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BOOK ONE





I


I write.


I know my name.


Ned Gudgeon.




*





I had supposed myself beaten – robbed – and thrown into a ditch.


But this is not a ditch.


My watch is in my pocket yet, tho’ it wants winding.


My head throbs fit to burst, but nothing is broke.


II


Second day …


… not of my confinement – I cannot with certainty say when that began – but of my writing.


I recall …


I recall my name:


Ned Gudgeon.


III


Third day


Tho’ I still wake with an aching head, and have no conception how I come to be here, yet little by little the fog about me lifts, and I begin to recover my scattered wits – which is as well, for G–d knows, they have pressing enough business here.


What is this place?


A room four paces by three – a bed – a table – a chair – pen, paper and ink – a privy closet, emptying into a stream below (whose gush and gurgle gave flesh to the phantom ditch). A small square window, thro’ which I hear birds – tho’ it is set too high and deep for me to see them. The upper part of the door is a hatch, which gives not on to the outside, but rather on to a kind of box or cage, where food and drink are left for me – though how, or by whom, I have not the smallest notion, for the first I ever hear of it is the outer grating closing again.


In short, indubitably a prison – but unlike any jail I ever saw or conceived of.


And if a jail, why do I not hear the cries and groans of my wretched fellows?




*





’Tis depressing to the spirits, and giddying to the brain, to write third, fourth, fifth day &c., with no notion where it may end. I have therefore resolved to christen today Thursday, for no better reason, than that third chimes with thur – but ’tis only seven to one I am wrong. However long the journey, twill be easier to bear in lots of seven – for then, every turn of the wheel that takes me farther from home will, in a fashion, bring me back again.


IV


Friday


My new system works, by initials at least: Friday and fourth both begin with “f”; a small sleight of hand will make the f” of fifth into a long “s” for Saturday; and sixth returns me to my path, with an “s” for Sunday.


Last night, racked ’twixt sleep and waking, an image came to me, which I knew to be neither dream nor fancy, but recollection:


I was standing in moonlight before a half-familiar house. Only one window was lit. I approached it – peered in – and saw …


Saw what?


I cannot now recall – but something that must surely be pertinent to my case; for I know that as my nose touched the cold glass, my heart suddenly began to beat so loud I could hear it.


’Tis a small enough hare, but may put up others.


V


Saturday


My first thought when I woke this morning, was: My head hurts abominably.


My second (as soon as I had opened my eyes): I have been a great fool.


For there, on the table, was a most material piece of evidence, which has been constantly before me – which I have used daily, as I do at this instant – and yet whose significance, until now, I had entirely missed.


It is simply this: there is no book here, no game, no instrument not the least trinket or bauble that might occupy a man for ten seconds together – save only, pen, paper, and ink.


From which I must conclude: I am put here to write.


But write what?


I must take care to consider, before I answer that question.


VI


Sunday


This morning, half-asleep, I started up another hare.


It was night. I was looking in upon a stable-yard, where a great black coach was being got ready, as if for a funeral.


A footman glanced up – saw me – and cried out.


Then I was running from him – stumbling – the earth beneath my feet a great blanket, which might at any moment be snatched away.


Perhaps he supposed I was mad; or guilty of some offence.


I am neither, yr honours – whatever may appear to the contrary. Of that, at least, I am certain. 




*





This evening I shall try an experiment: take a sheet of paper, and lay it before the door.


If I mistake not, it will give me notice of my supper.


VII


Monday


My memory returns – like a tide that first fills four or five pools, and then connects all together.


Besides which – it is now beyond doubt – I am not mad. The paper stirred; and not half a minute later I heard the outer grating open, and my tray slid in.


So it is delivered not by some wraith or vapour, but (even tho’ I cannot hear his footfall) by a human creature who must enter from outside – admitting with him, whether he will or no, a draught of air. Looking at it anew, this is no more like a madhouse than a jail. What it most resembles is (as I imagine it) a hermit’s cell.


Indeed – a man who had given over all ambition, and resolved to end his life in philosophy and reflection, might be quite content here – if he but knew himself secure, and had use of a garden.


VIII


Tuesday


The more I reflect, the more I am persuaded that I am fixed here to set down an account of my actions, and so vindicate myself (if I can) from some charge.


But of what charge, and of who my accuser might be, I still have no idea – or rather, I have a surfeit of ideas, for there are so many worthy candidates for both offices that it is impossible to choose among them, and say which is fittest for the work.


What is a man to do, that fears an attack but knows not which way his enemy will come?


He must fortify his position on every side.


Tomorrow, therefore, I shall begin a full narrative of my adventures.


When I am done, I am certain, there is not an unpartial man living would convict me of anything worse than ill luck, and prodigious folly.


IX


Wednesday


And so to work:


I must begin with a letter from my brother Daniel – for the most tangled and riotous ivy proceeds from a single point, and this is the root of mine. The year was ’74 – the month, I think, September – the import, that he was very ill, and greatly desirous of seeing me, as he had something particular to say.


I ordered my horse saddled at once – bade adieu to my sulky wife (for we were engaged that afternoon at Sr Will. Sutton’s), set off in a fine rain – and was with him by evening. His man Poist, a fat, fidgety fellow, flapt from the house in a great taking and grasped my hand with tears in his eyes. “Thank God you’re come, Sir!” – “What! He is not dead?” – “No, but sadly altered, I fear.”


