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Ax of Kindness
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Mrs. Duffy

Towards evening the fast city horses of the Harlem line pulled us by omnibus through the buildings and the mad roiling traffic, past the sidewalk throngs and mess of noise. We was happy at the press of people crowding the car, the regular clopping of hoofs on cobbles. Over the crots of snow the lamplight fell golden, and the smells of hot corn off the vendors’ carts mingled with whiffs of manure in the wind. The cries of the clam sellers and the catfish mongers was a ragged song of home in our ears, while above our heads the city’s buildings loomed, four and five stories. Their windows was yellow cat-eyes watching, ready to swallow us like we was mice. I shivered in my charity coat.

—You’re cold? said Charlie.

—No.

He put his arm around my shoulders as if I was his small sister, and I did not say a word about the dangerous fact of it there or its chemical influence such as Mrs. Dix described. We got off the omnibus at Chambers Street and walked east. Charlie strode along, hands in his pockets, eyes shifting left right left. We didn’t speak. After many long blocks we found our way to Cherry Street, which I seen now with new prairie-tainted eyes of shame. The squatty buildings of the neighborhood was just as Brace and Dix described, cesspools of degradation, fevernests with all manner of garbage flung out the windows. Soused old geezers stood around grumbling on the gruesome stoops. A whiskered old woman with a pipe in her teeth gave us a dead stare and held her hand out scranning for coins such as I had done. And would do again. That beggary was my fate now I knew with a hard certainty that made my palm itch for the feel of silver. Tough coves with smokes between their teeth looked ready to jump us, staring at me and Charlie like we was foreigners.

We made our way to 128 Cherry and down the muckled alley to the rear tenement. The stench when I smelt it in the stairwell was solid like a wall. I was home, with a taste of dread like chalk in my mouth. My mother waited at the top of these stairs. Did she? I feared her absence so bad I was ill of it and also trembled to face her without my sister and brother. Up we went three stories and I knocked, faint with hope.

—What is it? A man opened the door. His suspenders were at his waist and his shirt open to his hairy poitrine. He was that sot Michael Duffy. He and my Da’s sister Aunt Nance must have their baby born by this time. —Who is it now?

—Axie, I says, and when he still didn’t know me, I said, —Mary is my mother.

—The one arm woman?

—Yes, she lost her other.

—Just misplaced the f*****r somewheres, Duffy says, laughing, and looks me over. —So ain’t you a clean big girl now? I didn’t recognize ya. The smell of poteen came off his breath. Charlie came out of the shadows behind me.

—And who is this great lout?

—Just Charlie, I said.

—Just Charlie looks just hungry, said Duffy. —I hope he just ain’t.

—Is my mother here? She’ll be glad to see me.

—We’ll have a party, then, won’t we? We’ll raise a glass. Duffy admitted us inside now with reluctance.

Looking around in the dim I seen the place was jammed more than ever. Barrels stacked in corners, pots and chairs and baskets hung off the ceiling. Two people were sleeping on the platform up the ladder. By the tops of their heads I took them to be the Kevin Duffys.

—Mary! Michael Duffy called. —That stubborn big girl of yours is here.

Now my mother appeared from the back room like my dreams of her, surprised in the lamplight. Her dark hair was down, her dress unbuttoned too low in the front. And it was true. She had just the one arm. Another had not grown in its place, which shocked me somehow. When she saw me, her face lit and crumpled at the same time.

—Mam!

—Oh, she cried, and rushed me, making noises like a bird. —Oh, Axie. She put her single arm around me, cooing and clucking, the stump dang­ling in its sleeve. —I thought you were lost to me, she murmured, kissing me. —Mavourneen machree. She thought she would never see me again alive, she thought I was gone and lost to her, lost. I circled her waist, my head on her shoulder. Her body was thick now through the middle and it was plain all of a sudden that it was not just her arm that was missing. Her waist was gone too, now, her belly swelled. My eyes dropped down to it and she nodded her head quick and looked away with fearful eyes of shame and relief at the sight of me. We did not need no big words. Everything was said silent like that, so I known everything and nothing at the same time. I was home with her. I had not thought no further than that.

—Mam, I said, over and over. She smelled of cabbage and beer. No cologne from a Paris parfumerie ever matched her scent for heaven and I clasped her to me lost in the rush of it, her voice and embrace, till I remembered Charlie. I turned and introduced her. —Charlie this is my Mam.

