked.

“They have everything you want in Lowell,” Florina said, so fiercely that there was no mistaking one word, dialect or no. “Nellie Palmer stayed two years in Lowell,” she went on in the same tone, as though she would carry on the argument with herself if Emmeline were unwilling to pursue it, “and come home with four dresses, two bonnets, a shawl, and lace for her wedding dress. And she was sending home money all the while!”

•  •  •

The little girl, whose name was Margaret, grew heavy on Emmeline’s lap, and the bench became increasingly uncomfortable. Florina seemed to have finally talked herself into a kind of sleep. When Emmeline stirred, the child clung to her as though for her life. When they finally stopped at a tavern for the night, Margaret would not leave her, and after much crying Emmeline consented to have the child in her bed, though Hannah said she was being foolish and refused to speak a word to Florina.

They had had a good dinner with a roast—the first meat Emmeline had eaten in some time. The seven adults and three children from the coach had sat at a huge table with the couple who owned the tavern, as well as three men who had come only for the meal and were pressing on to Portland that night. Immediately afterward, they were ushered up to the one large “guest room” in the house. In a room about forty feet long, five beds were lined up neatly against one wall, with spaces of about two feet in between. At the foot of each bed was a chair. No effort at decoration had been made, but the room was neat and clean, as Hannah remarked, and quickly they divided the beds among themselves.

Florina took the farthest bed with her two older children; next there were Emmeline and Margaret; and then Hannah and Abner, whispering to each other until late in the night. On the fourth bed, the elderly sisters and the husband tossed and turned, but never spoke. Every bit of information about themselves that they could spare had been delivered at dinner; now their energy must be conserved for Lowell. On the fifth and last bed, the coach driver snored at great volume and with even greater irregularity, so that each time Emmeline had once more adjusted to the notion that she was not only away from home but on a bed raised several feet off the floor, she was awakened by a new thunderclap from that corner. Still, with warm little Margaret nestled against her, she eventually slept.

•  •  •

But the second day was considerably worse than the first. Those places which had become sore and bruised hadn’t recovered during the night, so that within a short time Emmeline was in greater discomfort than she’d been at the previous day’s end. Then too, Margaret’s devotion began to tire her, for it came to seem less the simple affection of a needy child than the pathetic devotion of a dumb pet. Though Margaret clearly understood Emmeline’s words, she never spoke. Her response to any movement of Emmeline’s, or to the suggestion that Emmeline might like her to stand for a moment so she could shift her limbs, was to cling more tightly.

“Are you all right, Emmeline?” Hannah asked.

“Only a bit cramped,” Emmeline said.

“You can give her back to her mother, you know.” Hannah didn’t trouble to whisper.

“Perhaps just for a while.”

Margaret clutched at her frantically.

“She doesn’t want to go,” Emmeline whispered.

“You can’t help that,” Hannah replied.

But Emmeline couldn’t tell that to the sleeping Florina, and Margaret did not loosen her grip.

Finally, Hannah said in a loud voice, “You’ll have to take your child now, Miss. My niece can’t hold her anymore.”

Fiorina, her voice tearful from the moment her eyes opened, launched into a lengthy apology, saying she hadn’t meant to burden Emmeline, it was only that the two had seemed to take to each other. Then she turned to the child, anger in her voice.

“Come back here, now, and stop bothering the nice ladies.”

Margaret did not appear to hear her mother, but when Hannah leaned over and said, “You must go now, child,” Margaret scrambled to her mother without looking at Emmeline.

Tears welled in Emmeline’s eyes for the first time that day.

“Listen to me, Emmeline,” Hannah said in a low voice. “In Lowell there’s lots of people . . . you’ll see. . . . There’s lots of people in a city want you to do something for them, and you don’t even know who they might be.”

“What will happen to her?” Emmeline whispered. “To them? They don’t have people in Lowell. All she wants is to work.”

“Her work’s at home. How’s she going to work, with three babies to take care of?”

Emmeline explained Florina’s plan.

“She’ll be on the streets in a week,” Hannah said grimly. “There’s no five-year-olds in the mills, and there’s no boarding for children. Ain’t that so, Abner?”

“What’s that?” As usual, he appeared to have been summoned from a distant place.

“Have you seen a five-year-old in the mills?”

“Five? No, I can’t say’s I have.”

“What’s the youngest?”