And so he was. I found him not (as I had supposed) in bed, but sat before the fire in his study – but so shrunk and sorry I scarce knew him. He was a picture changed from paint to pencil – the meat all eaten from his bones, and nothing left but holes and shadows. His dog Frisk was at his feet, and on his knee an unopened book – as if to say, I am come here by my own choice to read, and not because I am driven to it. It was this feeble deceit, more than all else, that undid me. For death (I perceived it the instant he turned to greet me) was not to be cheated by so paltry a trick – it had set its mark upon him, and served him notice to quit, and would hear no appeal.


“Nay, Ned,” said he. “What’s the matter?”


“Nothing – but that it pains me to see you so.”


“’Tis not so heavy. Hadley says I shall have another year, if I come through this.” (But his hands trembled, and were cold enough to numb me, when I caught them in mine.) “Pray – come and sit by me. I have a kindness to beg.”


“Anything you like, that’s within my power.” (And I pause to ask yr honours now, before we come to the pith of the business: which one of you, under like circumstances, would not have said the same?)


“’Tis within your power,” said he, with something like a smile; “but I fear ’twill not be greatly to your liking. Or to your lady’s.”


The exertion of speaking made him cough, which he tried to conceal by affecting to laugh.


“If you know some canting parson”, he gasped, “that wants matter for a sermon, here’s the very tale for him. Tell him ’tis his for a guinea.”


“A sermon on what subject?”


“Ah – the heedlessness of youth.” He coughed again; and as he took the handkerchief from his mouth, I could not but see upon it a constellation of blood-spots. And the wretchedness of age. He seized my wrist. “’Tis a hard measure, Ned, for a man to see his wife and child die before him. And to know his last hope of ending his journey in peace is to find something he carelessly cast aside years before, when it had scarce begun.”


“What thing is that?”


And this, yr honours, as well as I can remember it (and leaving out frequent sputterings, and snatchings at breath) is how he answered me:


“How old were you, Ned, when I was ordered to America? Fifteen? Sixteen? A boy, still, at least – so my letters to you were full of battles and fortifications and savages, and not of those tenderer adventures I might have confided to an older brother. Then, when I at length came home, I had little enough inclination to talk of what I had seen and done and suffered – especially after I was married, for then I knew that every particular of my story could only pain poor Sophie. So if you wonder at my never mentioning this before, I can only say – I did not mean to deceive you, but a fit occasion never arose to speak of it.


“I dare say, tho’, you will not be greatly astonished by my little drama – or, at least, by Act One of it – for I was but four-and-twenty, and it is not to be imagined that a hot young fellow, in the full vigour of manhood, will not seek out the friendship of women, when occasion presents itself. And occasion presented itself almost as soon as I had stepped ashore in Virginia.


“We still awaited two regiments from Ireland – General Braddock was much occupied with quartering, enlistment of provincials, &c., &c. and, when I asked leave to visit relatives in Carolina, was good enough to give it. From the warmth of my reception at Fiskefield, you would have supposed I was a returning hero, who had already fought the French unassisted, and driven them from the Ohio country, rather than a conceited young fellow whose courage was yet to be tested; for it was near the end of Uncle Fiske’s two years in America, and he was glad to make a show of me before his friends and neighbours there. Among whom was Mr. Catchpole, a small merchant from Wilmington, and his daughter – an eager, hot-tempered, impetuous girl of sixteen.


“We met at a ball, my third or fourth night there; she danced well enough – ooh’d at my conversation, laughed at my jests – and fixed me throughout with a stare that burned me halfway across the room, and drew my eyes to hers whether I would or no. At length she flushed – said the wine and company had made her giddy, asked if I would go outside with her, and take the air.


“It was a cool night – I put my coat about her, felt her tremble, and knew ’twas not entirely the cold. ‘Shall we go by the stables?’ she said. ‘I dream sometimes I am a horse.’ So we did.


“The rest of the story may be easily guessed, Ned – tho’ not, I fear, so easily excused. But consider: I had passed two months penned in a ship, with none but men (most of them little better than hogs) for company; in two months more I should be in battle, where a chance shot might kill me, or make me old in an instant – can you wonder, then, when life was so hard and uncertain, that I plucked her sweeter fruits when I could? After that first night we contrived to meet four times more, on one pretext or another – and then a summons from General Braddock put a sudden end to our sport.


“She plied me with letters – misspelt, girlish things, full of sighs and tears and clumsy avowals – but (to my shame) I never answered ’em. In truth, I had little enough time – my days were spent preparing my men for the trial to come, my nights wondering privately how well I might meet it myself – and in the few moments I had leisure to think of Miss Catchpole at all, I contrived to persuade myself that silence was the kindest course – for (or so I supposed) ’twas the surest way to smother the flames of her attachment to me, which even the merest note must serve to keep alive.


“Then we were dispatched to the back-country, and suffered the cruel rout at Monongahela – which for a few weeks drove everything from my mind, save the howls of the savages and the cries of my dying men. By the time we limped back to Virginia in August, and I was again given leave to go to Carolina, I confess I had half-forgotten Miss Catchpole, and had no expectation of even seeing her again – for in the interim Mr. Coleman had taken Uncle Fiske’s place, and at once set out to inspect the plantations in the Indies, leaving only his poor wife at Fiskefield, who knew no-one, and saw no company. So we led a quiet life – which fitted my mood pretty well, after all that I had seen.


“But one evening, as I returned from a walk in the park, I heard a sound from a rhododendron close by. I at once grasped my sword and lunged forward (for my fancy was so disordered that I still imagined an Indian behind every bush, until reason told me he could not be there), but was stopped by a gasp, and a frightened ‘Wait!’ Whereupon Miss Catchpole stepped out, much altered – her clothes stuck with snags and prickles – her face wan – her manner grave and earnest. ‘Good G–d!’ I said. ‘Whatever is the matter?’ To which her hand replied before her tongue, by going to her belly. ‘What, you are with child?’ She nodded. Without thinking (for I was still too astonished to think) I cried out: ‘And believe it’s mine?’


