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             ‘Irish stories are quite gone out’

            Emma Dale

         

         WHEN A Struggle for Fame was first published in 1883, Charlotte Eliza Lawson Cowen (1832–1906) was a widow in her fifties. She had moved from Ireland to England, been poor, rich and poor again. By the time she wrote A Struggle, Riddell was a heavily scarred publishing veteran, and this novel, charting the journey of two inexperienced and ambitious young people as they seek their fortunes, is her caustic semi-biographical masterpiece.

         A Struggle for Fame is about harvesting wisdom and experience, about ambition born from necessity, and courageous endeavour in the face of extremely low expectations. Riddell’s characters, Glenarva Westley and Bernard Kelly, begin this three-volume novel ambitious and wide-eyed, but are sculpted by a world-wise and savvy creator, who had knocked on the same doors and received the same rejections.

         By the time of her death, Riddell had written and published more than fifty works of fiction. The majority of these were Victorian triple-deckers, a weighty form which remains the nemesis of many an English undergraduate, but an arrangement that was much loved by the library system and publishers of the nineteenth century. Books were still extremely expensive to print and buy, and splitting the novel in three allowed part one to generate both an audience and, importantly, profits to help pay for the publishing of parts two and three.

         A Struggle for Fame came more than a quarter of a century after Riddell’s first novel, Zuriel’s Grandchild, was published by TC Newby, under the pseudonym RV Sparling. It was a crushing failure. For her second novel, The Moors and the Fens, published by Smith and Elder in 1875, Riddell used the pen name FG Trafford, and it was under this moniker she saw her fame flourish. With Charles Skeet, Riddell published four novels, including The Rich Husband (1858) and The World in the Church (1862). With the Tinsley brothers she published an impressive thirteen novels, including George Geith of Fen Court (1864), Maxwell Drewitt (1865) and Phemie Keller (1866). Now enjoying great commercial success, Riddell was convinced to publish under her own name – in much the same way as our protagonist Glenarva finally publishes under her own married name, Mrs Lacere, at the behest of her publishers Felton and Laplash. Female authors commonly wrote under either male or gender-neutral pseudonyms in order to avoid being treated unfairly by the critics and reading public because of their sex, but Riddell was now prosperous enough to buck this trend. And so it was her married name, Mrs JH Riddell, under which A Struggle for Fame was published by Bentley.

         Many of Riddell’s publishers appear in some form in A Struggle for Fame. Vassett, for instance, is Charles Skeet, drawn by Riddell as a moderate man, comforted by small successes. The Tinsley brothers were the inspiration for Felton and Laplash, their dubious business practices and talent for showing-off hemming a genuine passion for literature and art.

         Like our protagonist, Glenarva Westley, Riddell also travelled from Ireland to England with a sick parent, her mother. Her father, James Cowen, had been the High Sherriff of Co. Antrim, and four years after his death, in 1855, the impoverished mother and daughter moved to London, with Riddell hoping to earn a living from writing. Just as the character Glenarva’s adored father died as she found success, so Riddell’s mother passed away the same year her debut was published. Moreover, Glenarva and Riddell shared husbands who were unsuccessful in business, both using the proceeds from their writing to pay debts accrued by their significant others – debts that Riddell would continue to pay after Joseph Riddell’s death in 1881. Academic Linda Peterson found that, in 1871, Joseph borrowed £285 using the copyright to a dozen of her works, including George Geith of Fen Court, as collateral, effectively mortgaging his wife’s success.

         When it was first published A Struggle for Fame was accused of being lowbrow by contemporary reviewers. The three-volume novel was falling out of fashion in favour of shorter works that were less expensive to publish. Riddell also suffered under the weight of the myth of the female author as the homely genius, closeted away from the ‘real’ world but still able to ‘imagine’ their characters within it. Victorian society thrived on imagining all its women as placid, pure, devout and forgiving as Joan of Darby and Joan in Henry Woodfall’s 1735 poem ‘The Joys of Love Never Forgot’; what Glenarva especially dreads: ‘a quiet, humdrum’ sort of life. 

         In A Struggle for Fame, Riddell places her characters firmly within a realistic milieu, allowing Glenarva just a brush with Bohemianism, while Bernard walks the more shadowy and dangerous streets of London that she, as a respectable woman, cannot access. As the nineteenth century drew to a close, this idea of writing about the real nitty-gritty of life became increasingly popular, with Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure scandalising critics in 1895. However, Riddell’s increasingly outmoded triple-decker form omitted her from this movement, and while she worked in A Struggle for Fame to express the changes she experienced in the publishing world, and to go some way to plot the wider changes which industrialisation brought to the social landscape, she herself said she was ‘behind the age instead of abreast of it’. She became a victim of market forces, and the form that had brought her success wrought her demise; no one wanted to publish expensive, three-volume novels any more.

         A Struggle for Fame excels in its characterisation, offering the reader personalities that are rounded, flawed and, even if not likeable, always knowable. She uses this ability to expose the realities of life in London for those considered to be on the outside of English society, the poor and, in this instance, the Irish immigrant. Riddell challenges how we perceive Ireland and ‘Irishness’ in A Struggle for Fame. She confronts what it means to be ‘Irish’ in England at a time when Ireland was still in the shadow of the famine and bubbling with the struggle for independence. Because this novel is located in England, Riddell can volley between perspectives, offering English views on Irishness; Irish views on Irishness; and a plurality of diasporic Irishness, where origins are amplified and exaggerated, or muted by distance, time and shame. Bernard, for example, is wont in the early stages of the novel to amplify his Irishness, wearing it like a badge of honour, playing up stereotypes with a sharp wit, which also undermines them. As the novel reaches its conclusion his origins are used to publically embarrass him. Bernard’s reluctant patron, Mat Donagh, is unlikeably duplicitous in his negation of his Irishness in favour of a dandyish performance of the English intellectual.

         These issues of Irishness are still being fiercely debated in academia, where Irish fiction is scrutinised for its willingness to exploit the drunken, verbose, economically poor but intellectually rich, threadbare and cheap representations of Ireland and Irishness. Riddell offers a still relevant insight into how Ireland is viewed from both the inside and outside, showing how Irishness is constructed, marketed and/or negated for economic or artistic profit. It is not always flattering.

         A Struggle for Fame adds to the debate with unusual freshness for a Victorian novel. We see the powerful make judgements based upon race, class and gender in order to protect their positions. We can see that the sneering glances and deriding comments aimed at Glenarva and Bernard are shots not at the individual, but at the body of people they are seen to represent. 

         In A Struggle for Fame Riddell allows her characters to eloquently express the caged freedoms offered by nationality and gender, as well as the strident social conventions and belittling prejudices of the times, allowing us to ask an important question: How much has really changed for the latest generation of young Irish men and women leaving a country that fails to support their personal and economic ambitions? Equality and choice are the real struggles at the centre of this wonderful novel.
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             Chapter I

            PILGRIMS

         

         THE 17TH OCTOBER, 1854; a dull, cloudy morning, a mist of rain making everything damp and uncomfortable, a raw wind blowing off the Channel, Morecambe Bay looking its dreariest, the Irish steamer, very late, just in, laden with passengers and cattle; the former in time to hear the London express had gone, the latter frightened and troublesome, already giving assurance – subsequently, no doubt, amply fulfilled – that the work of debarkation would not be light or easy. A Babel of voices, ropes tripping up unwary passers-by, chains rattling, beasts bellowing, sheep bleating, drovers swearing, sailors shouting, porters shouldering luggage, a good column of black smoke issuing from the funnel, the deck wet and slippery, a smell of fried fish mingling with odours of bilge-water, coffee, and tar, rushing up the cabin stairs, men and women with all the colour washed out of their faces looking mournfully at the weather: altogether a miserable scene, which appeared the more wretched because on the previous afternoon the sun had been shining brightly in Ireland, and it seemed as if in England the sun never meant to shine again.

         Standing a little out of the confusion, looking at the spectacle presented with strange and unaccustomed eyes, were two passengers, whose worldly position it would have been difficult at the first glance to decide.

         Judging from their features and carriage, they seemed to belong to the better class; but their dress betokened narrow means, and their manner was that of persons who shrank from ordinary contact with their fellows. There was an indescribable air of holding themselves apart, which seemed to proceed more from the fear of being rudely touched or intruded on than from any feeling of pride. They appeared interested, although half frightened, and they cast looks upon the land that lay close beside the steamer, which showed they had not crossed to it for a mere visit, but were anxious to forecast what of evil or of good the country which now held out so chilly a welcome might have in store.

         Not belonging to them, but travelling quite alone, was a young man, who scrutinised the strange shore with a keener and more impatient regard. He was better clad than either of his fellow-passengers; he owned an assured self-reliance they apparently lacked; he seemed more fit to engage in the battle of life, and yet he looked restless and anxious, perhaps because he was eager for the fray to begin, or possibly because at heart, so far as his own future was concerned, he felt doubtful of its issue.

         At an earlier period of the morning, while the vessel was still creaking and groaning towards her destination, he had exchanged a few words with one of the two persons mentioned, and, having done so, he at all events entertained no doubts concerning the social position of the father and daughter, for in that relation they stood to one another.

         Mr Bernard Kelly instantly put them down in his own mind as what he called ‘has beens,’ and considering the state of popular feeling in Ireland at that time concerning the numerous class thus tersely indicated, he was wonderfully little impressed by his conviction; the fact being that he had decided to ‘cut Ireland,’ because he was heartily tired of everything in the country – turf, poor gentry, bacon, and the very few chances it offered to a ‘clever fellow like himself.’ Mr Kelly was a very clever fellow, and he was going to London to see whether the metropolis would greet him with effusion. Morecambe seemed singularly indifferent to his advent, which perhaps damped his expectations a little, and caused him to throw a certain amount of cordiality into the remark he made as he passed Mr and Miss Westley on his way to the narrow gangway which, placed high above the terrified cattle, led to the landing-place.

         Mr Westley’s answer was courteous, but not familiar. He knew the rank from which Mr Kelly had sprung. He understood it was he, and such as he, who got on, and pushed themselves forward into the front rows of life. He felt content such things should be, but as yet he could not quite fraternise with a person he considered so completely below himself.

         Mr Kelly, being unembarrassed by any luggage save a carpet-bag which he carried in his hand, made his way ashore as soon as it was possible for him to do so; but Mr Westley, who could not boast good health, and who dreaded a crush, and who owned, moreover, under the tarpaulins a considerable amount of baggage, the moment he heard the express had gone, drew his daughter to a seat, and taking his place beside her, would have waited there calmly for an hour or two perhaps, had not the mate suggested it might be well for him to ‘keep an eye on his boxes.’

         Poor Mr Westley, who had never during the whole course of his sixty years of life been able to keep an eye on anything, rose and proceeded limply to act upon this hint, but he was swayed hither and thither by loud-talking men and shrill-voiced women; his mild expostulations were drowned amidst the noise caused by frenzied passengers clamouring for portmanteaus, trunks, hampers, packages, sacks, and he was glad speedily to retreat upon the word of a porter who, in the dear familiar accents of a land left behind for ever, assured him: ‘There’s no call for ye to stand here to be shoved about, yer honour. Troth and faith, ye may trust me to see to yer boxes myself. You’ll find them and me at the station sure enough, if ye walk up there quietly when the throng clears a bit.’

         No advice could have been given more in accordance with Mr Westley’s own inclinations. There never existed a person who so cordially detested bustle and turmoil as this tall, worn-looking gentleman, upon whose figure his coat hung far too loosely, and who, moving slowly back to the bench where he had left his daughter, sank down beside her as though the slight exertion of moving across the deck was too much for his strength.

         ‘Tired, papa?’ asked his daughter. ‘No – oh no,’ he answered, but his tone belied his words; ‘only I shall be glad when we can get out of this smoke, and confusion, and din.’

         ‘We could land now if you like.’

         ‘There is no hurry,’ he replied; ‘we had better wait till the luggage is out.’

         ‘What a pity the express is gone!’

         ‘Yes. I wonder when there will be another train.’