—Hello Charlie. Mam smiled so he blushed. —You’re a fine lad, aren’t ya?

—Just a minute now, Duffy said. —Hold your horses. He was looking very frank at me, with his lip curled back off his teeth so he had the look of a fight dog. —I thought you was on the prairie, living off the fat of the land.

—There was not no fat, Charlie told him.

—Who axed you? Duffy said.

—I’m asking him, my mother says, and Duffy muttered HAG and TABBY and FEN under his breath. His little names for her.

Charlie and me now told them of our travails. Mam listened, stunned and betrayed. —The pity, she wept, and stroked my hair, murmuring her Irish endearments. —Macushla machree. Charlie turned his eyes away, and I thought of how nobody never said macushla to him nor even darling.

—And all along, for faith, I was thinking of you in clover. My mother bit her lip at the enormity of her mistake.

—We thought yiz was all cats in cream, so we did, said Duffy.

—Dutch lives in a great house, I told them, —with a swing on the porch and servants all to tend her, and she wears her hair in sausage curls, Mam.

—Does she then? she asked, with glittering eyes. —And our Joe?

I did not have the strength to tell her I didn’t have the first knowledge about Joe. —He goes to church regular with the family where he stays. They feed him horehound drops and carry him around like a prize chicken.

—All I wanted was to have yiz all safe and fed. At least I’ve you back, Axie.

—Hold on, said Mr. Duffy. —Do you think yer all coming home to mother now?

—Ah jayz, Michael, this here’s my dear daughter Axie who I pined for.

—And have you pined for this big cove here, too? Duffy pointed to Charlie.

My Aunt Bernice and Kevin Duffy now woke and peered over the edge of their sleeping loft and watched us like they was at the cockfights, lying on their stomachs with their heads propped in their hands. —He’s no son of yours, Mary, said Kevin Duffy.

Charlie scuffed at the floor.

—Muldoons oughta take him in, I said, surprising myself. —He’s got no last name. Charlie Muldoon’s good as any.

—Not so fast, Mam said, her eyes on the floor. —I am Mrs. Duffy now.

—She’s the new Mrs. Duffy, Bernice called down.

—That makes you the old Mrs. Duffy, Uncle Kevin told her, and the two of them up in their roost laughed big phlegmy cackles.

Nobody said a word about our father’s sister Aunt Nance who used to be Michael Duffy’s wife. Where was she? And what happened to her baby who would be my little cousin? My mother had her finger to her lips as it dawned on me Nance was gone and Mam shared her bed with the sot Michael Duffy. Now my new stepfather stared as Mam brought out half a loaf of bread from the cupboard and offered it to me and Charlie.

—Hold on there, said Duffy, eyeing the bread, his hand on her wrist.

—It’s for our own Axie, so it is, said she, and petted his head. —Oh Michael, they’ve come a long way, so they have. And sure them Aid Society people give them a dollar. Haven’t they done, Axie?

Michael Duffy’s eyes flickered as I reached in my coat pocket and brought out my two coins. It gutted me to turn my money over to that man, and it turned my stomach to see how my mother stroked Duffy’s head and cooed at him. But after enough of her coaxing, he lay down in the back room and his snores soon filled the place. We ate our bread and was left hungry still. My mother gave Charlie a place to sleep by the stove and put me in the back room opposite the shakedown mattress where Mr. Duffy snored. Mam lay down next to me and pulled a cover over us. All that night she slept with her only hand clasped around mine, and not even the beastly snorts and mutterings of my new stepfather could make me sorry I was returned to her.

When I woke the next morning, Mr. Duffy was gone. —I do not like him, I told her. —You never did neither. You said he was a louse.

—But he married me. Useless as I am.

—Where is our Aunt Nan? I asked. —Where’s her baby she was going to have?

—She died of having it. The child along with her, Mam said. Her voice was flat and her eyes turned into the distance as she rubbed her palm over the round of her stomach. —Duffy took it hard.

—He does not like Charlie, I said.

—That fella cannot stay here. I’m sorry. We Duffys’ve not got the wherewithal.

Nobody had no wherewithal it seemed. If Duffys had nothing to spare for Charlie, how would they spare anything for our Joseph and our Dutchie? There did not seem to be no plan to be a family of Muldoons. It was only me now. Was it?

—You’ve got to leave, Mam told Charlie, when he woke up. —I’m sorry for it.