“Ill-considered, I know – tho’ a natural enough question, surely, if a man could but find the right way to it; but from her response you would have thought I had accused her outright of being a whore, and a liar too. She flung herself upon me – grabbed my sword – tried to prise it from me, and (when I would not loose my grip) bit my hand, more savagely than any dog. Look – here – you can still see the scars. I at last got my arms about her, so she could hurt me no more – and at once she melted against my chest, sobbing, and saying I was a heartless brute, no better than an Indian, &c. &c.; but that she had never loved another, and never could; and tho’ I might be deaf to her appeals, surely I could not ignore those of my own child – who cried out, even now from her womb, that I must marry her, and save ’em both from dishonour.


“Marry her! – a provincial hoyden who could scarcely read – who thought of nothing but dancing and horses – whose dowry would be a hogshead of tobacco and a barrel of salted pork? ’Twas unthinkable – unless I forsook home and station, and removed wholesale to America or the Indies, where her deficiencies would appear less remarkable, and invite less reproach. And what then of poor Sophie? Had I not, on the very eve of my departure, called on her father and told him how matters stood ’twixt her and me, and said it was my firm intention, if I should return, to ask his permission to marry her; which he had heartily approved? To break my word, and her poor gentle heart, was more than I felt I could do.


“But Sophie was not before me; and Miss Catchpole was in my arms, saying she would sooner die than live without me; and if I would not make her my wife she would take a gun, and blow her brains out. I was a fox caught in a hole, Ned, that’s the truth of it; and after an hour I had almost surrendered – conceding every article save one: that I must have more time to consider, before giving her my final answer. At which she howled, ‘You are a d–d coward, who has not the courage to say no to my face, and so resolves to put me off, that he may say it in a letter, and thus avoid seeing its effect upon me!’


“’Tis hard to be called coward – especially when your bravery has lately been so sorely put to the test, and will shortly be so again. For which reason, perhaps, I was unreasonably enraged – felt the Arctick enter my heart, and turn my words to ice.


“‘Very well, then,’ I said. ‘I say it to your face: no.’


“At which she dropped down in a faint; and I was obliged to call the house-servants – one of whom, a capable young negro woman, seemed to apprehend our situation at a glance, and at once undertook to care for Miss Catchpole until she was well enough to be taken home.


“I gave orders that the lady was not to be admitted again; and, for want of a more worldy confidante, told Sally Coleman of my dilemma. She was too generous to censure me, but (being as friendless there as I was) quite unable to help me practically – save by asking, Was there not a trustworthy American among my fellow-officers, to whom I could turn for advice? This was good counsel; and the next day I wrote to a young Virginian with whom I had served, setting all before him – and was not disappointed; for he at once undertook, in the most liberal manner, to act as my agent, engaging an attorney, who was known to have served other gentlemen in like cases, and who agreed (for a fat fee) to negotiate terms with Miss Catchpole and make provision for the bringing-up of her child. I gave my friend a sum I supposed sufficient to the purpose and left to join my regiment at New York, where I had a miniature painted, and dispatched to Carolina as a keepsake for my bastard. Shortly after, we were ordered north – where, as you know (grâce à M. le Marquis de Montcalm, et à ses sauvages) I soon lost my liberty another way.


“For more than a dozen years, after I came home and was married, I heard nothing more – and had so far forgotten the whole business that even after Sam died I did not think of it, but supposed I must resign myself to dying childless. But then, a little more than a year ago, I received a letter from Miss Catchpole, saying that my son by her, Jeffrey, was approaching manhood; and that a chance had arisen to buy him a fine property at a very reasonable price – which (since she was penniless) she hoped I might furnish, so as to set him up in life as a gentleman.


“I could not but feel that – coming at such a time – this was an act of Providence. For was not this Jeffrey, no less than Sam, my own son? – and might he not supply Sam’s place – if not in my affections, at least in filial duty, and the eyes of the law? ’Twas the touch of sun at midwinter – the first I had felt in many a cold month. She asked I should direct my reply, under cover, to my Virginian friend (for the mails could not be relied upon in the place where she lived); and I at once did so, saying that the boy had no need of an estate in America; for, if she would send him to me, he should live with me, and complete his education at my charge, and inherit my property here.


“But there was no answer. I wrote again: still nothing – a third time: the same. And now – now I begin …”


But what he began he could not tell me; for his words had undammed a mill-race, and he was tumbled away by emotion, choking and weeping and wiping his eyes with his blood-stained handkerchief.


“Perhaps”, I said, “he has removed to some other part of the country. ’Twould be little enough surprise, after so many years.”


Daniel shook his head; and, when he had breath again, said: “Why then does she not write to tell me so?”


I could not answer this objection, so held my tongue, and waited for him to go on. At length he cast down his eyes, like a man ashamed, and said: “You know I set no store by dreams, Ned; yet I was visited by one a few nights ago, that has troubled me every hour since – and was, indeed (I cannot deny it), the final prick that drove me to summon you here. I thought I was in America again – not (as I usually dream) in that accursed forest, but at New York, and about to take ship for England. But before I could embark, my young friend Lieutenant Litton hurried up to me, in a great sweat – ‘Sir, you are wanted for duty!’ – ‘But I am ordered home!’ – ‘First, Sir, there is a final service you must perform.’