“Well,” Abner said slowly, “the doffer’s the youngest, of course, and I don’t think there’s a doffer under ten or twelve.”

A quiet settled over the coach’s interior. Emmeline wondered if Florina had heard Abner’s words, and decided that she would not be the one to repeat them. It wasn’t as though Florina still had a choice,- they were already close to Portland.

•  •  •

Country gave way to city. Gray sky was matched by monstrous gray stone buildings, some larger than the largest sawmill in Fayette. The horses’ hooves made an incredible clatter as they came down on some sort of road that sounded like stone.

Gradually, fear crowded out the aches and pains of travel. Emmeline’s lungs constricted so that it became difficult to breathe. She yawned continuously. In comparison with the battle she was waging to get a deep breath, nothing outside seemed real.

The coach drew to a halt. After a moment, someone opened the door. Ahead of her, blocking out the sky, was still another gray stone building. Between the building and the coach were the black stones on which she’d heard the horses’ hooves pounding. She couldn’t see the sky. People walked by. They looked quite different from the people she knew, though she could not have said why, beyond the fact that their clothing was better.

Emmeline was the closest to the door, once Florina and her children were out. The coachman gave her his hand and she stood, but then her knees buckled, everything went black, and she tumbled toward him.

•  •  •

When she regained consciousness, she was lying on the stones of the road, but something soft had been placed under her head. She opened her eyes. Hannah was leaning over her; she couldn’t see Abner, but there were other people standing around, watching her curiously. Hannah kept telling them to move back so she could get air, but Emmeline was no longer having difficulty breathing. She was simply without the strength to move. Two women walked away from the space at her feet and she saw, for the first time, the large canvas-covered wagon which had loomed behind them all along, almost blocking the road. A coachman sat on the front bench, holding the reins. As Emmeline watched, a girl climbed up onto the wagon, receiving her box from someone on the road, and disappeared behind the coachman into what appeared to be an enormous black hole.

Emmeline tried to sit up, but she didn’t yet have the strength. The remaining people around her drifted away, and now she could see that a gentleman stood on the road near the front of the wagon, talking to one of a few waiting-girls. Some held boxes not unlike Emmeline’s own, but one girl had a small, elegant brass-bound trunk. As the man talked with a girl, he wrote in a large black journal cradled in his arm.

Suddenly Emmeline realized that one of the waiting girls was Florina. She had left her children at the side of the road. Margaret sat Indian fashion, holding the baby on her lap; the boy stood close by, his thumb in his mouth. Florina never glanced at them; it was as though she hoped the man would think they weren’t hers.

Hannah helped Emmeline to a sitting position. The man nodded, and the girl he’d been talking to climbed onto the wagon. After one more girl had passed the man, Florina came forward and began speaking. He wrote something in his book. But at that moment the little boy detached himself from his sisters and ran to his mother, pulling at her skirts to be noticed. The man looked at the little boy, then over to the other children, then back to Florina, who never stopped talking to him—apparently still hoping to distract his attention from them. But he shook his head. Then Florina grew frantic and seemed about to kneel down before him.

“Next!” he called.

The remaining girl came forward. Florina was still pleading, but he ignored her. She pointed in Emmeline’s direction, as though something about Hannah or Emmeline could save her, but when he continued to ignore her, she shook off the little boy and ran to Emmeline, throwing herself down on the stones beside her.

“Please help me,” she said tearfully. “Please

Emmeline was about to ask what she could do when Hannah interrupted.

“We can’t help you, Miss,” Hannah said. “You’ve gotten yourself into this and you’ll have to get yourself out.”

Fiorina’s jaw grew slack and her eyes glazed over. Emmeline wanted, at the very least, to offer sympathy, but she could not help and was afraid to anger Hannah. Margaret was coming toward them without the baby, who lay on the stones at the side of the road, crying convulsively. The little girl had left the poor thing with its brother, and the boy, in turn, had put it down on the road.

“Your work now, Emmeline, is to get yourself fixed up to talk to that gentleman,” Hannah said. “And yours,” she said to Florina, “is to attend to that baby. You had better let my niece do what she needs to do and attend to your own family.”

Fiorina trudged off, weeping bitterly. Hannah helped Emmeline to her feet, then brushed off her dress and shawl and pushed the hair back from her forehead.

“No time to do more than that,” Hannah muttered. “There’s only one girl left before you.”