—So long as I ain’t wandering the cowpaths of Rockford, Illinois, I’ll be grand, he said, with a bitter quirk to his mouth.

Mam gave Charlie bread and tea, and spoke kindly to him, and we all went down the stairs and through the alley to the street.

There Charlie tipped his hat. —Farewell to you Mrs. Duffy, and to you, Miss Chickenhearted Muldoon. I’ll be back to check on yiz before the cherries bloom on Cherry Street. He set off with his hands in his pockets, his head flung back, watching gulls wheel in the sky. They were white chalk marks against the dark clouds.

—Don’t never marry nobody poor, my mother said, watching after him.

But who else there was besides a poor fellow to marry was not in evidence.



We walked along, a porridge of slush under our feet. The wind swirled leaves and rubbish in the corners of alleys, and that was the sheehogues dancing, Mam said, her Irish word for fairies. She stirred up a picture of pixies in flower petals despite that it was a worse cold day than ever. It was a comfort to be near my mother. The way she went ahead briskly, her head swiveling left and right, was familiar to me. Her one sleeve wagged empty in the breeze, and with her good hand she held mine as we walked, like an announcement that I belonged to her, and she to me. But as I inspected her in the daylight, I seen my mother was washed out, draggled and old. She was Mrs. Duffy now.

—Mam, I says, —when will you go and fetch our Joe and Dutch for us?

She stopped and made me look at her. —Axie, does it look like we’ve a pot to p*** in? They’re better off in the West, so they are.

—But I want them. We are the Muldoons. Daughters and sons of the Kings of Lurg, Da said, Never forget it.

—And you haven’t, and so you won’t. She smiled so watery at me. —One day you’ll find them again and see they’re royalty of Lurg right out on the American prairie, the both of them. We’ll call Dutch Queenie then and we’ll call him King Joseph the Red, won’t we? with his crown all jeweled. We’ll sit around the old castle, sure we will, drinking sherry wine, and be glad we sent them off to gain a fortune.

She kissed me on the hair and said that was the plan, so what else could I do but picture it, the crown and the jewels and the castle, while we rummaged all that day through the cold, for money or scrap, whatever we could get. What we got was a door slammed in our face and a lump of coal heaved at our heads. We pocketed the coal and found nothing else till late in the afternoon, when my mother spied a torn sheet blown off somebody’s washline, and I pried a frozen stocking from a slab of ice.

—Wool, cried Mam when she saw it. —You’ll get a penny for it. She explained that the ragman would clean it and put it in a grinding mill.

—What for?

—To be woven into shoddy and mungo.

Shoddy and mungo was not a pair of minstrels but types of fabric, she said, made from such flotsam as this frozen sock, scraps and bits we might find for money. Broken down and rewoven they soon would become a soldier’s uniform, some lady’s dress.

—They get a new life, my mother said.

—I wish you and me could get a new life too. I’ll be shoddy and you’ll be mungo.

—Ah jayz, you always was a cutup, she said, and smiled at me so that if I’d have had a tail I’d have wagged it.



Through that winter, my mother expanded. She was heavy and silent, a cabbage under her dress. Every day I went out and scavenged for scraps of cloth and metal, rinds and crusts. The enterprise was next to worthless. The streets of all New York were picked clean as cadaver bones by a swarm of grubworms.

One morning, finding not a thread, I wandered thinking of Dutch warm and snug in her ringlets and Joe eating lemon drops while my own stomach withered with the hunger. After a while I arrived at Washington Square, amidst the grand houses, the private carriages and ladies strolling with their puny dogs on strings. The footman and the maids was in little caps adorned with folderols of bric-a-brac. Through the windows, I saw an old man served a glass of port on a silver tray held by a Negro woman. I saw two cats pawing a shade pull, a wrinkled lady arranging blossoms in a vase. I saw a wee child in front of a piano the size of a knacker’s wagon. She sat like an angel in a red dress, plinking the keys. Her miniature patent leather boots did not reach the floor but dangled kicking time to the music. The sound jangled out faint through the panes, and Twinkle Twinkle Little Star was the tune. I stared, craving the black and white keys of the instrument, the red dress, the tune plinking away like a taste in my mouth.

—Move along there, miss, said a gentleman. —Move along.