“He turned and led me to a great square, thronged with a silent press of sullen-faced people. In the centre, surrounded by soldiers, was a scaffold, brightly painted and decked in flags, so I knew not if it was a place of execution or merely a stage.


“‘Come,’ said Litton, conducting me up the steps.


“‘What!’ I said, laughing. ‘Am I then to hang?’


“He said gravely: ‘The hangman has deserted. You are to play his part.’


“The prisoner was then dragged on to the platform – a lank, desperate young fellow, twisting and trying to throw himself down, at sight of which the crowd set up a groaning roar. The guards held him with his back to me, but as they placed the noose about his neck, he turned. And in that instant I knew (though I know not how) he was my bastard.


“‘What has he done?’ I said.


“‘He is a traitor. You must dispatch him.’


“I stepped forward; but whispering as I did so, ‘This is but a play, is it not?’


“‘No!’ screamed Litton. ‘He must hang!’ – ‘He is my son!’ – ‘Do your duty!’ – ‘I cannot.’


“But at that the boy sprang free of his guards and grasped my throat (tho’, in the way of dreams, he had been bound but a moment before). He trembled with fear, but anger was a stronger master.


“‘Nay, old man,’ he said, ‘I want not your mercy.’ And with a look I shall not easily forget (for the hatred tortured him like a knife, screwing his face with pain) he spat at me.


“At which I woke.”




*





When he was done, Daniel was silent for perhaps half a minute, and then began to weep softly.


“You should not be troubled by that,” I said. “I dreamed once I was a great fish, with a hook in its mouth.”


But he shook his head: “I fear ’tis true – she took my money, and laid it out on a traitor’s education for my son.”


“But why?” I said. “There are some rascally hotheads in Massachusetts, I know, that have fired some of their fellows, and made them suppose, like spoilt brats, they shall have what they want if they but squall enough; but most Americans are surely as loyal as my neighbour Grimley – and heartily sick, I make no doubt, of all these cowardly and dangerous anticks.”


“She hates me,” he said, “and has turned him against me – and against his country – for my sake.”


He stirred in his chair like a shot bird, that tries to move its wing and finds it broke.


“’Tis a hard thing, I know,” he said, “to ask a man to leave home and seek the heir to a fortune he might otherwise hope to receive himself. But I beg of you, Ned – go and find him if you can, and bring him to me.”


I hesitated, and attempted to think; but in truth there was no thinking to be done.


“I will try,” I said.


Had I not done so, yr honours, I should not be here now, and writing these words.




*





“What, then!” said my wife. “Are you no more than a dog, that must go when it’s whistled for?”


“He is my brother.”


“And I am your wife. And Sarah is Cully’s wife, and like to be brought to bed of their first child in a month or two. So you will break up two families, to mend one.”


“I’ll leave Cully behind, then, and find another servant on the way.”


“And what of me? Do you think I shall want nothing while you are gone?”


What she would want most, I knew, might easily be supplied by visiting the pillory from time to time, armed with a basket of rotting fruit; but experience had taught me better than to say so.


“And if you are murdered by savages, what then?”


“Well …”


“I shall be penniless!”


“Nay – you will have the estate.”


“Not if I marry again.”


“Why, then, your new husband will provide for you.”


“What man will have me, if I’ve no property of my own to bring him? You have used up all else I ever had” – here making a mighty effort at tears, which ended in no more than a puking gulp, and a red face – “my youth … my beauty …”


I had been set upon in this manner so many times before, I knew there was but one course I could take to restore peace. So I sighed, and said: “Very well, then; I will change my will, if that will satisfy you.”


“Satisfy!” she cried – tho’ in a steadier voice. “How may I be satisfied, when you have abandoned me?”


“I fancy you’ll jog along well enough without me,” I said.




*





Perhaps yr honours (depending upon which honours they may be) are in haste and anxious to get to America at once; in which case I must disappoint you, by lingering a while longer in England – tho’ no more than I disappointed myself, for tho’ I felt no relish for my commission, yet, once I had accepted it, I saw there was nothing to be gained by delay, and was impatient to be gone. But there was business to be done – a wretched harvest to finish getting in, and rents and leases to be settled, and cases to be heard; so that it was not before the end of September that I at length wrote to my Uncle Fiske in Bristol to ask his assistance in getting to Carolina. A week later I received a reply, saying that he and cousin Coleman would be happy to place their brig the Sweet Jenny at my disposal, when she had returned from her present voyage; but that as no-one could say when that would be, I should set out at once, and lodge with him, so as to be ready when she arrived; for the captain would not wait. This puzzled me for an instant – for if the ship was at my disposal, surely it was the captain’s duty to wait; but then, reflecting that he must accommodate himself not only to my whims but also to those of tide and weather, I dismissed it from my mind.


That same afternoon, therefore, I took leave of my tenants and then rode into the village, to drink a last glass with my neighbour Grimley. I was surprised to find him deep in conference with Sr Will. Sutton (for they were not well acquainted, and I should have supposed that Sr Will. would have considered it beneath his dignity to set foot in Mr. Grimley’s house); but when Sr Will. rose to greet me, my confusion was at once dispelled; for his manner was that peculiar compound of attentiveness and abstraction a man usually sees but once every seven years.


“What,” I said, “is there to be an election?”


“Indeed, Sir, indeed; the King has dissolved parliament; and the writs are issued. I did myself the honour of calling upon you earlier, but you were abroad about your business – very commendable, very commendable, I’m sure – so” (with a sly look at my neighbour) “I came directly to Mr. Grimley’s, to … to … But this happy chance permits me to ask if you … if I may hope …?”


“I fear I shall not be here,” I replied. “Indeed, my express purpose in coming was to say, I leave at first light tomorrow.”