         ‘There is one going in about three-quarters of an hour,’ volunteered the steward, who chanced to be close at hand, ‘but you’ll be just as soon if you wait till the afternoon. This one stops at all stations, and the next goes right through. They would make you and the young lady comfortable up at the hotel.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said Mr Westley, but he did not tell the man he meant to follow his advice.

         ‘Your luggage would be quite safe at the station, sir,’ added the steward, ‘and then the young lady needn’t be hurried over her breakfast.’ He knew these passengers had declined to partake of that meal on board the boat.

         ‘And how much later do you say we should be getting into London?’

         The steward had not said they would be at all later, and now repeated that statement, with the addition that although he could not speak from his own knowledge, he believed they would reach London sooner. As a rule, he explained, passengers who failed to catch the first express – and from his manner Mr Westley imagined such failure to be generally the case – preferred waiting for the second. 

         ‘I think we had better be moving now, dear,’ remarked Mr Westley to his daughter, seeing that the way was at length clear.

         Civil to the last, the steward followed them with a cloak and umbrella, which Miss Westley took from him when they reached the shore.

         ‘It is only a step to the station,’ he explained, ‘and after you’ve seen to your luggage, anyone will tell you which is the hotel. Good morning, sir, and I wish you a pleasant journey.’

         ‘Thank you,’ answered Mr Westley, once again. In his best days he had never been a man flush of words, brimming over with talk; and now, when those days were all behind, speech did not flow very readily from his lips.

         Nevertheless, indeed all the more perhaps, the steward felt no doubt on his mind as to what he ‘had been,’ and for a minute he stood looking after father and daughter, with a mingled expression of wonder and compassion in his eyes.

         ‘Lord help them!’ he said to the mate, who chanced to come up at the time. ‘They’re no better than a couple of children.’

         ‘Do you know who that is? asked the captain from the paddlebox. He had lifted his cap as the passengers left the boat.

         ‘No,’ answered the mate, ‘and yet I think I have seen him before. Who is he?’

         ‘Mr Westley of Glenarva.’

         ‘You don’t say so!’

         ‘Yes, I do.’

         Meanwhile Mr Westley of Glenarva and his daughter were pacing slowly towards the railway station.

         ‘You must have some breakfast, dear,’ he said.

         ‘Oh no, papa; but you –’

         ‘I could not eat anything.’

         They had a quantity of luggage, which was, however, all on the platform in charge of the porter who had passed his word for its safety. As the man reckoned up the number of bags, boxes, trunks, and baskets, Mr Westley glanced at the pile and sighed. He was marvelling, not without reason, what in the world they were to do with all their things when they got them to London.

         ‘I think,’ observed Mr Westley to his daughter, as they stood surveying their worldly goods, ‘we had better go on by the first train. It will save a great deal of trouble.’

         ‘I am sure it will.’

         ‘We may just as well be sitting in the carriage as in the hotel.’

         ‘We shall be far more comfortable.’

         ‘But I do not like the idea of your not having any breakfast.’

         ‘I have plenty of biscuits and apples in my bag; but I wish you would take even a cup of tea.’ 

         ‘I could not, dear; later on, perhaps.’

         And then they walked along the platform, and peered into the different compartments; and at length, having settled upon one near the middle of the train, put in their wraps and small parcels, after which Mr Westley, relieved, went to see their luggage placed in the van.

         ‘You are not going by this train, sir, are you? asked one of the officials, after he had looked at Mr Westley’s tickets; ‘you’ll be just as soon if you wait for the express.’

         ‘We may as well be getting on,’ answered Mr Westley.

         ‘That’s as you like, of course, sir.’

         ‘Now, papa,’ said his daughter, when he returned to their compartment, ‘do take a biscuit.’

         More to please her, apparently, than from any desire to eat, he took the biscuit, and drank a little wine and water.

         ‘I shan’t want anything else till we get to London,’ he remarked, with a smile which lit up a face that had once been strikingly handsome.

         ‘I wish we were there,’ answered the girl wistfully.

         ‘Upon the whole, Glen,’ observed her father, ‘I am afraid we have been penny wise and pound foolish. We had better, I fancy, have paid a little more and gone by the usual route.’

         ‘Why, papa!’ – Miss Westley’s surprise at the proposition advanced was beautiful to behold – ‘We shall travel first-class for less than second would have cost the other way.’

         ‘There is something in that,’ he agreed, glancing round at the cushioned seats, which to the eye of modern extravagance would have seemed very poor and uncomfortable; ‘but only consider the time of night it will be before we get into London.’

         ‘The Fleetwood boat might have been late, too,’ she insisted.

         ‘It might,’ said Mr Westley; but his tone seemed to imply his convictions were opposed to her surmise.

         ‘I hope we shall have the carriage all to ourselves,’ observed his daughter.

         ‘Most likely we shall. The steward said through passengers generally waited for the express.’

         ‘For my part, I feel sure the slow train will be the pleasantest. We shall have time to see more of the country. What do you say, papa?’

         ‘I think I will defer giving my opinion till we arrive at Euston,’ answered her father, leaning back in his place.

         ‘I am so glad we decided to come first class,’ exclaimed the girl, observing how naturally he laid his head against the well-padded partition, and then she turned and looked out at the station for a minute or two. She was thinking, perhaps, how little of comfort or pleasure or luxury life had held for him for many a year. 

         Mr Westley of Glenarva! Yes, he was that still, and would be nominally till he died; but for all the good Glenarva was doing him, or was ever likely to do him, he might have been Mr Westley of any other place. In the whole of Ulster there were few more beautiful domains than Glenarva. Mr Westley himself believed, and there were others of the same opinion, that no estate of the same size could have been found to equal it. Neither the memory of man nor local history knew of a time when a Westley did not own Glenarva. Its gates had opened wide to receive heirs of all ages and all temperaments. The nondescript animals surmounting the pillars which guarded the entrance to the long, dark avenue, could, had voice been given them, have told of all sorts of funerals that wound slowly up the side of the hill, and then dipped behind its crest and disappeared, as one Westley after another had compulsorily sought a more enduring dwelling than Glenarva. The spendthrift, the miser, the keen politician, the man of pleasure, the recluse, the eager sportsman, the gallant officer, the bronzed sailor, had all in turn entered into their patrimony, and had each, after few years or many, been borne out from it to the family vault in a ruined church, which lay desolate, surrounded by the lonely moors inland. And now there was a Westley of Glenarva who knew the gates of his old home would never, living or dead, swing open again for him. He had possessed, and he had lost; his chance had been given him, and he had misused it. Strangers resided now in the familiar house; their servants brought their horses round for them to mount; for them the gardens yielded their produce; for them the trees produced their fruit, and the crocuses peeped forth in the spring, and the summer roses bloomed, and mignonette and heliotrope mingled with the sad odours of the autumnal days. His heritage was to all intents and purposes gone, not through vice, but folly; when he died another Westley would take possession, one who had sons to inherit, instead of his daughter, the only child ever born to him; the slim, unformed, shabbily dressed girl, whose heart was so full of pity for her father’s trouble that it often felt fit to break.

         There was something about Mr Westley, indeed, which evoked an extraordinary amount of sympathy even from strangers; how much more, then, of sorrowful devotion from his daughter, whose passionate love for him had been so far the love of her life.

         ‘If no one else comes in,’ she said, after that pause, ‘you will be able to have a long sleep, papa. I dare say you had none at all on board the steamer.’

         ‘Not much,’ he answered.

         ‘Well, you must have some now,’ she exclaimed, taking up a plaid and laying it over his knees.

         ‘What, this minute, Glen?’ remonstrated her father. ‘Give me till the train starts, at any rate. What an impetuous child you are!’

         ‘Glen,’ as he called her, smiled, while a little suspicious moisture still hung upon her eyelashes. Whatever her sins in the way of impetuosity, no one would have thought of accusing Mr Westley of a similar error.

         ‘I never was in a hurry but once that I can remember,’ he often declared; ‘and it proved once too often.’

         ‘Was that to be married?’ sometimes ventured a listener.

         And then Mr Westley’s answer was invariably a severe – ‘No, sir, it was not.’

         ‘Now they are shutting the doors,’ remarked his daughter; ‘so we may consider ourselves safe.’

         But no. Just as she spoke, a passenger, carpet-bag in hand, came hurriedly along the platform. The whistle sounded. ‘Here you are, sir,’ said a porter, reopening a door he had just slammed. The new arrival jumped in, and Mr Westley, unclosing his eyes, which he had shut in horror of the din, recognised his fellow traveller of the steamboat.

         ‘I did not intend to shave it so close,’ observed that individual breathlessly.

         ‘You are only just in time,’ said Mr Westley.

         ‘And had to run sharp for it, too,’ was the answer. ‘But I saw no fun in waiting for the express.’

         If any remark occurred to Mr Westley with reference to this statement he did not make it. He closed his eyes again as if excessively tired, whilst the young man, who was to journey in the same compartment to London, opened his bag, and, as is the fashion of many travellers, began sedulously searching among its contents for something which, again in unconscious emulation of other travellers, he failed to find.

         Whilst he was engaged in the prosecution of this ever-hopeless task, Miss Westley looked at him curiously.

         She saw a man of four- or five-and-twenty, with dark brown hair, which had probably at some former period been red, as his whiskers were still. He wore no beard or moustache; his eyes were of that yellowish-hazel which so often accompanies hair originally red. His face was rather pallid, and its expression inscrutable. His features were fairly good, though in no way noticeable. His topcoat was of an – it is not going too far to say – offensive shade of brown, and all his garments lacked the stamp of even such fashion as the provincial towns then conferred. They had evidently been made strongly and slowly, out of abundant material, by some too-honest village tailor. His boots were new and clumsy, his hat new also, and he looked, as Miss Westley’s dear friends, the vicar’s sons, would have said, ‘just caught.’

         As the idea occurred to her, an irresistible smile wandered, like the rays of a wintry sun, over Miss Westley’s face, and she turned it aside.

         At that moment the young man, having ended his vain exploration, closed and locked his bag, and looked at her. 

         He saw what he mentally termed ‘a slip of a girl’, whose features while in repose all seemed out of proportion. Her mouth was too wide, her eyes too large, her nose too short, her hair too sunny for the dark heavy lashes that lay on her pale cheeks. Her figure was perfectly unformed, and set off to no advantage by her dress – an English poplin of a dark blue colour; an old silk jacket, too thin by far for the time of year; a brown straw bonnet trimmed with brown ribbons and lined with dark blue silk; a pair of old kid gloves, and a pair of new cashmere boots, goloshed round, and laced up the side, as was then universal.

         ‘She’s not much to look at,’ thought Mr Bernard Kelly, candidly critical; and he was right, though any one of the six sons in whom the Vicar of Ballyshane rejoiced would have said: ‘Why, Glen Westley is the prettiest girl I ever saw. I don’t believe there is a prettier anywhere.’ But they knew a different Glen Westley – a laughing girl, with bright merry eyes, hair tossed by mountain breezes, red parted lips, showing white, even teeth; cheeks rosy with exercise – a girl springing from rock to rock, riding over the hills, bending hither and thither to escape a shower of salt sea-spray. Not this Glen – oh no. That other who had run races with them on the sands, and gathered shells with them on the shore, and galloped with them across the moors, and burnt nuts with them at Hallowe’en, and dyed eggs with them at Easter, and eaten gingerbread nuts purchased at the nearest fair, and gone surreptitiously with them to penny shows, and been for years the companion and delight of their young lives; where was she? Gone, like last spring’s flowers. They would never see her again while suns rose and moons waned forever.

         Most truly the Miss Westley upon whom Mr Bernard Kelly bent his speculative gaze was not much to look at. She was in a very transition state; further, she felt at the moment most miserable. The wretched weather, the tardy landing, the look of utter weariness on her father’s face, the feeling that she was in a totally strange country, to which, perhaps, they ought not to have come; the want of a proper night’s rest, the absence of any great store of physical strength on which to fall back when an extra demand was made upon her energies, all conspired, not exactly to make her regret having left Ireland, but to doubt whether she had not proved in this, as in other matters of minor import, too impetuous.

