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This was my first round entry into the NYC Midnight Flash 
Fiction Challenge, 2017 

I was tasked with writing a maximum 1000word short story with 
the following details: 

 
 

Historical Fiction 
A Rope 

A seized plot of land 
 
 
 

Synopsis: Lucy’s new husband promises her a new life in the 
heart of the Industrial Revolution, despite her fears - can the lovers 

survive the changes in the world? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



‘The Jitters’ by Lisa Jade © www.lisajade.net 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 George always considered himself the best ropemaker in the 

Midlands. 
I used to tell that man. Used to tell him not to get cocky, that 

ropemaking wasn’t a big trade. It was important enough – but compared 
to the men working on the blast furnaces, digging through slag and coal, 
it was considered rather a sensible trade. 

One day, he’d placed a few stones in a pile on a random patch of 
land in Coalbrookdale. He’d pushed back his rag of red curls and 
grinned. 

“I promised I’d build a home for you, love,” he told me, “and 
that’s what I’m goin’ to do. The Quaker says if we can build the Hearth 
and chimney within a day, we can claim this patch. We can build our 
home on it, Lucy. You and I.” 

I shifted forward, sinking into his embrace. George was the kind 
of scrawny man you’d never imagine in a place like this. He didn’t fit in 
amongst the stocky, sun-burnt furnace workers, or the brutes from the 
limestone quarry. His gentle smile was at strange odds with the columns 
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of smoke billowing across the sky, and the ever-raging inferno that 
blocked out the stars at night. 

“The Industrial Revolution, they’re callin’ it.” 
“That’s silly,” I’d laughed, “who came up with that?” 
“The world’s changin’. You know that better than most.” 
I smiled at him, hand sinking to my stomach. My parents had 

been beside themselves when I fell pregnant by one of the local boys – 
even moreso when I claimed to have fallen in love, too. Marriage was 
the right thing, Father said. The proper thing. But he wasn’t happy 
about it. 

When I’d told him we were moving from Northumberland to the 
new centre of ironworks, he’d been unsure. Coalbrookdale wasn’t 
exactly the most respected place at the time; I remember picking 
through one of Father’s books once that called it ‘The Heathen Hell’. 
We’d arrived by boat on the first day, floating under the new structure. 
It was a great iron bridge, the first of its kind, and it seemed to serve as 
a gate into the chaos of The Jitters. I’d felt myself shrink away from it – 
but as always, he’d been there. A hand had found mine and I’d finally 
felt safe. George always knew what to do. 

From the start, he had been determined to finish building the 
hearth and officially claim this place for the two of us. 

I could never quite understand the Quaker’s rule. Why should a 
fireplace constitute a home? A child needs more than just a fire. They 
need walls, and they need a roof, and they need a family. With the 
dense smoke that filled the air most days and the seemingly endless 
heat, it was hard enough just finding time to escape. Time to sit quietly, 
as I’d done in my youth, sitting by the door and reading – ignoring the 
taunts from the neighbour boys. Girls weren’t meant to read, they’d 
said. Girls don’t learn things like men do. 

Still, learn I did. George had already taught me the basics of 
ropemaking. My efforts were poor at best, but he was a patient man. As 
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he’d taught me, we’d laughed about the life our child might have within 
The Jitters. 

“He’ll never be clean with this smoke in the air!” I laughed, 
“let’s not own any white linens, love. It’ll be awful to wash.” 

“Don’t worry about that! Kids get dirty, Lucy. It’s what 
happens.” 

He grinned at me – that same wonderful, childish grin that made 
me fall into his arms at fifteen. The smile always went from ear to ear, 
reaching right up to his eyes. He rested a hand on mine and leaned 
forward, planting a hurried kiss on my nose. 

“Come now, love. You still seem worried.” 
“I am. Half the neighbours are sick. Two boys from down the 

street died in the mines last week. I love it here, with you, buildin’ our 
little home – but I’m worried about the future.” 

A gentle laugh. 
“Don’t be worryin’. I said I’d look after you, right? It’ll be 

fine.” 
 
It wasn’t fine. 
I pace the hearth gently now, still nursing my swollen stomach. I 

can only imagine what George would say if he saw me now. He’d crack 
a joke and pop a gentle kiss on my hand. He’d promise that the walls to 
the house are coming soon enough, if I just waited. 

My heart aches at the thought. I told that man. I told him that 
ropemaking wasn’t enough. When he lost his job I’d begged him to take 
us back to Northumberland – but that stubborn man, of course he 
refused. He told me that this was home now. That this was where we’d 
raise our child. 

He took the only available job; at Bedlam furnaces. I’d waved 
him off to work that first day, frightened by how small he seemed 
compared to the others heading that way. 
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After a week, he was dead. A tragic accident, that’s what they 
called it when they came to tell me the news. A slip of the hand and my 
husband was gone. No funeral. No service. Just a solemn nod from a 
perfect stranger and notice to leave the land. 

I sniff deeply. Don’t cry. He always told me to smile. 
I tug the length of rope with one hand and tie it into a frayed 

loop. It matches the other end, which already hangs loosely around the 
top of the chimney. It’s a perfect little hearth, really. The very 
beginning of an idyllic little home. 

When I tug on the rope with all my might, the carefully-stacked 
stones tumble. George’s little hearth collapses in front of me, sending 
up clouds of dust. 

I glance down at the rope in my hand. Still perfect. Still 
unchanged. 

I bite back on a sob. 
“Is the world still changin’, love?” 

 