“Why, where are you going?” asked Mr. Grimley.


“To America.”


“America!” he cried, evidently astonished.


“You must be careful, then,” said Sr William (with that forced jocularity with which he might have kissed a baby), “not to take any tea with you, or you may be set upon by Mohawks and lose your scalp for your trouble.”


I contrived to laugh, and thought it but a small price to pay for being excused the poll (for tho’ I liked Sr Will. well enough then, yet I considered him a weak and supine member, that would have voted to transport his children and declare war on his mother, had the ministry but told him the King’s good government required it). But if I thought so easily to escape the burdensome business of the election, I was greatly mistaken – as you shall shortly see.


Here again, I fear, my ignorance trips me into a quandary; for – having no idea who yr honours may be – I cannot guess how intimately acquainted you are with Bristol. If of the blues (as I conceive one party), I dare swear you know it better than I do; but if of the buffs, or the red-white-and-blues (which is equally probable), ’tis more than likely you have never even set eyes on the place, and could not fix it on a map to save your lives. If I strive to please both, I shall indubitably end by satisfying neither; so if you are of the blue persuasion, I can but counsel you to take the next paragraph at a gallop, and o’erleap it at a bound.


Fancy yourself, then, jostling with me in the Wells coach that dull October day – straining northward across the Somersetshire hills, buffeted by wind – and then at length, far into the afternoon, beginning to descend through woods and pleasant sloping meadows into a broad valley. Suddenly, sprawled before us is a great filthy city. No notice given – no suburbs, coyly hinting at what is to come – everything unbuttoned, and open to the eye, as much as to say, We’re plain folk here, and you must take us farts and belches and all, or go elsewhere; for we’ll put on airs for nobody. A single glance takes in towers and spires; chimneys and workshops and wharves, and huddles of mean houses crammed between them, wherever they can find space; thickets of masts and spars in the pools below, and here and there a merchant’s mansion on the beetle-browed crags above. The very river seems to be taking its ease here – for it lies slack, and leaden, and full of noxious waste – until, a mile or two to the west, it suddenly remembers its modesty and, gathering up its skirts, hurries into a deep gorge to conceal its blushes. And over everything lies a thick, poisonous smoke – from mines, and iron foundries, and china works, and glass houses rearing up like diabolical cones – that chokes the lungs, and clothes the walls and windows in black – which a fanciful man might suppose an apt outward expression of inner darkness, as if the city could not trouble itself even to hide its own greedy and illiberal soul, but must make a display of that, too, for all the world to see.


I was set down at length at the Three Kings in Thomas Street and, engaging a porter to take my trunks, set off at once for my uncle’s house. I had entertained some hopes that Bristol might have improved since my last visit (for, save for once or twice when I had been compelled to pass through it in my way to London, it was a full five years since I had entered the place); but, if anything, it seemed worse than I remembered. The buildings were in their usual state of disrepair (for the Bristolian will always count himself a shrewd fellow, that spends fifty pounds a year patching a decrepit old tenement rather than three hundred building a new one that will last him out); so that if you looked up to see a shop-sign swinging in the wind, you were like to be hit in the eye by a slate or a clout of plaster. The crowds in the streets appeared noisier and more offensive than ever – ear-ringed sailors with brown teeth and black tattoos; drunken soldiers looking for a woman or a fight; foul-breathed shopkeepers bellowing for custom; draymen demanding way for their laden sledges (which are used in place of waggons, for fear the weight of wheels will break through the pavement and open up the sewers – tho’ it could scarce smell viler if they did). Just as I came to the Back, where I thought I should be tolerably safe, a great torrent of people suddenly burst from King Street, all jigging and jumping and crying, “Cruger! Cruger!” (tho’ who or what “Cruger” might be I had no idea), and swept past me, tossing me as if I were no more than a fallen leaf. It is my custom (or was then) always to carry a stout stick, cut from a tree in my own park; and had I not employed it in my own defence, I should indubitably have been knocked down.


It was with some relief to my spirits, therefore, that I came out at last into Queen Square, where many of the principal merchants have their houses – Quakerish, village-green affairs in red-brick, which, if not the height of fashion, are yet regular and elegant enough, and arranged around a neat central garden planted with trees. I paused there a moment to gulp the air – and then knocked on my uncle’s door.


It was answered by Joseph, his negro man, who smiled when he saw me; for we had known each other since boyhood.


“What, still here, Joseph?” I said. “Not claimed your liberty yet?” (For it was two years since Lord Chief Justice Mansfield had ruled that a slave became free when he set foot in England.)


But before the fellow could reply, my uncle himself appeared at the dining-room door, clutching a pipe and followed by a great billow of tobacco smoke. He peered into the hall, let out a cry – then hobbled towards me, his mouth set in a strange alloy of pleasure and disappointment, as tho’ he was both glad to see me and wished I was somebody else. He must have heard my question, for he clapped his hands over Joseph’s ears and, laughing, said: “Hush, have we not trouble enough with the colonists; and will you now turn our blacks against us, too?” At which poor Joseph could do nothing but shuffle from one foot to the other, and grin foolishly.


Uncle Fiske had always been something of an original – believing, as he told me when I was thirteen or fourteen, that a man must make a figure, or he’ll be overlooked; but, as so often happens, what began as affectation had become habit; and now he appeared (as they say) a kind of caricature of himself, for not only was he swathed in a morning-gown of scarlet silk and wearing a small turkey hat in place of a wig, but even his sharp nose and thin wide lips seemed more pronounced than ever. He clamped my shoulders, and leaned back to examine me.