         After she had done a thing – but never before – Glen always believed she had been too hasty; she felt sure she was right till a thing was beyond recall; then she began to doubt. She experienced no fear of her own powers while retreat was possible; but when once it was too late to draw back, she was seized with dreadful misgivings, which hiding within her own breast, she had acquired the character of being a most resolute and determined young person, possessed of a courage beyond her years, and an obstinacy which would some day land her in a position of considerable difficulty. 

         When she was a child it had been freely prophesied she ‘would break every bone in her body,’ be brought home ‘maimed for life,’ share the fate the countryside fully believed in store for the Vicar’s sons, of being drowned and borne out to sea; and now she had ‘done growing’ and settled down into a ‘young lady,’ it did seem hard to those who had loved and trembled for her personal safety, that she should turn so wilful in other ways, and give her poor father no rest till he left a place in which he was at least known and respected, and drag him off to London, where he might as well be nobody. It was not generally known that Mr Westley was as anxious to leave Ireland as his daughter, but those who were acquainted with him thoroughly understood that but for ‘Miss Glen’ he would never have stirred a step. Of that fact Miss Glen herself was as fully persuaded as any of her Job’s comforters could have been; and what she sat considering as the train sped south was, whether it had been really wrong of her to urge him to adopt the course he said he believed was desirable. She had been very earnest in pressing matters on; she had refused to listen to the words of wisdom of the countryside; she had turned a deaf ear to all remonstrance and to all lamentation, and yet when the final parting came, and she realised that she would never look on sea or land, on green hill or kindly face with the same eyes again forever, she fairly broke down, and her last memory of Ballyshane was that she could not see the stumpy church tower, or the grand headlands, or Shane’s Bay, or the friends who came to see them off, or the children at the cabin doors, or the pigs grunting on the roadside, or the donkey that at that moment lifted up his voice, or the white goats standing on their hindlegs to nibble the hedges, or the ducks in the stream, by reason of a mist of tears that blurred every familiar object.

         And it was of all these things left behind forever, and the unseen, unknown future which now seemed so terrible lying before, Miss Westley chanced to be thinking, while Mr Kelly was mentally deciding, ‘Your face will never make your fortune, my dear.’

         At that moment the young lady, whose matrimonial charms were thus so summarily disposed of, moved her hands towards a bundle of wraps lying on the opposite seat.

         Watchfully gallant, Mr Kelly anticipated her wish, and while he was unfastening the straps remarked, in a light and airy manner:

         ‘Old gentleman seems tired!’

         Miss Westley stared at the speaker. She had not been accustomed to hear her father alluded to as ‘old,’ and the word struck her like a blow. It was a question, however, she could not well argue, and so contented herself with answering:

         ‘He is not very strong.’

         ‘He does not look strong, at any rate,’ was the too-ready reply. ‘Not much used to travelling either, I suppose,’ continued Mr Kelly volubly. 

         Now this was a point on which Miss Westley could have held forth with advantage. ‘Not used to travelling!’ She felt inclined to explain to this irreverent young man her father had seen more in one month than he probably would ever see in his whole life.

         All the recollections of foreign towns and scenery, which had made the romance and pleasure of long winter evenings, while the waves of the Atlantic came thundering in on the coast, and the wind was sweeping across barren moors and lonely hills, recurred in an instant to her memory. She could have told him stories by the hour, the scenes of which were laid in Paris, Rome, Madrid, and other towns, the very names of which he had most likely never heard; but she refrained. She only smiled faintly, and left Mr Bernard Kelly with the impression that even the elder of his fellow-passengers had never been more than a dozen miles from home in his life.

         ‘Going through, miss?’ asked Mr Kelly, after a short pause.

         ‘We are going to London,’ answered the girl; and there was a little hesitation in her tone, as if she felt reluctant to confess the fact.

         ‘That is what they call “going through” here,’ explained Mr Kelly, in kindly consideration for her ignorance. ‘Shall you make a long stay?’

         ‘I do not know; it depends upon – that is, most probably we shall stay there altogether.’

         ‘That is what I mean to do,’ said her fellow passenger; ‘no place like London’; and he drummed an air with his fingers on the arm of his seat, after having fortified his courage with this general declaration, which has probably wrought more disappointment individually to thousands than will ever be known on earth.

         ‘You are fond of London, then?’ Miss Westley observed tentatively. It was the first remark she had volunteered.

         ‘Yes, as fond as I can be of any place I have never seen.’

         ‘Oh, you have never been there then?’

         ‘No; but I have an uncle there. He is a Magistrate or something.’

         ‘Is he?’

         ‘Yes. He has done well for himself, I can tell you. He might have stayed in Ireland long enough before he could have got up as high as he has. He lives some place near Cavendish Square, if you know where that is.’

         ‘I have never been to London.’

         ‘No; but you might be acquainted with somebody who has. And so you think you will stop in England altogether?’

         ‘It is most likely.’

         ‘I dare say you were glad enough to leave Ireland?’

         ‘No; I was very, very sorry.’

         ‘Were you, now? That is more than I can say.’ 

         ‘Perhaps you were not leaving any friends behind?’

         ‘Oh, as for that, I was leaving my father and mother, and sisters, and brothers, and cousins, and aunts, and uncles.’

         ‘I wonder how you could do it.’

         ‘Do you? Now, my wonder is why I stayed among them so long. If he has any stuff in him, a man wants to get on in the world, and what is the use of stopping where there is no opening of any sort, kind, or description?

         This question was so identical with that she had herself propounded to her father, Miss Westley felt she could not possibly negative it.

         ‘We are not having a very fine day for our journey, are we?’ said Mr Kelly, after a pause. ‘May I look at one of your books? It will serve to pass the time,’ he explained, in unconscious derogation of his companion’s conversational powers to do so.

         ‘I am afraid you will not find much in them to amuse you,’ answered Miss Westley; ‘they are only some odd volumes that were forgotten till after our boxes were corded. Falconer’s Shipwreck, Thomson’s Seasons, Moore’s Melodies –’

         ‘You seem to be uncommonly fond of poetry,’ observed Mr Kelly.

         ‘I used to be,’ answered Miss Westley, speaking as if from the heights of years.

         ‘It is a taste we grow out of as we get old,’ remarked her auditor, with a suspicious twinkle in his eyes.

         ‘Yes, I think so,’ agreed the young lady simply.

         The long journey dragged slowly on. At almost every petty station the train seemed to stop. The travellers stayed a considerable time at Preston; they were shunted at Crewe; they dawdled at the outskirts of towns, and waited where they could contemplate turnip fields at their leisure. Mr Westley slept and woke again to find himself but little nearer London. At Crewe some variety promised to be imparted to the proceedings by the entrance of a lady who was handed into the compartment by a meek-looking clergyman, with whom, through the open window, she remained in earnest conversation till the train again started; but all Mr Kelly’s hopes were dashed to the ground when he beheld her produce Berlin wools and an ivory needle, and commence to crochet a shawl.

         After she took her seat, that gentleman had no eyes for Miss Westley. The newcomer was about the same age as himself; richly dressed, self-possessed of manner, comely of person; her wavy black hair, her dark eyes, her round cheeks, her regular features, her utter absorption in her work, her indifference to the country they were passing through, the way in which she totally ignored the presence of any other person in the compartment besides herself, produced a deep impression on Mr Kelly.

         He imagined she must be some great lady; that she was rich – being English – went, in his idea, without saying. He watched the progress made by those busy white fingers, on which rings glittered, with a fascination which did not fail to produce its effect upon Miss Westley. Upon the whole it was a relief to everyone except the lady, when at Stafford another passenger joined their company: this time a short, thin, active gentleman of about thirty, evidently of an inquiring turn of mind, for even while settling himself in the corner seat Mr Kelly vacated for his benefit, he threw a comprehensive look over the occupants of the compartment, bestowing on each a swift scrutinizing glance, which Mr Westley lazily returned, but that made his daughter feel somewhat abashed.

         ‘Thank you; so much obliged,’ he said to Mr Kelly, with an ineffable smile, as that gentleman cleared away Falconer, Thomson, and Moore. ‘Do not let me disturb you; it is very good of you, I am sure’, and then he dropped down opposite the lady, and picked up her wool, which he had swept down, and bowed and smiled, and received a gracious inclination of the head in acknowledgment.

         ‘Miserable day,’ he remarked to the company generally.

         ‘And it gets worse,’ answered Mr Kelly, accepting the observation as a delicate personal attention to himself.

         ‘The weather always is bad when one goes to London;’ just as if, thought Mr Kelly, he was travelling backwards and forwards three times a week. But he said nothing audibly; and feeling, perhaps, that he had done his duty, and broken the ice in an agreeable manner, the stranger took some papers from his left-hand breast pocket, and began to look them over. He could not make much of them, however, for already darkness was beginning to close in; so, putting each carefully back one by one in his pocket-book, he asked Mr Kelly, in a light and cheerful manner:

         ‘And how did you leave Ireland?’

         ‘By the Belfast boat,’ answered Mr Kelly, taking the question literally. He was deeply offended; the stranger’s English accent seemed in itself an insult, and that he could possibly from his own speech be known for an Irishman assumed the form of a grievance too great to endure.

         ‘Oh, I did not mean that exactly,’ said the other, confident his conversation was proving productive of the most unqualified pleasure. ‘What is the position of the country? What is the state of popular feeling?’

         ‘About as usual,’ was the reply. ‘The people are not satisfied; they never have been, and they never will be.’

         ‘Dear me, that is very serious.’

         ‘I don’t see why they should,’ went on Mr Kelly argumentatively. ‘Perhaps if the English lived on potatoes and salt they might not be satisfied either.’

         ‘But why do the Irish live on potatoes and salt?’ inquired the gentleman in search of information. Mr Kelly, looking at him, decided he was a man who would go on asking questions till he dropped down dead.

         ‘Because they can’t get anything else; at least, now they can only get meal and salt, since the blight, you know.’ 

         ‘But surely if they worked –’

         ‘There is no work to be had.’

         ‘Not in tilling the soil?’

         ‘It is of no use tilling the soil; there is no sun in Ireland to ripen crops if they were planted. Nothing does well in the country but grass.’

         ‘Then it ought to be converted into a great dairy farm.’

         ‘That would require money.’

         ‘But that could be got –’

         ‘We’d be very much obliged to you if you’d tell us where.’

         ‘Capitalists are always glad to find a good investment for their money.’

         ‘The last place on earth they will send it to is Ireland.’

         ‘Isn’t that the fault of the Irish?’

         ‘Time enough to answer that question when the experiment has been tried.’

         ‘In the north, where capital has been invested, the people are fairly prosperous,’ said Mr Westley, who felt it incumbent on him to fire a shot for the honour of his native land.

         ‘But the question of religion does not enter there. I have always understood it is Romanism which makes the difficulty in other parts of the island.’

         ‘It does no such thing,’ said Mr Kelly brusquely.

         ‘What do you think, then, keeps the country back?

         ‘The “three curses” of Ireland – dirt, drink, and tobacco,’ was the prompt and decisive answer.

         ‘Dear me, I never heard that before. It is very interesting. Then you think, sir, if the people ceased smoking and drinking and washed themselves, they would be prosperous.’

         ‘They need one other thing – to be thrown over openly by England.’

         ‘I hardly grasp your meaning.’

         ‘I’ll make it plain enough. England’s the rich relation, who, while professing a great deal, really does nothing for Ireland. Still the Irish are always expecting help from her. That is, the notion keeps them unsettled. Instead of turning to themselves and seeing whether they can’t do anything with an undrained island and a wretched climate, they are always waiting for assistance that never has, and that never will come. What can England do for Ireland except pour her millions of money into the country? and she is not such a fool as to do any such thing. If she could pluck up courage enough to say to Ireland in plain words, “Go to the devil!” – which is what she really feels – it would be the best day’s work she ever did both for herself and her “sister”, as she calls the green isle; – green isle indeed! – green enough in all conscience!’

         The gentleman of an inquiring turn of mind looked at the lady with the rings, who slightly raised her eyebrows and shrugged her shoulders. 