Suddenly Emmeline was frantic for herself, and all thoughts of Florina had vanished.

“What will he ask me? What will I say?”

“Just tell him whatever he asks,” Hannah said. “You’re fourteen. That’s not a lie,” she added very firmly, as though she could in this manner make up for the fact that it was. “You’re only a few months away, so it’s not a lie.”

Emmeline walked slowly toward the wagon. She was convinced that she would be rejected, if not because the gentleman suspected her true age, then because she’d been caught in a lie, and if not because she’d lied, then because she had been seen fainting on the road and they would not believe she was in good health. For the first time she became concerned that if she were not accepted, she would have no way to make up to the Watkinses for their generosity in paying her coach fare. However, the man greeted her kindly and simply asked her name.

“Emmeline Mosher.”

“And how old are you, Emmeline?” He was entering her name in his book. She thought that he looked just a little bit like her father.

“Fourteen.” She crossed her fingers in the folds of her skirt.

“And where are you from?”

“Fayette.”

“Fayette. Is that Maine, now?”

“Yes, sir.” It had never occurred to her that there was anyone who didn’t know precisely where Fayette was.

“Are you in good health, Emmeline?”

“Oh, yes, sir. I’ve never been sick a day in my life.”

“And what do you have with you?”

“Just my box. My aunt has it. There.”

“All right, Emmeline. Why don’t you fetch your box and take your leave of your aunt.”

It had happened so quickly that she was nonplussed. She was sure the other girls had talked with him for longer. He hadn’t even asked her why she wanted to work in Lowell! Slowly she returned to Hannah. She was dizzy, as though she might faint again, but she held herself stiff against the possibility. Hannah and Abner were beaming at her. She couldn’t remember having seen Abner smile before. Only now, when she was leaving and he could be certain of not being burdened with her, could he be friendly.

“You have our address,” Hannah said, handing Emmeline her box. “Here.” She tucked a piece of paper into Emmeline’s hand. “This is the name of my friend who runs a boardinghouse for the Appleton Corporation. Once you get to Lowell, ask if you can’t board with her. She’ll take good care of you.”

Emmeline nodded. She was dazed. They kissed her goodbye, and then, almost before she knew it, her box was up with the driver and she was being helped onto the wagon.


UNDER the canvas the light was dim. Girls whispered among themselves. There were thirty of them, perhaps more. They filled the wagon, but comfortably, with enough room left so that they could lie down to sleep if they wished.

There was a shouted warning from outside that the wagon was about to move. Emmeline dropped to the floor, brushing against the girl closest to her, who didn’t appear to notice. There was some shifting around as the wagon jerked to a start. Groups began to form, or perhaps there had been groups all along. Perhaps all the other girls knew each other. Certainly they must be older and more experienced than she, or at least have a better idea of what was going to happen to them.

She felt that the girl whose skirts touched hers was looking at her, but she didn’t yet dare to look back. She took the piece of mica from her pocket and in the dim light began to peel away its top layer, but then she thought that she had better preserve it for Lowell, so she put it back in her pocket and clasped her hands in her lap.

The girl coughed softly. Emmeline looked at her, but the girl’s eyes slipped away from her own. Emmeline felt her cheeks grow warm with the rebuff. But when the girl coughed again, and Emmeline failed to take notice, the girl whispered something.

“Did you speak?” Emmeline asked.

“I said that I felt the chill,” the girl whispered.

Emmeline saw now that she was not arrogant or indifferent but only frightened, like herself. In addition to her shawl, Emmeline was wearing a long scarf Hannah had given her, and she offered it to the girl.

“Oh, no, I couldn’t,” the girl said.

Emmeline prevailed upon her, saying, truthfully, that she was quite warm herself, and the girl finally took it, with thanks so profuse as to set off a whole new fit of coughing. The continuous hacking quality of the cough made Emmeline uneasy, for she hadn’t known an adult to sound that way, only young children who were quite ill. The girl’s name was Opal and she was twenty years old, though her frailness made her seem younger. She was from a town that wasn’t far from Portland, but was small, like Fayette. Emmeline told Opal about the boardinghouse owned by her aunt’s friend, and it was agreed that Opal would try to get a place there as well.