“Ned, Ned, Ned!” he said – his eyes big and weeping with wine. “This is a fine trick – a fine trick, indeed – and you could play it a deal oftener and hear no complaints from me or your aunt. Come in, boy” – tho’ I was then nearer forty than thirty – “come in.” And taking my elbow he led me to the dining-room, stopping to glance at me several times as he did so, as if he feared I were an apparition and might vanish again if he failed to keep me in his sight.


The air was hot and hazy, the table strewn with the flotsam of dinner. At one end, in the half-light of a failing candle, sat an elderly woman, flirting her fan to whisk the smoke away. I thought at first she was a stranger to me; but then she rose and came towards me, and I saw it was my aunt, tho’ so changed I hardly recognized her; for if the last five years had merely made my uncle more like himself (or, rather, more like a satirist might have drawn him), they had carried her from the middle into old age, bending her to a permanent stoop, and riddling her face with lines and broken veins, so that now she might as well have been his mother as his wife.


“Ned,” she said. And then, craning her poor stiff neck to kiss me, “’Tis the arthritis.”


“And the brandy,” said my uncle. “Those French devils always know where to strike us. Tell me, Ned” – squeezing my arm, and half-whispering – “where is a man’s fortune?”


“In his head?”


“Nay, in his feet; for without ’em he can’t be active, and attend to his affairs, and see his servants don’t abuse him. So, naturally, I needs must have the gout. And where is a woman’s?”


“In her disposition?”


“Nay, in her face!” cackled my aunt. “And ’tis well I no longer have to trust to mine, else I should be on the parish.”


“Sit down,” said my uncle, drawing out a chair for me. “We knew not when you would come, so we did not wait dinner. What will you eat?” He waved at the table.


I saw a greasy charger of meat smothered in sauce; half a pie; a dish of tiff-taff-taffety-cream – and felt my stomach turn.


“Nay, I am well enough.”


“D–n it! A man can’t sit here with his belly full of pig and prunes, and see his nephew go hungry!”


“No, truly.”


“Let me see,” said my aunt, “if I can’t make a magick spell and find something you’ll like better.” Which pricked my eyes, for those were the same words she’d used to tempt me with some tit-bit or sweetmeat when I was a child (to the despair of my father, who said, If he won’t have beef and bread, let him starve), and delivered with the ruin of the same smile.


When she had gone, my uncle slid closer to me – gave me a glass of wine – twisted a scrap of scorched paper – placed it in a candle-flame, and lighted his pipe from it; then, turning to ensure that my aunt was out of hearing, said: “She’s not returned yet.”


“Who?”


“The Jenny.”


“Do you fear she may be lost?”


He sighed, then said: “Nay, nay; ’tis a rough season – I’ve known ships later, and no harm done” (puffing a curtain of smoke, and watching me through it). “Now tell me: what takes you to America?”


“Some business of Dan’s.”


“Business! What! – does he buy land there?”


“Private business.”


“Ah! – ah! – he wants his bastard, does he?”


I knew not what to say, but my eyes must have spoken for me.


“Don’t look so shocked, boy. Did you suppose I didn’t know? Has he written for the child?”


“Yes – but heard nothing.”


“Ah, well” (shaking his head). “We may as well send you; for the Americans will buy nothing else of us. The whole world’s run mad. Barker now, before he was selling ’em three thousand pieces of stuff a year. This twelvemonth past, he’s sold not two hundred. Parrinder, the pipe-maker, has sent ’em not a single case. And ’tis the same with all the other trades” (shaking his head again, and spitting into the fire). “All we export now is men. I tell you, boy” (eyes twinkling suddenly in the haze), “if matters don’t mend soon, your aunt and I shall be obliged to sell everything we have, and come and live with you and be a charge on our nephew.”


“And would be heartily welcome,” I said, “if you could but bring my wife to it.”


“Oh, what – she still rides you hard, does she?”


I feared the wine had loosened my tongue, making me say too much of my own affairs; so I said: “They should be forced to buy.”


“How?”


“Ten thousand men should answer well enough. A rabble of ungrateful colonists ought not to be allowed to bring us to our knees.”


“But” (shrugging) “there may be another way: to slip in through the back door, while they guard the front.”


“What – we must slink into our own colonies now, must we, like criminals!”


He did not answer directly, but lighted his pipe again, and pinched the hot wax of a candle till it bore the mark of his fingertips. At length he said: “Too much pride, and too much heat. We have built a tremendous house, that has made us great and rich and is big enough for all of us; and now we are running through it like two packs of children, howling abuse and waving torches at each other – a spark from any one of which could burn it down about our ears and leave us all cold in the ashes.”


“Do you think then we should knuckle under, and not compel them to obey our laws and pay something towards their own defence?”


“That is what Mr. Cruger thinks.”


“I don’t know who Mr. Cruger may be,” I said, “but I met a mob of his followers on my way here; and if he is as unruly as they are, he’s little better than an American himself.”


“He is an American – a native of New York – tho’ he has lived here some years.”


“Well, then, ’tis no great wonder. But why do you credit his opinion, when it must inevitably be so partial?”


“The Whigs, I hear, have chose him to be a candidate in the election. And some of ’em want Burke for the other.”


“Burke?” I said. “He’s half a traitor himself. ’Twas he lit the torch, by getting the Stamp Act repealed.”


“Well, well. Two of my neighbours think he is the man for the hour and have solicited my interest for him. I’ve told ’em they must bring him to see me when he gets to Bristol and I’ll judge for myself. Ah! – I hear your aunt – we must talk of something else, for she takes it very hard. But” (dropping his voice to a whisper) “I know they’ve sent for him to London, and promised him here within the week; so ’tis ten to one you’ll meet him and can hold him to account, if you will.”