—Move along yourself, you big ox, I said, but he had a walking stick tipped with silver raised in my direction, so I scrambled away, my head furious with plans. One day I’d have such pianos and goblets, draperies and gewgaws and gated walkways with wrought iron curlicues. For now I turned into an alley and spied a row of ash barrels set out for collection. I dug through their contents no better than a dog. There was coffee grounds and eggshell and rags greasy with stove blacking. There was the bones of a roast chicken, plus the feet, all of which I wrapped in a bit of paper for soup. Then toward the bottom was treasure: whole slices of a roast joint congealed in gravy, four or six potatoes half ate in their skins, the scrapings of plates frozen in a mash of cake and sauce, cold peas and cream. A wasted miracle from the table of some ponce. I wrapped the haul in my apron, and carried it home triumphant, launching up the stairs two at a time.

When Mam seen my findings, she set about with great excitement, slicing cabbage. She was not bad with a knife even with the one arm, and together we simmered Washington Square Hoity Toity Stew, the discarded meat stretched with cabbage and one onion cooked in a sauce of ale. The smell of it tortured us as we awaited Michael Duffy, who soon came through the door from a day hauling plaster. He grabbed my mother around her thick waist and danced her about singing Whiskey in the Jar till she shrieked and laughed and swatted at him, and I saw how he nuzzled her neck and she ducked away from him, blushing and fussing with her hair.

—You’re a fine one-armed woman Mary Duffy, he said to her.

—Go on Michael, she said, her eyes bright in the firelight.

They sent me to my bed to dream of grand pianos and red shoes and someplace where my sister and brother played on ponies in fields of green, and we were the Muldoons again, only better.

In the darkness, later, I was woken by my stepfather’s voice, thick with drink.

—Mrs. Duffy. I could hear the rustle of covers as he pawed through them. —Oh Mrs. Duffy.

—Shh, my mother laughed. —She’ll wake.

—She won’t.

They commenced to heave and roll about with sighs and explorations.

I did not understand how Mam tolerated him, or just what was the rent she paid for the roof over our heads. Whatever the arrangement, she did not fight him off, and I pulled my hard pillow over my ears to shut out their noises and whisperings. We children of Cherry Street started our schooling in such matters at an early age, no different from the farmer boys and girls of Illinois, observing the livestock. If you wonder, did this vast education influence my future choice of profession? The answer is yes it did.
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Apprenticed
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The Principles of Midwifery





Chapter Eighteen

[image: ]

Reprieve

Contrary to what the lying weevils and scandalmongers of the New York press might have written about me, my great good fortune in life has not been piles of money or property. It’s not these pearls at my throat, this lace at my cuff, this china or silver plate here at the sideboard. My great fortune has been the second chance. The last minute rescue from disaster. And so it was in those days many years ago, on Chatham Street, when all signs and events of my young turbulent life seemed to point toward further misery and ruin, abandonment and destitution. But amnesty appeared in strange forms. First the letter arrived from my long lost sister Dutch. Second my FRIEND returned. And third, I received some news from the Herald but not off its pages.

I never will know for sure whether it was the mustard footbath or the Lunar Tablets, the scant spoon of blood that dripped from my arm, or the tears I cried in my cot at night, but by some intervention, divine or not, my courses was set to rights, as it sometimes happens with young girls in the throes of dramatic emotion. It seemed I was not p*******. I was not only saved but now newly resolved, as there is nothing like a near calamity to harden the will and shore up the walls of the fortress of so-called Feminine Virtue. Never again, I swore. Never again. From that day forth, no body would tempt me. Not pretty words or a chain of silver. Not Charles G. Jones or any man.

Except. Lust was a weed, a nightshade vine, a nettle, impossible to uproot as the mugwort I pulled in the fields of Illinois, so while in the daylight I was a flower of virtuous resolution, at night I was motherless in a cold kitchen, starved for the warm arms of a sweetheart and pretty words of approval. Worst, was the thought of ( . . . ), that grappling which had occurred between me and Charlie, so that in the dark carnal pictures swam behind my closed eyelids till I was swooned in longing. I took the silver chain off my neck in a fit of disgust but then put it back on. I hated Charlie with a concentrated fury, then craved in depraved longing to have him, such that my own physiology was a torment to me. I traced his initials in flour dust, then erased them. He did not knock. He did not send me a note. He disappeared in a mystery. Was he drafted? dead? I was abandoned again.