•  •  •

It was late the following night when they finally approached Lowell. In the morning, Emmeline had given Mr. Barker, the gentleman with the notebook, the name of her aunt’s friend. He had told her that there were no openings just now in the Appleton mills, but then, seeing her distress, had promised to place her and Opal together in a good boardinghouse.

Opal was asleep now, her head resting in Emmeline’s lap. Emmeline herself had awakened some time earlier and was sitting fully alert, her senses straining for changes outside the wagon. Most of the girls were sleeping, but here and there someone stirred, and then the girl against whom she rested would move, and then a sigh, barely audible, would pass through the wagon, as though the sleeping bodies were slender trees in the forest, bent by a wind that promised far worse weather ahead.

Somewhere a noise grew that fortified this impression, for it was more like thunder rolling in steadily, though from a great distance, than anything else. Yet it was not thunder, nor was it the thunderous roll of the wagon wheels to which she had long since become accustomed. It was a steady noise which grew louder as they moved on.

The others were awakening and sitting up, rubbing their eyes, looking at their neighbors. They whispered to each other, but Opal slept, though by now the noise was so loud that one couldn’t hear the sound of another’s voice unless it was directly in the ear. Emmeline found Opal’s hand and held it tightly.

Louder and louder.

“Water. It’s water.” Under the horses’ hooves, the quality of the road changed as the noise reached its peak. They had been on dirt; now the hooves pounded on wood. “It’s a waterfall!” The phrase was chain-whispered through the wagon as the girl closest to the back opening found the courage to look out.

They were passing over the bridge at Pawtucket Falls, though none of them had ever seen a waterfall of its dimension and it hadn’t occurred to any of them that this was what she was hearing. The road changed again and slowly the noise of the Falls died down.

They were in Lowell, having crossed over the Merrimack River, within whose nearly V-shaped curve the city nestled. It was the Merrimack’s waters, tumbling down the Falls and through the various locks into the canals, that provided most of the power to run the waterwheels in the basements of the Lowell mills. There were other rivers, but the Merrimack dwarfed them, its average width being six hundred feet while the next largest, the Concord, averaged two hundred.

After a while the wagon slowed. The sound of the road changed once more; now they were riding along brick streets. Opal slept on, but excitement was gathering among the other girls. Some were doing their hair and fixing their shawls. One girl stretched and uttered the kind of great loud yawn one never allowed oneself except at home, and everyone giggled nervously. The wagon slowed further and then stopped. There was a moment of absolute silence when they all looked at each other but didn’t dare to move. Opal was still asleep.

There were sounds at the front of the wagon; then the flaps were parted and Mr. Barker came in, holding a kerosene lamp, hunching over to stand under the canvas. At each stop he would call four or five names, and those girls were to come forward with their baggage.

“Buttrick . . . Seabrook . . . Skinner . . . Breed.”

The girls made their way over the others to the front, one smiling bravely, the others visibly frightened. Emmeline hoped that when her turn came her fear wouldn’t show. The flap was closed and the wagon jerked forward again. After a short time the procedure was repeated. On the third stop, she and Opal were called. With some difficulty, she shook Opal awake.

“Where are we?” the other girl asked.

“In Lowell,” Emmeline whispered. “Come with me.” The others who had been called were already outside. “Quickly,” she said. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” Opal said. “I was just sleeping.”

Emmeline helped the other girl to her feet; then they took their boxes and made their way down from the wagon.


THEY were standing on brick. The moon cast enough light so that Emmeline could almost see its true color. In front of them was what appeared to be one extremely long three-story brick house and was actually a row of connected houses. At the end of the row there was a space, and then, at a right angle to the row of homes, another brick building which was six stories high and more massive in appearance. This was one of the two mills of the Summer Corporation. Past the coach and across the brick road was yet another row of houses. It appeared to be a world made entirely of brick.

The door of the house directly in front of them flew open to reveal a creature unlike anyone Emmeline had ever seen. Enormous in both height and girth, she had a wild mane of black-and-gray hair that billowed out from her head, then fell down over her shoulders and bosom. She wore a dress that appeared to be made entirely of patchwork quilts, and around her shoulders was a red-and-purple-plaid shawl; Emmeline had never seen such brilliant colors in cloth.

The woman held up her lamp and peered at the girls. Emmeline trembled. She had shiny black eyes that appeared to be going right through each girl, and bright red cheeks, and her chin was almost pointed; the effect was of a witch.

“And what troubles have you brought me this time, Barker?”
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