         Observing this, Mr Kelly turned to her and said: ‘I meant no offence, ma’am; the remark slipped out before I was aware of it. I have not displeased you, I hope?’

         ‘Displeased! oh no!’ she answered suavely; ‘you have amused me very much indeed.’

         ‘Amused!’ thought Mr Kelly, hot with indignation. ‘There is scarcely a man you’ll meet with in Ireland,’ he went on desperately, turning to his male auditor, ‘but is waiting for a commission, waiting for an appointment, waiting to get into the constabulary, waiting for an agency, waiting to be made something in the Excise; in England a lad is apprenticed to some trade by the time he is fourteen, but whenever you get across the water the young fellows are doing nothing but trying to kill time till they are made inspectors, or officers, or such like.’

         ‘You do not think that is the fault of the English, I suppose?’

         ‘I do not think it is the fault of the Irish, at any rate,’ returned Mr Kelly.

         ‘And what,’ asked the gentleman still in search of information, addressing Mr Westley, ‘is your opinion about the state of things in Ireland?’

         ‘I am afraid,’ said Mr Westley, and the tone of his voice was a positive relief after the uncultured brogue in which Mr Kelly had delivered his sentiments – ‘I am afraid I have no opinion to contribute to the general store.’

         It was noticeable that after this the Irish and the English passengers divided into two contingents.

         The last comer and his vis-à-vis drifted into conversation, of which only occasional scraps were caught by Mr Kelly; he on his part devoted himself to the Westleys, suggesting various little expedients calculated to make the journey less wearisome to Mr Westley and Miss Westley, asking her at one stopping-place to allow him to take her to get a cup of tea, which offer, however, she declined.

         Father and daughter might not be, and in his opinion were not much, but he considered them infinitely preferable to English ‘upstarts’, for which reason he did what he could for their comfort; but withal both seemed quite worn out when, at nearly eleven o’clock pm, the train stopped at Camden Town to collect tickets.

         ‘How near are we to London now?’ asked Mr Kelly of the guard.

         ‘Next station, sir.’

         ‘Next station,’ repeated Miss Westley. ‘Do you hear that, papa?’

         In a few minutes they were standing on the platform at Euston, dazzled with the bright light of the gas-lamps. They had reached the goal of their hopes at last, cold, tired, and exhausted.

         It was too late even to think of trying to find the lodgings they hoped had been secured, so a cab was engaged to take them and their luggage to some quiet and reasonable hotel.

         ‘I am now quite sure,’ said Mr Westley wearily, as he stood looking at the porters piling box after box on the roof of the cab, ‘we should have done better to come by the dearer route. Penny wise and pound foolish, my child.’

         Glen did not answer. She felt too tired and too miserable to speak. Just then, without a hair ruffled, the lady who had travelled with them drove out of the station, looking as prosperous and comfortable as ever. The gentleman who thirsted for knowledge had bidden them good night and was gone too; and the last thing she saw and heard as they also departed was Mr Kelly arguing with an indignant cabman, who refused to take him to Stratford ‘getting on for twelve.’

         ‘Why, it’s six miles if it’s a yard,’ said that irate individual.

         ‘Then I’ll walk,’ decided Mr Kelly; but, influenced by the representations of a porter, he thought better of this project, and, carpet-bag in hand, started for an hotel in the City he had heard favourably mentioned by a certain Timothy Neill, who, travelling for a firm of Irish butter merchants, sometimes used the house.

      

   


   
      
         

             Chapter II

            MR KELLY’S FRIENDS

         

         ESSEX IS a somewhat wide address, yet when anyone of Mr Matthew Donagh’s many acquaintances asked him where he lived, it was the nearest they were able to obtain. Mr Donagh had an airy way of answering all such questions, and the manner in which he said, ‘Whenever I have leisure to go home I run down to my little place in Essex,’ left an impression in the minds of his hearers that their friend’s little place was, to use their own simple phraseology, ‘a very snug sort of crib, situated probably somewhere near Romford, or Loughton, or Rainham, or perhaps even farther out.’ Mr Donagh vouchsafed no more accurate information on the subject of his residence, and those whom he consorted with in the City and at the West End had not the faintest idea that when in London he went home every night of his life to a small house with a large garden he had been fortunate enough to discover in West Ham Lane, within two or three minutes’ walk of The Broadway, Stratford.

         Incredible as it now sounds, such residences at moderate rents were then to be found within a few miles of the Royal Exchange. Railway accommodation was bad, omnibus not much better, and trams were unknown; but people did not think as much of any distance which could be traversed on foot as they do now, and Mr Donagh often in the cheerful companionship of his home circle declared to sympathetic listeners that Abbey Cottage suited him to a ‘T’.

         In the county of Essex, where Abbey Cottage was situated, he maintained as masterly a reserve concerning his occupation in London as he did in London about the precise locality of his ‘little crib.’ All even his female belongings knew about him may be summed up in three words: he was ‘connected with literature.’

         To his credit be it said, he contrived to do what many persons connected with literature fail to accomplish – viz., make a good thing out of it. He made so good a thing, indeed, he might have been a very prosperous individual if he had taken care of his money, and curbed his liking for his national beverage, the soft dew of the mountains.

         Mr Donagh was an Irishman, though indeed few persons grasped the fact. He would much rather not have been, but amongst other mistakes made by Fate regarding him, she had ceded to the Emerald Isle the privilege of being his birthplace. Circumstances, however, causing his removal while still a lad to England, he employed his early energies so diligently in mastering the difficulties of the Saxon tongue, that in the periods which flowed volubly from his mouth it was almost impossible for the uninitiated to detect a trace of his origin. The man who could achieve such a victory as this was capable of great things. In his way, Mr Donagh had done great things, of which he felt deservedly proud.

         Personally, he was a remarkable-looking individual. At the first glance anyone might have taken him for a man of some importance. His aquiline nose, his regular features, his slightly arched eyebrows, his ruddy complexion, his handsome mouth, his white teeth, his closely shaven chin, his light hair, a little curly, clustering around a forehead where high thoughts and aims might well find a home; his keen blue eyes, his upright carriage, his walk, which was firm and selfasserting; his command of language, his manner, which was a good imitation of the manners of society – all seemed to indicate Mr Donagh was no common person. Constant mistakes were made concerning him. He was continually accosted for a dignitary of the Church, believed to be a well-known barrister, again addressed as ‘Dr’, in lieu of a famous physician of the time, and more than once he had been deferentially spoken to in the City, so great was his resemblance to a celebrated financier of the period.

         All these honours he accepted with a gracious dignity all his own, though he was perhaps conscious he owed them to his dress rather than to his actual man. Accident or decision had guided him to a style of costume which was very effective, and which included, amongst other details, a shirt the immaculate whiteness of which was set off by jet studs; a faultless collar, and a cravat like the driven snow. The season might necessitate a change of coat, but nothing else in his attire varied. Black and white like a magpie, he was to be met about London in all parts and in all weathers. He would stand in pouring rain under an umbrella to exchange confidences with a friend, and roll out mellow sentences full of strange words to an acquaintance. He seemed equally at home on the deck of a penny steamer, and in the first-class coupe of an express train. He was willing to go anywhere and talk to anyone. Many considered him a person well worth conciliating. Indeed, those who knew him best deemed the promise of his co-operation on a new journal an augury of success.

         As regards temperament, Mr Donagh was easily uplifted, and still more easily depressed. He possessed indomitable perseverance; he had a bad temper; the ability of saying most insolent things in a most offensive manner; a keen sense of humour, so long as the lightenings of wit were not playing around his own person; a fatal tendency to believe good fortune would last for ever; a habit, if he earned a sovereign, of instantly spending ten shillings on something he did not in the least require; a haughty, domineering disposition, which might not have been altogether inappropriate had he been the Emperor of Russia, but which in a person obliged to earn his bread seemed ridiculous in the extreme. He was shallow, affectionate, capable of feeling grateful, apt to take offence, ready to forgive when there was anything to be made by forgiving, economical, extravagant, scrupulously honest in some things, eminently unprincipled in others, honourable in many ways, chivalrous in his sentiments and with a gift for lying that amounted to genius.

         What with his fluent tongue, his ready pen, his power of repartee, his overflowing imagination, his faculty for believing anything he wished others to believe in, not merely possible, but accomplished, Mr Donagh was in any literary enterprise a valuable friend and a dangerous foe. He was willing enough to help any lame dog over a stile, to lend the lame dog half a crown or five shillings if he had it to spare – a matter of rare occurrence – and to speak for him when perhaps indeed there was not much that ought to have been said in his favour.

         Mr Donagh was not married. ‘For obvious reasons,’ he once observed to an acquaintance, who ventured an inquiry on the subject, ‘I never married.’

         The acquaintance lacked presence of mind to ask what the obvious reasons were. Certainly not any real want of means to support a wife who might have helped him to save what he did make. In the absence of a Mrs Donagh, he resided with an aunt and cousin; or, to put the matter on a sounder footing, an aunt and cousin resided with him. They also were unmarried, and nobody could have told which was the elder, had not one worn a cap, and the other gone about what she called ‘bare-headed.’

         If Mr Donagh had contrived to eliminate from his speech all marks of his Irish extraction, not so his mother’s sister, Miss Cavan, and his uncle’s daughter, Hester Donagh. They were sweetly, beautifully Hibernian. If they had only just landed at St Katherine’s Wharf from the Dublin steamer, they could not have been more un-English – in mind, manner, accent, and mode of expression.

         Mr Donagh regarded them with a tolerant sort of pity, accepting their devotion in a lordly spirit, taking all they did for him as a matter of right, which indeed they considered it, and treating them kindly, though not familiarly – permitting no interference with his affairs – and keeping them in utter ignorance of where he went, what he did, the persons he knew, and the amount of money he made.

         If they had been serfs and he a king, he could not socially have drawn a wider line of demarcation than he did between his relatives and himself. He attended church in the morning and they in the evening. ‘They had their pursuits,’ he said, ‘and he had his.’ Neither of them had ever been asked by Mr Donagh to walk out with him, or to take a day’s, or even an evening’s, recreation in his company; and it was clearly understood that if by any evil chance they met each other in the City or at the West End, no notice was to be taken by the ladies of their relation.

         What had led to this arrangement was a contretemps which might, but for Mr Donagh’s presence of mind, have resulted in harrowing consequences.

         One day he was standing with a number of young fellows, just at that point where Duncannon Street debouches into Charing Cross. They were what Mr Donagh termed ‘swells – cigars, rings, chains, canes, and eyeglasses,’ and it was all ‘Mat, my boy,’ and ‘Donagh, old fellow,’ and the ‘rest of it,’ when just as ‘Mat, my boy’ was in the middle of a peal of laughter – and his laugh was something to remember, so hearty, so spontaneous, so infectious – the muscles of his face seemed to petrify into a horrible contortion as he beheld a sight of dread and disgrace.

         It assumed the shape of an elderly woman dressed in a rusty black gown, an equally rusty black shawl falling back off her shoulders (for the day was sultry), an old black bonnet that had got knocked to one side, and black cotton gloves out at the fingers. With a fatuous smile on its old face this apparition, on catching sight of the faultlessly equipped Mat, quickened its steps, evidently with the intention of accosting its relative; but ‘by the mercy of Providence,’ afterwards thought Mr Donagh piously, ‘I was equal to the occasion.’

         Moving back a pace, he raised his hat with such preternatural courtesy and solemnity that the demon was exorcised. If it did not flee howling, it retreated at all events with an expedition which soon removed its obnoxious habiliments from sight.

         ‘A worthy creature,’ remarked Mr Donagh, in answer to earnest inquiries as to whether that was his ‘young woman,’ ‘but ignorant of les convenances. Most faithful; attached to my family. Knew my father –’ And so in disconnected sentences he diplomatically, to use one of his pet phrases, ‘averted a denouement!’

         To say, however, he did not feel greatly vexed with himself would be to slander his better nature. He was more than vexed. If he could have admitted such a thing, he was ashamed. As he walked home that evening, earlier than usual be it noted, he argued the question out.