*





So, indeed, it fell out; but not before another notable character had strayed on to the stage, who, tho’ he entered unlooked for and unannounced, yet soon came to figure so largely in the drama that I must pause briefly to introduce him.


But not tonight. I have already been three days a-scribbling, and my hand is cramped with so much unaccustomed use; so I shall here set a period to my first chapter (as I may call it); and present him in the next – tomorrow.


X


Saturday


This morning for breakfast there was a peach and a glass of some pressed juice, of a fruit I did not know but which marvellously restored my stomach and my head – a marked improvement on my usual fare here.


I also received a clean set of under-garments; accompanied by a short note, which read:




Sir: Be so good as to place your soiled linen in the door, together with your used dishes; and fresh will be provided.





It strikes me that perhaps yr honours are rewarding me for writing.


But, if so – how do you know what I am doing? You cannot have read my words yet, since they are still all here before me; and if I cannot see yr honours (or the servants you have set to guard me), how may you – or they – see me? I have examined every inch of the room, but can find nothing that might serve as a spy-hole. All I can conceive is that by some contrivance or other – a lens or a mirror? – you are able to observe me through the window and, having seen that I spent most of yesterday seated at this table, naturally concluded that I was about the business I was put here for.


There must be an experiment to test this hypothesis; but, having not time enough at present to seek it out, I must rather wait for it to fly into my mind – and meanwhile return to my story, where the actor I mentioned to yr honours yesterday stands all a-fidget in the side-scenes, impatient to make his entrance.


The occasion for which arose from the condition of my uncle, which worsened visibly in the days following my arrival. The old man tried to maintain a semblance of good spirits before my aunt and me; but, little by little, his efforts became more threadbare: he grimaced rather than laughed – toyed with his food like a love-sick girl – drank two or three bottles in an evening, tho’ he knew it could but inflame his gout – and sat long hours together in a sort of stupor, from which nothing but a knock at the door would rouse him, and then only long enough for him to limp into the hall and see that it brought no news of his ship. My aunt and I caught each other sometimes in anxious looks and exchanged sad, knowing smiles – but we were powerless to comfort him; for even to name the spectre that haunted him would have been to give it greater substance and so increase his disquiet.


On my fourth or fifth night in Bristol (I cannot now remember which) I was waked by the sound of somebody entering my chamber. In the darkness, I could see nothing; but the foot-fall sounded like that of a woman, and in my half-sleeping confusion I supposed it must be my wife and that something was greatly amiss – for it was many years since she had come to me when I was a-bed.


“What’s the matter?” I said.


“Hush.”


But still I did not know who it was, for a voice reduced to a whisper loses the stamp of its character.


“Who are you?”


“What” (fumbling for my shoulder with a cold hand), “are you dreaming, Ned? ’Tis your aunt.”


“What’s happened?”


“I am fearful for your uncle. He tries to keep it from me, but I know he has not slept a wink for worrying about the Jenny – I could not sleep myself, and heard him tossing and sighing and muttering all night. And now he has sent Joseph to rouse some chairmen, to carry him to Durdham Down, so that when the dawn comes he may look down-river and see if she lies off Portishead.”


“’Tis madness. He’ll catch cold, for certain.”


“Or worse. Reddish, the theatre manager, was robbed there of nine guineas – but when I remind your uncle of it, he says only he won’t be fool enough to carry so much.”


“The chairmen will protect him.”


“What, those conies? They’d drop him and scuttle home if they heard a cock crowing.”


“What of Joseph?”


“He’s but a poor black, and cannot fire a gun. Will you go with him, Ned?”


And so we set out, in the last raw hour of the night, up Park Street, and along the Clifton road – my uncle wrapped in a blanket, shivering in his chair and wiping his breath every few minutes from the window, I walking beside him, with my stick in my hand and a pistol in my pocket. There was a cold silk mist, which almost blinded us, and only began to lift when we reached the higher ground and felt a breeze from the gorge ruffling the air; but by frowning through the glass and noting a milestone here and the grave of a suicide there (each time nodding grimly and raising his finger like a farmer counting sheep), my uncle contrived to plot our course. At length, just as the first cracks of dawn broke the sky behind us, he rapped on the glass and demanded to be set down next to a thick bramble bush bent hunchback by the wind.


At almost the same moment (so near, indeed, that I cannot now disentangle it from the clatter of the chair or say with any certainty which came first) we heard, no more than two hundred yards away, the sound of two shots and a cry of shock and pain.


The chairmen gaped at each other wide-eyed for a moment, and then bolted (so exactly as my aunt had predicted, that, had she witnessed it, she must have felt, mixed with a natural concern for her husband, a certain gratification at her own acuity). Having no thought in their heads but to get as far as possible from the noise, the silly fellows galloped off in the opposite direction, which took them in a few moments to the edge of the cliff; so that when I drew out my pistol and shouted, Come back, you rogues, or I’ll fire!, they had no resort but to obey – sidling towards me with sheepish grins, and muttering jests to each other in an undertone, in a pitiful effort to preserve the last tatters of their dignity. I then told them that so long as they remembered their duty, they might count on my protecting them; but that if they forgot it again, I’d shoot them like dogs. I could not do either, however, without first loading the pistol, which I had been carrying empty; so (to avoid their seeing it), I added, “Wait here, and I’ll find out what’s amiss.”