One late afternoon in September, on the excuse of running an errand to Hegemann’s the chemist’s, I walked toward Printing House Square, up Nassau Street, past Beekman. Outside the Herald, I stood at the revolving door to the building and watched men leaving in their workaday togs. The ones I picked out for the writers was rumpled and distracted, sallow, with pocky skin, patchy beards, and scrags of hair poking from under their hats. The typesetters and press operators had fewer teeth and more swagger, more plaid in their coats and more dust on their boots. I looked at their faces to see was any of them Charlie, and looked at their hands, next, to see if they was stained with ink, for these would be his colleagues.

The first inked hands I saw belonged to a ferret of a man with his features bunched in the center of his pointy rodent face, his eyes small and shifting. His hair was red.

—You, mister, I said, stepping in front of him. —Please do you know the whereabouts of a typesetter named Charlie Jones?

—I might just. He looked me up and down with his polecat eyes.—You’re a pint of ale, ain’t you? Tell me your name I’ll tell you the game.

—Axie Muldoon.

—Bricky Gilpin at your humble service.

—Where is he? Charles Jones. Where could I find him?

—He’s locked up, Bricky Gilpin said with a smirk. —In the Tombs.

At this news the fish of my heart flapped entirely off the dry dock where it had laid injured and gasping and now swam in cool water again, seeing as how I had been wrong about Charlie. He was not a renegade but a falsely accused prisoner of the law. Oh, happy day, it was all a misunderstanding, and I went from jilted to worried in a snap.

—Why did they take him? I asked Bricky Gilpin, —How could they?

—He was in the crowd that seven weeks ago attacked the Colored Orphan Asylum.

—You’re a liar. Charlie would not attack nobody, least of all an orphan.

—It was a whole mob of us. Bricky shrugged. —We was all over the city banging pots and closing down the streets.

—I heard it. You was a bunch of mongrels.

—Why should the blackies get off the draft and not us? Why should we pay three hundred dollars to get outta the Army, and the darkies and Knickerbocker boys getting off? Found a whole mess of colored children in the asylum and burnt it to the ground.

—You didn’t, I said.

—They excaped, them pickaninnies, said Bricky, and sucked his teeth. —But Jones didn’t. The traps picked up him out for the ringleader.

—He was never there.

—He was there and he’ll admit it himself. Claims he was doing a report for Mr. Horace Greeley at the Tribune. Told the traps he was writing up the riots so the paper could print it. Which ain’t a bad alibi, writing a report. Was he?

—If he says so, he was.

—He has only to prove it in a court, said the miserable messenger.—The Herald won’t help him since he says he was writing for the Trib, and the Trib never heard of him. Meanwhile, Bricky Gilpin is here at your service. His leer was such that I could see the spaces for teeth he was missing. —If I was you, miss, said Bricky, —I’d just invite me for a cheese samwich and forget about Charlie Jones, because he’s gonna be cooling his heels in the quod for a while unless they draft him outright.

I turned on my own heel and walked fast away from that Gilpin.

—Not even a samwich for my trouble? he called after me.

If I had a sandwich, I’d have given it to him, just for bringing me the message that I was not jilted. Only when I was safe away from Bricky with his leering, did the news settle on me like a layer of ash. Charlie was locked up or drafted into war.


Every day now I stared into the distance full of rage, at policemen, judges, warmongers, the rebs, God, and experts from Aid Societies who deprived me of every solitary soul who knew my real name. I posted letters to Charlie in the Tombs and for what? No reply. I smashed the pots in the kitchen and cursed with the mouth of a sailor, until Mrs. Browder said, —Watch your step young lady or we will be looking for your replacement.

I did not give two tacks what she threatened. Charlie was in jail and I did not hear a word from him. Greta the German was my companion now. The two of us was soaked in a lovelorn
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A Useful Wife
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Liberty Street





Book Six

[image: ]

Luxury
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The Hydra-headed Monster





Author’s Note

My Notorious Life is a work of fiction. It is based partly on the life and death of Ann Trow Lohman (1811–79), also known as Madame Restell, who practiced midwifery in New York City for roughly forty years. For the purposes of this story, I have appropriated from Lohman’s life and times, some facts, dialogue, trial transcripts, newspaper accounts, advertisements, and events, but have otherwise invented the life of the novel’s protagonist. While I have attempted to maintain accuracy in terms of the general history and customs of the period, and while real historical texts and figures such as C. L. Brace and Anthony Comstock do appear here, I have invented scenes, dialogue, and circumstance, and have also reconfigured events and changed some chronology, when such changes suited the story.
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