         ‘It boots not,’ he considered – even in soliloquy he never condescended to the common words affected by an inferior order of mind – ‘what matter of urgent importance called the poor old soul from the peaceful seclusion of West Ham to the human vortex whirling and seething in the West Strand. She was not there of her own free will, of deliberate intention. Ought I to have acted differently, and boldly acknowledged our relative positions? I do not conceive so. There are persons capable of such deeds of heroism, it is true, but in destroying themselves they sacrifice others; yet I regret such a catastrophe should have occurred. From all points of view it is to be lamented.’

         He was very silent during tea, a fact Miss Cavan attributed to annoyance, for which reason, when ‘Hetty’ chanced to leave the room, she began: ‘I have been thinking I ought not to have thought of stopping today, but I was so taken aback at “lighting” upon you that –’

         ‘Not a word, I beg,’ interrupted Mr Donagh. ‘It grieved me deeply, I assure you, to have to initiate the part I did; but mine is a most difficult and delicate position. You do not know the world, and therefore you can perhaps scarcely comprehend the ruin it would have wrought had those men, seeing you dressed in the garments of poverty, suspected you were my aunt. They would have thought themselves ever after entitled to treat me like a dog – like a dog,’ repeated Mr Donagh, rising from the tea-table, and with heightened colour walking to the window.

         ‘Dear me! I am thankful you put it off as you did,’ said poor Miss Cavan. ‘I was obliged to go to Piccadilly, and remarked to Hetty as it looked likely to rain I would not chance my silk; and when the sky cleared, as it did about twelve, I thought I would walk from the Bank and take a look at the shops as I went along; and then all in a minute I saw you, and I was so surprised and pleased –’

         It was at that juncture Mr Donagh, cutting across the thread of his aunt’s discourse, said he thought, ‘having a view to the possibilities of what might happen,’ it would be well to determine that for the future, no matter when or with whom he might chance to be, his aunt and Hetty had, ‘in the interests of prudence,’ better affect not to see him.

         ‘You might speak to me at a most mal à propos time,’ he explained; ‘break off an important negotiation, for example, or compel me to introduce you to some one it would be undesirable for you to know. Of course, I am about amongst all sorts and conditions of people, and perforce I have to be civil to them, but with you the case is different; you are in the happy position of being able to choose your acquaintances.’

         Though it served its turn, this was a pleasing fiction on the part of Mr Donagh.

         What chance had two ladies of uncertain age, whose personal income was under forty pounds a year, generally forestalled; who were neither clever nor beautiful, whose time was principally occupied in ironing Mr Donagh’s shirts and hemming Mr Donagh’s cravats, and nagging their little maid-of-all-work, and making frantic exertions to keep the house as Mr Donagh considered a house should be kept – hearth-stoned, black-leaded, window-cleaned, scrubbed, polished, and curtained – to make acquaintances in what they liked to term their own rank of life?

         Heaven only knew what that rank might be. They certainly did not. Though fond of referring to Castle Donagh, and a certain Daniel Donagh of wild and famous memory, it was quite certain they did not come even within the category which Mr Bernard Kelly indicated as ‘has beens.’ They at all events had never socially been any better than they were. They had known more prosperous times, when they could have ‘sat down to turkey every day,’ for the same reason perhaps which Doctor Johnson assigned for eggs being only a penny a dozen in the Highlands; when ‘everybody knew who they were,’ and they drove to church on their jaunting-car; but even then their acquaintances were not what Mr Donagh would have termed the crème de la crème. Far from it, indeed, though it suited them to forget that fact, and talk, even in the ‘charmed privacy of domestic life,’ as though they had visited with the ‘best in the county,’ and ruffled it with all the ‘quality’ of their native land.

         Abbey Cottage was a good index to the character of those who inhabited it. The garden in front – both wide and long, for the house stood well back from the road – was always neatly kept; but the garden at the rear could only be considered a howling wilderness, where, amongst weeds, a few superannuated fruit trees fought hard for existence, and the family washing was hung to dry. Inside the cottage one sitting-room was fairly furnished, and another, where Mr Donagh wrote, not totally destitute of comfort; but the parlour – appropriated to meals, needlework, the ladies, a cat, and a canary – was an awful apartment, the untidiness and poverty of which could only have found a counterpart in the person of Miss Bridgetta Cavan.

         Towards evening a struggle was made to render this room presentable, in case ‘Mat’ should return to tea. When he signified his intention of not appearing at that meal, Miss Cavan and her niece ‘took a bite’ anyhow. They were in the habit of ‘taking bites’ in very ‘anyhow’ fashion – in the kitchen, in the washhouse, any place – and they preferred their food when eaten thus in haste and standing. They were most unselfish women, caring little what the ‘bite and sup’ consisted of, so that ‘Mat, poor fellow,’ had something nice and hot and appetizing, so that his shirt buttons were all right, and his cravats stiff, and his collar unfrayed, and his pocket handkerchiefs fine and of a lovely colour.

         Mat’s linen, as Mat liked to wear it, was a very serious trouble and expense; but his willing slaves felt more than repaid for many a small personal deprivation and many an anxiety regarding irons that would not get hot, and starch that would stick, when they saw him depart in all the glory of the ‘best Irish,’ bleached to a whiteness, and got up with a ‘gloss,’ they believed and declared could be ‘touched’ by no English laundress. 

         The small amount of correspondence in which they indulged was kept up with a few old friends in their native country, one of whom chanced to be Mrs Kelly, mother to that Bernard who was tired of many things in the Isle of Saints. Miss Cavan had always considered Mrs Kelly a more profitable than pleasant acquaintance. She looked down on the worthy matron, in fact, and but for the receipt of occasional hampers, which were acknowledged by Mr Donagh’s womankind by such little presents as they could afford, and the execution of trifling commissions in London, it is possible they would have dropped the connection altogether.

         As matters stood, however, occasional epistles were exchanged between West Ham and Callinacoan, and this was how it came about that one morning – Miss Bridgetta informed her nephew – that Barney Kelly was coming to London, and wanted to know if they could tell him of a decent lodging.

         When Miss Cavan made that remark about Mrs Kelly’s son, Mr Donagh looked up from what his aunt pathetically called ‘that weary writing,’ and inquired with more asperity of tone than the occasion seemed to warrant, what the young man was coming to London for.

         ‘To better himself, I suppose,’ answered Miss Bridgetta. ‘Ye know Mrs Kelly has a brother here it was always said would one day send for them all. He pushed on beyond the common, got made a Magistrate, and married some rich lady that brought a great fortune in her hand.’

         ‘I remember now, to be sure,’ said Mr Donagh, mollified, and thoughtfully biting the top of a quill as he spoke. ‘But Bernard cannot be coming over to him, or Mrs Kelly would not ask you to recommend lodgings.’

         ‘It is to Mr Balmoy, for all that, he’s coming; not to stay at his house, ye know; but the uncle’s going to do something for him. By what Mrs Kelly writes, Barney is just full of genius, and only wants the chance to do as well as anybody. Trust those Balmoys for shoving themselves along. There’s another of her brothers in Australia it is reported has made a mint of money; and we know she brought Kelly five hundred pounds, which he ran through before the first child was born; and the old man had only a general shop in Derry! Many’s the time Miss Keady told me she had been in it as a child to buy sweets –’

         ‘You can write,’ said Mr Donagh, interrupting this harangue with a graceful wave of his pen, ‘and ask Bernard Kelly to make our modest abode his home till he has time to look about him.’

         ‘Ask him here! Is it that ye mean?’ cried Miss Cavan, bewildered.

         ‘Why not?’ inquired her nephew. ‘Though Abbey Cottage is not Castle Donagh, and the casualties of generations preclude my entertaining guests with the princely hospitality that characterised the economy of my progenitor Dan, still we can offer this young man a bed and a pitcher of water, and I dare say a morsel of bread. Write, I say; or shall I?’ 

         ‘If ye will,’ hesitated Miss Cavan. ‘But before ye put pen to paper, Mat, just think a bit. We know nothing about Barney. I’ve never set eyes on him since he was in short frocks, and bare legs and red socks, and knitted boots; and the Kellys aren’t of any account, and the Balmoys are of less. Ye’ve but to look at Mrs Kelly to know what she is. Good-hearted enough, and free-handed, I am sure we have a right to say; but still –’

         ‘I suppose,’ interposed Mr Donagh, ‘that what is exercising a deterrent influence on you is the idea that Abbey Cottage is not grand enough to receive such a guest. Make your mind quite easy on that score. The meanest house in England is, as regards its appointments, a palace – literally a palace – in comparison with mansions in Ireland. Why, when I was there last, a gentleman in a large way of business asked me to dine with him, and we were waited on – you may not believe this, but it is a fact – by a strapping wench in a bedgown, with her sleeves turned up, and showing arms as thick as a navvy’s, and as red as fire. Why, the veriest little drab in a lodging-house here would have felt ashamed to be seen in such a plight.’

         ‘Ye told me that before,’ said Miss Cavan, who indeed had not been so much impressed by the anecdote as she might. ‘But still, Mat –’

         ‘We need not discuss the question any further. I will write the invitation, and do you get a room ready. When is he to arrive?’

         ‘He leaves the latter part of next week. He is coming round by the Dublin boat for cheapness.’

         ‘Then that gives you plenty of time; and see here,’ added Mr Donagh, dropping into the vulgar idiom, as he saw his aunt in a somewhat desponding mood about to retire, ‘you may require to lay out a few shillings in muslin and so on. Here is a sovereign;’ and he presented that sum to Miss Cavan as though the coin in question were possessed of the purchasing power of a Rothschild.

         Poor Miss Cavan! There was scarcely a necessary article that guest’s chamber contained.

         ‘Mat has forgotten himself this time, I’m thinking,’ she remarked to her niece. ‘Nothing less will serve him than to ask Barney Kelly to stop here, and you know all the Kellys have eyes like gimlets; and there’s not a thing in the spare room but a bedstead and the feather-bed.’

         ‘We’ll just have to strip our own,’ observed Hester.

         ‘And after we’ve done that it won’t look much,’ remarked Miss Cavan dolorously; ‘and as for food, why, it is well known the Kellys never were within half a dozen flitches of bacon, and beautiful hams, and the best of poultry; and though Mat talks about a pitcher of water, if the son is like the father he’d drink the Shannon dry, but only if it was whisky. However, there is no use talking; we’ll have to get on with the work next week, that we may be clear to see to his room before he comes.’ 

         Work with poor Miss Cavan meant seeing to Mat’s linen. Seven shirts a week, at least, were required by that gentleman, besides an additional one now and then when he ‘dined out,’ or went to the theatre. To see ‘Mat’ of a fine summer evening strolling along in full dress to the ‘play,’ was better to some people than the play itself.

         Somewhat as the troubadour touched his guitar, Mr Donagh lightly and gaily flung off his friendly epistle. He was, as he himself said, ‘a master of all styles’ – the prosaic, the persuasive, the defiant, the bantering, the sarcastic, the curt, the playful, the scathing. In every one of these he considered himself unique. The graceful way in which he accepted an invitation either to take ‘pot-luck’ or to go down with a few fellows to an elaborate dinner at the Star and Garter, was ‘all his own.’ The ease with which be dashed off what any other person might have considered difficult letters was indeed remarkable, and the grace of his note to Mr Bernard Kelly should have charmed that young gentleman, though it failed to do so.

         ‘He writes like a fool,’ said Mr Kelly to his mother.

         ‘You’re too ready with your tongue, Barney,’ observed Mrs Kelly; for at that precise period Barney chanced to be somewhat out of favour.

         ‘Oh, I make no doubt he means to be civil enough,’ was the answer, ‘but it is ridiculous writing such a parcel of rubbish. Here’s a bit from Shakespeare, and a line from Milton, and a quotation from Pope, and –’

         ‘You’ll be able to hold your own with the best of them there,’ exclaimed his parent proudly; ‘why, you might have done nothing else but sit and read all your life!’

         ‘I haven’t done much else, but I hope it will come in of use to me now. Don’t trouble yourself, mother, about old Donagh; I’ll send him a grateful enough reply, never fear.’

         ‘And tell him the day you are leaving, and the time he may be looking out for you;’ all of which Mr Bernard Kelly did, and then, changing his mind at the last minute, started for Belfast instead of Dublin, and leaving his heavy luggage to go round by ‘long sea,’ crossed himself by the ‘cheap excursion,’ arriving in London quite a week before anyone there expected the pleasure of seeing him.

         Mr Donagh was sauntering about his front garden before breakfast (he had a way of doing this without his hat, and of scrutinising the flowers and bushes with apparently the keenest interest, which won for him the approval and admiration of many passers-by), when a young man, putting his arm over the gate, unfastened the latch, and, unmindful of the request plainly painted on the right-hand post, ‘Please to ring the bell,’ walked straight up the path without ‘with your leave,’ or ‘by it’ either.

         Mr Donagh advanced a few steps to meet him, and then paused, patiently awaiting the stranger’s approach.

         ‘Your business, sir?’ he asked, in his best and loftiest manner. 

         The newcomer burst out laughing.

         ‘My name is Kelly, and you are Mr Donagh, I suppose?’

         The words were simple. But oh, oh! as Mr Donagh subsequently explained, if a shell had burst at his feet he would have been less surprised and horrified.

         This Bernard Kelly – this the guest he had so rashly invited under his modest roof – this the monster after a fashion created by himself – this the nephew of the great Mr Balmoy – this a young gentleman coming to push his fortunes in London!

         ‘I am delighted to see you,’ and Mat’s face beamed, literally beamed with the brightness of the smile he wasted on the arid desert of Barney Kelly’s gratitude; ‘but how does it happen you are here so soon? We did not hope to see you for a week yet.’

         ‘There was a cheap trip, and so I took advantage of it. I trust I am not putting you out. If I am, say the word, and I’ll go back to the hotel where I stopped last night.’

         ‘Oh dear, no; put us out, indeed!’ and Mr Donagh, placing one hand on Mr Kelly’s shoulder, surveyed him affectionately the while he considered how on earth he should manage to give Miss Bridgetta notice of this arrival, and prevent the awful spectacle of that spinster in the undress she wore at breakfast appearing before the eyes of her rough-and-ready compatriot.

         ‘How did you leave them at home?’ And something in the tone and the question recalling his friend of the train to recollection, Mr Kelly smiled. Naturally, Mr Donagh could not see what he was smiling at.

         ‘All right. How are the old ladies?’

         ‘My aunt and cousin are quite well, I thank you,’ said Mr Donagh stiffly. ‘This creature has no reverence,’ he considered.

         ‘What an awful prig!’ thought Mr Kelly.

         ‘If you will walk into the drawing room for a moment,’ suggested Mr Donagh – he had been edging slowly up to the house, trusting they might be observed from the windows – ‘I will apprise the ladies of your arrival.’

         Too late. The last word was barely uttered before Miss Cavan, in a sketchy but not picturesque costume, wearing a pair of blue worsted stockings, her feet slipping about in a pair of Mat’s old carpet-shoes, her hair in curl-papers, her cap awry, her whole aspect that of some anointed witch, appeared in the hall, exclaiming:

         ‘The tea’ll be –’

         The rest of the sentence froze on her lips. The look of horror on Mat’s countenance was reflected on her own, and she stood speechless, staring at Mat’s companion, who, with wonderful composure, said:

         ‘I am Barney Kelly, Miss Cavan. I am a good deal earlier than you expected, but I hope I am not too early for you to be glad to see me.’

         ‘It was done wonderfully neatly,’ observed Mr Donagh, when talking over the matter at a later period. 

         The sound of the well-beloved brogue, the touch from a vanished past, instantly broke the spell which had bound Miss Cavan, and in accents which fairly matched his own, she bade Mr Kelly heartily welcome.

         ‘This is Barney himself, Hetty,’ she cried, as another lady in an equally unstudied toilette, attracted by the bustle, appeared in the hall, and then there ensued what the maid-of-all-work in the adjacent kitchen called a jabber of Irish.

         Ten minutes later Mr Bernard Kelly was sitting in Mr Donagh’s parlour, with his back to the wild garden, as much at home as if he had lived at Abbey Cottage all his life. He had a bushel of news to communicate about the people Miss Cavan used to know in the happy past, when the Donaghs drove to church on their own jaunting-car: who was married, who was dead, who had gone to the bad, who had emigrated to America, who was living at Castle Donagh, who was coming to Keady’s old place. The ladies might never have seen London, never been privileged to reside in West Ham Lane, so fresh and green did their memory seem concerning a number of persons who ought, Mr Donagh considered, to have been ‘beneath their notice.’

         For himself, he took refuge in the Times, and when breakfast was finished asked Mr Kelly if he meant to go into the City then, or wait till later in the day.

         ‘Faith, I don’t mean to go out at all again today, if Miss Cavan will let me stop where I am,’ answered Mr Kelly. ‘I have scarcely had a wink of sleep the last three nights, and that’s a mighty comfortable-looking sofa over there.’

         ‘Yes, and it’s as comfortable as it looks, and so ye’ll say when ye stretch yourself upon it,’ exclaimed Miss Cavan.

         ‘Then if you will excuse me –’ observed Mr Donagh.

         ‘Oh, I’ll excuse you fast enough,’ said Mr Kelly. ‘Take yourself off, and don’t mind me. The ladies and I will find plenty to talk about, never fear.’

         ‘Plenty to talk about,’ thought Mr Donagh, as he went into his own special sanctum preparatory to starting for the ‘centre of civilisation’, ‘but how,’ and he placed his hand on his forehead, ‘shall I ever be able to endure the crudities of this barely civilised creature?’

         Whilst Mr Donagh was absent attending to whatever business might be claiming his attention, the ‘creature’ he thus disparagingly referred to washed, brushed, slept, dined, had a glass of punch, talked to Miss Cavan, and evinced a laudable amount of curiosity as to what the redoubtable Mat wrote. In Ireland they knew he had done very well, or, as Mr Kelly otherwise expressed it, ‘made a great hit’; but nobody there had ever met with any of his books.

         ‘Find me one of them, Miss Cavan,’ he entreated, ‘and I’ll be as quiet all the afternoon as a mouse in a meal-chest.’

         ‘I only wish I could find ye one,’ answered Miss Cavan, who, now arrayed in a silk gown, and having her hair dressed in two pensive ringlets, and a cap ornamented with blue ribbons covering her head, looked a very different figure from that she had presented a few hours previously. ‘But Mat never tells us what he writes; he might never have appeared in print for all we know about it.’

         ‘What does he contribute to?’ asked Mr Kelly, after he had digested this unexpected piece of information.

         ‘Everything, I think,’ answered Miss Cavan vaguely. ‘Looking over the magazines and journals and papers he brings home, we often come across bits we feel sure are his; but it vexes him so if we put any questions, we have stopped asking them.’

         ‘Well, that’s a queer notion, too,’ said Mr Kelly, referring to Mat’s reticence.

         ‘He says we wouldn’t understand,’ went on Miss Cavan, between whom and their guest had sprung up one of those sudden friendships which are sure to wither away almost as rapidly as Jonah’s gourd; ‘but if we can understand other things, what is there to hinder us “making off” his?’

         ‘Nothing, unless he writes in an unknown tongue.’

         ‘It might be Hebrew for all we know,’ maundered on poor Miss Cavan. ‘Now, there’s a new thing come out called the Galaxy, and I feel sure he has to do with that; but do you think he will tell us which article is his?’ And the lady’s voice was uplifted as she spoke, more in sorrow than in anger.

         That first day passed off, so far as the ladies were concerned, very well indeed. There was one little cloud, when, Miss Donagh playfully suggesting a love-affair must have been at the bottom of Mr Kelly’s sudden determination to come to England, that gentleman blazed up for a moment, and angrily inquired if anybody had been telling anything. The charming Hester’s wondering disclaimer, however, instantly calmed down his excitement, and he apologised for his hasty speech by remarking that Callinacoan was such a place for scandal no man could imagine what stories might get about concerning him.

         With Mr Donagh, however, things did not go on quite comfortably. That gentleman saw so much about Mr Kelly which in his opinion required ‘toning down,’ he was unable to refrain from dropping various hints which, though his guest at first wisely ignored, he felt compelled at last to notice.

         Mr Balmoy was the peg Mr Donagh chose to hang all his remarks on. He warned Mr Kelly against this, that, and the other, because the society in which the Magistrate had no doubt moved since he crossed the Channel must have given him a distaste for accent, phrases, and manners Hibernian.

         He advised his young friend to pay a little more attention to his personal appearance. ‘People think so much of dress nowadays,’ he was kind enough to explain.

         The more he drank, and he drank a good deal, the more he seemed disposed to assume the role of Mentor. It was excessively irritating, but Mr Kelly, though not a good-tempered man, bore all his host’s strictures with wonderful patience, till at length it struck him it might be well to nip this sort of impertinence in the bud. 

         ‘Look here, Donagh,’ he said accordingly, ‘I didn’t come to England meaning to keep my eyes shut, but for all that I am not going to adopt the speech, ways, and customs of the first fellow who tries to make me believe he knows more of the inner life of what is called good society than I do myself. I have much to learn. I am aware; but, to be quite plain, I don’t think you are the man to teach me.’

         It is doubtful if Mr Donagh had ever in the whole course of his life before been hit so hard; the blow was given so straight from the shoulder – it was delivered with such force between the eyes – that Miss Cavan’s Mat was sobered in a moment.

         ‘If I have been intrusive, pardon me,’ he said, with frigid politeness. ‘Taking an interest I now perceive to have been foolish in your welfare, I could not refrain from mentioning a few trifles I thought you would do well to attend to. My interference, I see, however, though conceived in a friendly spirit, was officious. I shall not offend again.’

         ‘I shall really be obliged if you refrain from criticism, at all events till I feel somewhat less of a stranger in a strange land,’ said Mr Kelly, with that readiness of speech and manner which had already surprised Mr Donagh.

         ‘I shouldn’t wonder if he has something in him,’ thought that gentleman, with a sort of lofty incredulity. ‘At all events, he has quite brains enough for a Government clerk, which is what his uncle seems disposed to make of him.’

         The next day was Sunday, during the course of which nothing remarkable occurred; but on Monday matters did not progress very well. Before they started for town, which on this occasion they did together, Mr Donagh made two discoveries – one, that Mr Kelly was not flush of cash; and the other, that he was inclined to be impertinent.

         ‘My dear fellow,’ cried Mat, rushing in his shirt-sleeves into his young friend’s bedroom, ‘do you happen to have change for a twenty-pound note?’

         ‘Do I happen to be Governor of the Bank of England?’ retorted Mr Kelly.

         ‘Well, have you got a couple of sovereigns?’

         ‘Yes. Do you want them?’

         ‘If you would be so kind, just till I can get change.’

         It was when Mr Kelly was ‘so kind’ his host saw the whole of his worldly wealth did not appear to exceed ten pounds.

         ‘Humph!’ considered Mr Donagh, who felt this amount was scarcely sufficient to start on in London. However, the uncle, of course, might come down handsomely, and no doubt in the home stocking, knitted and filled by Mrs Kelly without her husband’s knowledge, there were many pound notes.

         The other matter seemed more serious.

         As they passed to the hall-door. Miss Cavan and Miss Donagh, both wearing stays, and having their hair out of paper, detained their beloved Mat for the tender embrace and rapturous kiss without which he was never permitted to cross the threshold. 

         From the step outside Mr Kelly viewed this performance, and Mr Donagh heard him mutter quite audibly:

         ‘Well, I’m – !’

         They argued the question out going up West Ham Lane, Mr Donagh asserting this ‘osculatory farewell gratified two most faithful and loving creatures,’ and Mr Kelly saying ‘he didn’t care who got the kiss so long as it wasn’t himself.’

         His tone implied such an amount of thankfulness on this score, Mr Donagh felt quite down-hearted, and began to realise he had taken an Old Man of the Sea on his back, whose powers of observation were far too acute to prove agreeable.

         ‘I wish I had taken my aunt’s advice, and never asked him to the house,’ thought poor Mat. ‘However, if the uncle is civil, that will pay for all.’

         Mr Kelly could not imagine why his friend should ask so many questions and appear so anxious concerning the Magistrate.

         ‘He is out of town at present,’ explained this candidate for an appointment. ‘He has not been well. I will call early next week.’

         ‘It was a wonder he didn’t ask you to stop at his house,’ said Mr Donagh.

         ‘Oh, they are grand people – too grand by far to have a wild fellow from Callinacoan quartered on them,’ said Mr Kelly slily.

         The time wore by slowly. There was a nameless something about his guest Mr Donagh could not fraternise with. He was a ‘strange specimen,’ he decided.

         The specimen annoyed Mr Donagh greatly with trying to discover what he wrote.

         ‘That is my Blue Beard’s chamber,’ said the master of Abbey Cottage. ‘Everything else about me is free to you, but respect the one locked door.’

         ‘It is mighty odd,’ answered Mr Kelly. ‘Why can’t you tell us what you do?’

         ‘Because I love Truth,’ was the reply. ‘I revere, I worship her. I could easily tell you I write leaders in the Times; but I do not, because that would not be fact – it would be fiction.’

         ‘I shouldn’t believe you if you said you wrote for the Times,’ remarked Mr Kelly, with disconcerting frankness.

         ‘No, and I never will tell you anything of the sort. If you must know, I am a disappointed man. I have not made my mark as I expected, and so, instead of grumbling, I maintain a discreet silence.’

         ‘I suppose it is very difficult to make a mark.’

         ‘The experience of the ages would seem to imply as much.’

         ‘Do you know, I have tried my hand at authorship myself,’ and Mr Kelly laughed and coloured.

         ‘Have you?’ Mr Donagh’s tone was the reverse of encouraging. ‘In some “Poet’s Corner,” no doubt.’

         ‘Yes, there and elsewhere. I used to think I could turn out something worth reading, but now I have given up the notion.’ 

         ‘Wisely, I should say.’

         ‘Judging from the results even you have achieved, I should say so.’

         It was this sort of thing which Mr Donagh called ‘banter,’ but felt really like a swordthrust, which caused him to long for Mr Kelly’s departure.

         To do Mr Kelly justice, he troubled the Abbey Cottage with very little of his society. He went out directly after breakfast, and scarcely ever returned till tea-time; so that as far as food was concerned the cost of his maintenance could not be regarded as excessive.

         ‘But he takes it out in the drink,’ whimpered Miss Bridgetta. ‘There’s a gallon gone already, and it makes no more impression on him than if it was pure spring water.’

         Which was perhaps the less extraordinary as his share of the gallon, which could only be regarded as the lion’s, produced a considerable effect on Mat.

         That gentleman, however, by confining his libations to the City and West End, had earned for himself a character for sobriety in his domestic circle a teetotaler might have envied. Even Miss Bridgetta often urged him to take ‘just a thimbleful’ when he was prostrate with one of his ‘dreadful headaches’ and almost weeping told Hetty how, almost with loathing, he refused to try a prescription she knew would ‘give him a lift.’

         At a very early period of his visit Mr Kelly perceived Mr Donagh had no intention of taking him about London – that is to say, about any part of London where they were likely to meet many of Mat’s numerous acquaintances.

         ‘He’s ashamed of me,’ thought Mr Kelly bitterly; but as it suited him to take no notice of this feeling on his friend’s part, he went his way and Mat went his. During the course of the week which seemed so long to the dwellers at Abbey Cottage, he contrived to see a great deal of London, and found many opportunities of comparing his own personal appearance with that of other young men of a like grade in life. As he truly said, he had not come to England to keep his eyes shut, and for this reason he astonished Miss Donagh by appearing one evening at tea with his hair cut in the latest style and his whiskers trimmed ‘just elegant,’ as the lady expressed the fact in her simple vernacular.

         More wonders, however, were in store. On the Saturday week following Mr Kelly’s appearance at West Ham, a letter arrived from his uncle, to say he had now returned to Upper Wimpole Street, and would be glad to see Bernard if he called between three and four o’clock on the Monday following. This epistle, which, indeed, he had not expected, put Mr Kelly into the highest spirits, and possibly induced him the next morning to electrify his host by descending to breakfast ‘decently dressed.’

         When or how he had procured the new suit of well-made clothes, which made him ‘look another person,’ he did not inform Mr Donagh; but there they were, and there was he in them. 

         ‘Come, there is hope,’ thought Mat, with a gratified smile: ‘after all, my words have borne fruit;’ while Miss Donagh openly expressed her admiration, and assured Mr Kelly in an easy and friendly manner, ‘There was money bid for him.’

         As a man gets uneasy the day before his execution, it was noticeable that Mr Balmoy’s nephew lost some portion of courage as the time for the momentous interview drew nigh. It is not too much to say he grew nervous; and finally, during the progress of that friendly tumbler which wound up the evening, asked Mr Donagh if he would mind accompanying him to Upper Wimpole Street on the morrow.

         Mat snapped at the proposal, and declared that in the cause of friendship he was willing to forego appointments, invitations, everything.

         ‘I’ll see you through it, my boy,’ he said, clapping Mr Kelly on the shoulder with an air of patronage which made the young man almost repent his invitation.

         ‘However,’ he thought, ‘anything is better than going alone, and the fellow is presentable enough.’

         ‘Presentable enough!’ Heaven and earth must have come together had Mat heard him.

         In the cause of friendship Mat the next day ‘stood’ a luncheon at a well-known City tavern, after which meal the pair started, both in the best of spirits, for Upper Wimpole Street.

         Mr Bernard was indeed in the wildest humour. He talked and rattled on as they walked up Chancery Lane to meet a West End omnibus, and proved that he could be what Mr Donagh had much doubted – a pleasant and witty companion.

         ‘He has a great deal in him which only wants bringing out,’ decided that gentleman, as with neatly furled umbrella he signalled a passing ‘bus.

         Mr Kelly got in first. Mr Donagh following, took a seat beside him next the door. Opposite Mr Donagh a gentleman was already seated, most elaborately got up – a regular buck of the old school – with frilled shirt, diamond brooch, tremendous cravat, long waistcoat, high coat-collar, best superfine hat, kid gloves, gold-headed cane, highly polished boots, and gold watch-chain, from which depended a bunch of seals and charms.

         His head, long and narrow, was surmounted by beautiful white curls, his whiskers, nicely curled also, were white as snow. He looked some superannuated leader of fashion – some one who might have been a contemporary of Brummel, but had survived to a more prosperous old age.

         To Mr Donagh’s amazement, the moment Mr Kelly caught sight of this old ‘swell’ he greeted him with a friendly –

         ‘Ah! how d’ye do?’ The gentleman looked as much astonished as Mr Donagh felt.

         ‘I – aw – really, sir, have not the pleasure of your acquaintance,’ he said.

         Mr Kelly looked at him and nodded. ‘How’s Maria?’ he asked, smiling pleasantly.

         By this time the attention of the other passengers began to be aroused. 

         ‘Sir – I repeat, sir – I do not know who you are, sir,’ spluttered out the gentleman, purple with indignation.

         ‘Where is Tom now?’ went on Mr Kelly, after he had apparently received and digested a satisfactory answer concerning Maria.

         ‘The man’s mad!’ cried his victim, looking helplessly round on the occupants of the omnibus, who by this time were laughing outright. ‘Sir, I have to tell you I never saw you, sir, in my life before, and I trust I shall never see you again.’

         ‘I always told you he was the flower of the flock,’ said Mr Kelly.

         It was too much. The passengers screamed; the omnibus was full, and nine persons roared in concert as the poor old gentleman yelled:

         ‘Conductor! Conductor! I say, conductor, let me out; you have got a lunatic inside. I shall summon you and him. And –’

         ‘I’ll come round and see you one of these days,’ were Mr Kelly’s last words, as the gentleman was set down in the very muddiest portion of the road, where they left him shaking his stick after the retreating vehicle.

         ‘What on earth possessed you to do such a thing?’ asked Mr Donagh.

         ‘I don’t know. There was something in the look of the old fellow I couldn’t resist.’

         Mr Donagh shook his head gravely, but made no further remark; and shortly afterwards they got out, and proceeded on foot towards Wimpole Street. Arrived there, the butler, who opened the door, said Mr Balmoy was not at home, but asked them to walk in, as that gentleman would return almost directly.

         With a feeling amounting to reverence, Mr Donagh trod the thick carpets, and surveyed the wealth and luxury which was presented at every step.

         ‘This is something like,’ said Mr Kelly, flinging himself into an easy-chair. ‘He seems better off even than I expected.’

         ‘I wonder if we shall be asked to dinner,’ marvelled Mr Donagh to himself. They waited patiently five minutes, ten minutes, fifteen minutes, half an hour; at the end of that time a step was heard, the door opened, a gentleman entered, and in his uncle Mr Kelly recognised their companion of the omnibus!

         Mr Donagh never could accurately recall what happened after that. He had a confused memory of angry words, of an attempted apology, of a bell being rung violently, of hearing himself and his friend ordered out of the house, of seeing the butler glide before and quietly and deferentially fling wide the door for them to depart, of feeling that Mr Balmoy stood in the hall to see them actually off the premises, and of finding himself in Wimpole Street, ready to sink under the pavement with mortification and shame.

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Chapter III
      

            MR P VASSETT, PUBLISHER

         

         LONG BEFORE the Thames Embankment was thought of, save as a scheme of Sir Christopher Wren’s – which it was a pity had not been carried out by him, but that never in the later times could by anybody be made a reality – Craven Street, Strand, was as quiet, respectable, and central a position for a residence as could have been desired by a person whose ideas were moderate and tastes urban.

         Mr Vassett had no extravagant notions, and he dearly loved a town, more especially he affected London, in particular those small portions of it described in legal documents as ‘The Cities of London and Westminster’; and though, to a certain extent, it might be true that chance first led him to take up his abode in Craven Street, there can be no question but that choice induced him to continue living there.

         As a boy he had often been in the then no-thoroughfare, one end of which was close by Charing Cross and the other abutting on the river, and he used to think, looking at the staid, comfortable residences, that men and women who dwelt in them ought to be very happy; while as a man he considered, when, having secured a long lease of one of the houses situated on the east side, he took possession, that he would never leave Craven Street till – he could not help it.

         His mind was deeply imbued with that taste for antiquity which enables an individual familiar with the history of former days to make companions of the very stones of the street. 

         To outward view a lonely man, Mr Vassett, in reality, never felt solitary. He had his business to interest him by day, and when, in the evenings, he took a stroll round the neighbourhood, there came to him from out the past – on the one hand, lords and ladies, kings, courtiers, statesmen, who had lived and loved, sinned and suffered, and rejoiced and made merry, and died and been buried within the Liberties of Westminster; and on the other, trooping through Temple Bar and over Ivy Bridge, grave citizens, turbulent apprentices, rebels, traitors, the martyrs of Smithfield, authors from Grub Street, Milton from under the shadow of All Hallows; Shakespeare, straight from Golden Lane or Playhouse Yard; Johnson, from Gough Square; and Goldsmith, on his way to clothe himself with confusion at Northumberland House.

         Standing just within hearing of the din of the Strand, there was nothing which pleased Mr Vassett better at times than to picture the period when that thoroughfare, where now all is ‘crowding and bustle,’ and ‘continual hurrying to and fro,’ was ‘a bare and marshy shore,’ where, doubtless, the ‘hollow-sounding’ cry of the bittern from its reedy nest has often broke upon the ear of the half-naked, but gaily ornamented, human wanderer from the neighbouring ‘City of Mists.’

         Nature had made Mr Vassett an antiquarian – necessity, a publisher. It is not often that nature and necessity, hand locked in hand, manage to tread the road of life together.

         There was no violent antipathy between his tastes and his business; though had Heaven seen fit to place him in a connection where amongst the accumulated dust of centuries he could have been perpetually unearthing some treasure of the past, he would have preferred it undoubtedly to considering manuscripts, possibly more legible, but certainly much less interesting than black-letter. Dead authors never could have given the trouble and annoyance living writers contrived to do; but still, neither in the world we live in nor in any other, so far as we know, can people have everything their own way. Mr Vassett was a philosopher, and recognised this fact; moreover, out of living writers he had done very well indeed, which perhaps did more to reconcile him to their existence than even philosophy.

         He was a prosperous man; his lot chanced to be cast at a time when, to quote the words of those who recently have not been so prosperous, ‘Some money could be made out of publishing.’ Owing to circumstances or himself, Mr Vassett had achieved this feat, and another equally important, viz., keeping his money when he had got it. From the agreeable seclusion of Craven Street he was able, at the period when this story opens, to contemplate coming years without any terror of poverty; on the contrary, he had thousands well invested, and was able to think of both his printers and the firm that supplied him with paper without any fear of that day of reckoning which, though deferred, looms darkly and certainly before the mind’s eye of many a modern publisher in an apparently large and prosperous way of business. 

         As has been intimated, Mr Vassett’s ideas were modest, his notions perhaps a little old-fashioned, his views somewhat circumscribed. He was doing a very safe trade, and stood very well. If he could not claim to be a Murray, no one could speak of him as a disciple of the Minerva Press.

         No one knew better than he did that the works he published were not likely to live, but in their generation they were good, useful, amusing. That they were not likely to go down through the ages did not much trouble the gentleman who had assisted at their birth. He felt they would live long enough; they had served their purpose, and could die when they pleased. He felt no such frantic desire for posthumous fame as rendered him unhappy because he could not compass it. If Shakespeare had come back to earth, Mr Vassett would not have risked anything he considered very valuable – say, for instance, the lease of his house in Craven Street – for the honour of standing godfather even to a second Shylock. The world’s applause he did not consider worth the loss of one night’s sleep: further, he had a notion not uncommon amongst those who prefer to seek their mental food among the past of literature, rather than browse on the light productions of the present, that no more great books would ever be written. Mr Vassett was no optimist concerning the books of the future. Looking around, he saw what he considered almost a dead level of mediocrity. Whether the few who struggled out of the mass and achieved distinction, who were run after by readers, and run down by the critics, would be thought much of in succeeding generations, was a question he professed himself glad he had not to decide. He admitted they had many merits; but when asked if he considered they would stand the test of time, he returned the safe answer that he did not know.

         There was another thing also he did not know, as he sat at breakfast one November morning in the same year when Mr Bernard Kelly, and Mr and Miss Westley, and the gentleman of an inquiring turn of mind, and the lady with the wavy hair, all travelled together in the same compartment to Euston – viz., anything about the sword which was impending over his devoted head. Mr Vassett entertained an antipathy towards new authors which must be indigenous in the publishing bosom, since it obtains to the present day, unless indeed in those cases where one of the ‘new school’ spreads wide his arms to welcome some pigeon with sheeny plumage who professes his desire to be plucked forthwith.

         Publishing, he felt, might not prove an unpleasant business if tyros would but refrain from bringing manuscripts: poor Mr Vassett had seen so much of ‘inglorious Miltons,’ of would-be Sheridans, of young persons who believed they had the ‘gift ‘of historical romance, of poets, novelists, essayists, and travellers, that could he only have conceived the possibility of four would-be authors entering London on the same day, and the same hour, and by the same line of rail, he must have been reduced to despair. All unconscious of what fate held in store for him, he was on that November morning wrestling in imagination with one author, a letter from whom lay open before him. He felt firmly determined to oust her out, but he gave no thought to the other four demons waiting to enter in.

         His correspondent was a lady of title, who, having married a wealthy City man and then separated from him, had decided to take the public fully into her confidence, and state in several three-volume novels the causes, the many causes of complaint she considered she had against the gentleman whose name she still bore.

         That sort of thing was not so common in those days as it has since become, and Lady Hilda Hicks’s books sold remarkably well: not so much on account of any great intrinsic merit they possessed – though Lady Hilda was in her way clever – as of the amount of ill-nature and scandal and misrepresentation she managed to put into them.

         Lady Hilda was extremely inconsistent. She had married Mr Hicks for his money, she never pretended she had married him for anything else, and then she turned round and abused her husband for possessing money. No Billingsgate fishwife could have bespattered a man with fouler insinuations and accusations than this daughter of an earl, who had sold herself willingly for the ‘almighty dollar.’

         There was scarcely a crime in the Decalogue she failed to lay – by implication – to his charge. Under the poor disguise of Bicks, Cricks, Fricks, Licks, and Picks, she held up his honoured name to scorn and ridicule. Hicks had been a power in the City; now, unless it was on a cheque or a bill, the words served as a mere peg on which to hang irreverent jokes and scurrilous jests.

         Lady Hilda ridiculed her husband’s friends, ideas, house, business, manners, with an utter absence of shame, reticence, or the most ordinary womanly feeling, which might have put to the rout even some later writers upon the subject of matrimonial grievances. People were always wondering what she would say next. She had her party of sympathisers, and a large following of readers, and, as has been before said, her books sold remarkably well.

         Nevertheless, Mr Vassett was beginning to feel he had brought out enough of them. Naturally he was loath to refuse novels written by a woman of fashion as well as of talent, but, as he said very truly, ‘there is a limit to all things;’ and in his opinion Lady Hilda, rendered daring by success, was passing the limit within which he cared to have anything to do with her. So far Mr Hicks’s lawyer had not written to him, but if he went on publishing all the lady indited he knew that any morning he might expect to see an ominous legal-looking envelope lying on his breakfast-table. Annoyance Mr Vassett was well aware fell to the lot of everyone in business; but this special annoyance he was determined should not disturb his peace, even though Lady Hilda left him, as she often threatened, to go to one of what she insultingly called the ‘good houses.’ Having ventured to remonstrate with her ladyship on some passages in her latest manuscript, to which his reader had not without reason called his attention, her ladyship replied in a letter which brought the blood to Mr Vassett’s cheeks, and took the flavour out of his coffee and the freshness from his roll.

         ‘Pretty well – pretty well – vastly well, Lady Hilda Hicks!’ he exclaimed, with a spiteful accent on the last word. ‘No, I won’t publish another of your novels, let the consequences be what they may. Take them where you like. Take them to the – !’ and here Mr Vassett became exceedingly emphatic, ‘but don’t bring them to me. If your husband is a fiend, I pity him, earl’s daughter or no earl’s daughter. If you were my wife I’d – I’d –’ but when Mr Vassett tried to imagine what he would do were Lady Hilda his wife, he was obliged to relinquish the attempt. He really failed utterly to conceive what he would do with that awful woman, who could – crowning horror! – write, tied to him for life.

         ‘Thank Heaven!’ piously exclaimed Mr Vassett; ‘things are bad enough, but they are not so bad as that. I can get rid of her, and Hicks can’t. I have made money out of her, and he has to find her even the money that pays the printer who sets up the type in which he is abused. Unhappy man! what could have induced him to marry such a virago?’ And with equanimity quite restored by these agreeable considerations Mr Vassett resumed his breakfast, finding his appetite had returned – that flavour was restored to the coffee and freshness to the roll.

         A good-looking man, though not handsome; good-looking in all senses. Honest, wholesome, truthful, kindly, despite a certain sternness of expression which had come with the lonely years, just like the grey hairs that, so far as the man’s age was concerned, should not yet have been sprinkled among the black.

         There was a little romance, a little sad plaintive story in his life with which few were acquainted, and of which he never spoke. When he was quite young, a mere lad, in the employment of a bookseller in Soho, he lodged with some people who had known his father, and were kind to the boy on that account.

         They had one little daughter, a fair flaxen-haired child, between whom and himself there sprang up one of those attachments which seem so unintelligible, and yet which sometimes prove so enduring.

         In this case, at all events, it endured. When the lad was grown to manhood, when the child’s flaxen curls were smoothed in sunny braids from the maiden’s brow, they remained just as fond and foolish, as simply, innocently devoted to each other as had been the case in the early days of their acquaintance.

         Then her family was in a worldly point of view above him, but things were more equal now. He had climbed up many rungs of the social ladder, and they were coming down.

         Maggie’s father was something in the City, and as time went on it needed no gift of second sight to prophesy he would have eventually to make his way into the Bankruptcy Court. A series of misfortunes overtook him. The posts, like the messengers who came to Job, brought nothing save tidings of some fresh disaster. Duly and truly he ran the allotted course of trouble, anxiety, despair. He went through ‘the court,’ and then he died.

         After that Maggie and her mother left London and removed to Halliford, near which hamlet a relative farmed some sixty acres.

         It was not then Mr Vassett conceived that aversion to the country which remained with him through life. Quite the contrary. On the Sundays and holidays, ‘when the relaxation of the claims of literature,’ as Mr Mat Donagh would have said, left him at leisure to visit his former playmate and present sweetheart, the embryo publisher thought nothing could be fairer than all that pensive valley of the Thames – the river, the swans, the cygnets, the aits, the bulrushes, the water lilies, the blue expanse of heaven, the low-lying fields where the cows looked at him with mild, wondering eyes, the hawthorn trees white with bloom, the wealth of wild-flowers, the tall poplars, the quivering aspens, the lonely houses, the quaint little towns.

         He was young then – young and soft, and in love, and the best of life lay, as he fancied, before him, and there was a glamour over the landscape – that glamour which sheds its rainbow hues over any earthly landscape but once in our short existence, – and all things seemed fair to him, and all the future full of happiness!

         Well, he had his innings, and it is not every man who can say that. He and Maggie were married, and for fourteen months not even a cloudlet obscured the brightness of their sunny home. Then, unaccountably, the young wife began to droop. It was in the early part of September, when all that part of the country is aglow with ripening crops and ruddy cheeked apples, that the doctor sent Mrs Vassett back to Halliford to try whether the fresh sweet air would chase the pallor from her face, and restore strength to her slight frame. Had they told the husband then her case was hopeless, he might have borne the blow that came so soon better; but as matters stood he kept believing she would ere long be restored to health – that when their child was born he should see her well and strong again.

         All in the dull winter months, the worst which could happen happened. He was sent for in haste, and though he did not lose an hour or second was too late. When he arrived there were no loving tones to greet him, no sweet eyes to smile their welcome. Instead of greeting or smile there was only that which had been his wife, lying white and still, with her dead baby by her side.

         So it ended. The dream of springtime, the summer’s idyll, the fruition of autumn: the human harvest was ripe, and the dread reaper had put in his sickle and garnered the grain. It was all over – the love, the hope, the anxiety; nothing remained save the certainty of loss. It was then the blue in the sky, and the green of the trees, and the scents, and songs, and rustle, and silence of nature grew distasteful to Mr Vassett. 

         It was a dull, grey, chilly afternoon when they laid the young wife down to rest in Shepperton Churchyard. Once he had thought that a sweet and lovely place, but as he wandered miserably about alone whilst the short winter day darkened down, it seemed to him the most mournful spot on the whole of God’s wide earth. He went sadly to the swollen Thames, where the discoloured waters were rushing by with a threatening yet sullen fury; he looked across at the fields they had paced many and many a time hand in hand together; he stood beneath the trees where they had waited side by side for the boat into which she stepped so lightly; he saw one lonely swan trying to stem the current – and then he burst into a passion of tears and wept as if his heart would break.

         What were success, money, position, to him then? What were happiness, prosperity, worldly consideration? Words, mere words that might to others bear some signification, but to his mind seemed unintelligible sounds.

         He returned to town a changed man. The blessed necessity for work after a time brought some mitigation to his grief. Once more he took up the burden of life, to find that there was even for him a meaning in the words that seemed, standing beside the Thames on that desolate winter’s day when he left his wife in Shepperton Churchyard, to be but bitter mockery. Business went well with him; he possessed everything he would have liked to own when she walked with him. His love and his loss had grown such an old, old story that when he thought over it all he felt sometimes as if the boy and girl who wandered about Soho, or the pretty green at Halliford, and that quaintest of quaint villages Littleton, who had plucked the wild-flowers, and walked across the meadows, were some creatures who had never really been part and parcel of his later most prosaic life.
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