I marched fifty paces or so in the direction of the shots and – when I was certain I could no longer clearly be seen – concealed myself behind a tree, where I might charge my piece at leisure. No sooner had I settled to work, however, than I distinctly heard, from a little way ahead, the most piteous groans and whimpers, such as a man only makes when he is terribly wounded; and I knew at once that I must go to his aid. When the pistol was loaded, therefore, I raised it before me and advanced prudently into the fog.


But had not gone ten feet when there was a sudden eruption of sound before me – cries and oaths, huffs and grunts; the gasp of a horse, as it suddenly felt the spur in its flank; a startled whinny, and the muffled drum-roll of hooves.


“Hold!” I shouted.


More curses (I made out D–n! and hang and devil), a smokey swirl of figures, a black carriage, insubstantial as a ghost, looming from the mist and as quickly vanishing again – then nothing but three or four pairs of running feet, which in little more than half a minute had dwindled into silence.


Thinking I might still find the hurt man (tho’ I could no longer hear him), I edged forward, peering cautiously about me; but all I discovered, after five minutes’ search, was a patch of crushed grass stained with a great quantity of blood. Satisfied that I had done all I could, I turned and went back.


The two chairmen must have heard the commotion and concluded that I had saved their lives by putting a gang of murderers to flight, for they greeted me with the sly manner (compounded equally of deference and resentment) of unwilling debtors and watched me closely thereafter, as if they dreaded nothing so much as my leaving them again. My uncle, on the other hand, seemed to have remarked nothing – or, if he had, to have accepted it with Stoick philosophy – for he was leaning on the roof of the chair with his back towards me, his eye pressed to his telescope.


“Do you see her?” I said.


He did not answer, but at length looked away and shook his head sorrowfully, and crept back into the chair like a whipped cur (tho’ how he could be certain that his own ship was not amongst that distant tangle of masts and sails and pennants in the haze, I still do not know).


And now, yr honours, we come to the meat of it. We had gone perhaps half a mile of our way home – the rising sun had melted the mist and turned the ground to a firmament of frost and cobwebs, and my two doughty fellows were beginning to relax their guard a little (even singing and chattering as they laboured) – when all at once, as we were passing an overgrown bush, a young man stepped out from behind it and blocked our path. He wore an elegant coat and breeches; but his wig was askew – his shirt torn and bloodied – and he carried both a pistol and a sword, which gave him a fearful appearance. The chairmen instantly froze again; but they knew better than to run this time, and looked cravenly to me for direction.


“Nay,” I said, taking out my own gun and levelling it at the stranger. “Pray walk on.” Which they did.


The young man smiled; made a small bow; stood aside; and, as I came to him, fell in step beside me, saying, “I perceive, Sir, you are a gentleman.”


I nodded.


He glanced quickly over his shoulder, and then said: “I am in a slight difficulty, Sir; and it would infinitely oblige me if you would permit me to go with you and claim me, if we are challenged, as one of your own party.”


I stared at him.


He was pale, and quaking with cold and shock; but he mastered his fear with the utmost grace, holding my gaze, and continuing: “My name is O’Donnell, but ’twould perhaps be as well for you to fix on another, and give me that instead.”


“Cully,” I said, half to myself, for that was the first thought that entered my head. But I was still unresolved whether I should help him or no; seeing which he did not – to his considerable credit – as another man might, presume on my answer by taking it for acquiescence and so try to sneak into my protection by the back door (as it were) – but rather looked me straight in the eye and said: “I give you my word, Sir, it is entirely a matter of honour.”


I hesitated but a moment more; then I took the cloak from my shoulders and put it about his. “Very well,” I said.


Whether it was the wisest or the most foolish thing I did in my life I shall leave you to judge hereafter.




*





Having brought Mr. O’Donnell to yr honours’ notice, I must now banish him again to the side-scenes, saying only that we reached Bristol without further adventure and that, after giving back my cloak and professing undying thanks, he made a bow that set him wincing with pain and disappeared into the crowd. There, I fear, we must leave him for the present, to return to my uncle and the election – for tho’ I have two pots to boil, yet there is but a single fire to warm ’em, so they must cook by turns; but when both are done, I promise you, they will sit as happy together as beef and pudding.


I need not trouble you with the events of the next few days, save to observe (for it bears a little on what follows) that my constitution, accustomed to the life and diet of Somersetshire, took those of Bristol very ill. The sedentary habits of my uncle’s house, the largesse of its table, the foul air enclosing it and the noisy crowds surging past its door in pursuit of one candidate or another soon provoked my bowels to outright rebellion – which had me in such torments that I despaired almost of suppressing it, and fancied I might be obliged to capitulate and live out my life under a commonwealth of bread and water. I therefore (in hope of bringing the enemy to terms before he pressed me to this dreadful extremity) launched upon a vigorous plan of reform, moderating my drinking – scrupulously refusing all products of the cow – and taking a brisk walk to Clifton or King’s Down every afternoon, to promote my circulation and fill my lungs with something other than smoke.


Returning from which, one day about a week after our encounter with Mr. O’Donnell, I was met by my uncle in the hall. He was wearing a green velvet coat, piped in gold, that would have looked extravagant on a prince, and seemed more animated than usual, rubbing his hands anxiously and jigging on his goutless leg.


“Will you come in to dinner,” he said, “for we expect company after and must make haste?”


So, having speedily changed my clothes, I entered the dining-room, where I found him seated not (as I had expected) with my aunt, but with a young gentleman I could not recall having seen before – a dapper youth of seventeen or eighteen, whose man’s shape and dress were belied by his face, which still had the high-coloured softness of a child’s.


“Ned,” said my uncle, “this is your young cousin, Matthew Coleman.”


Which took me, I confess, quite by surprise; for tho’ the boy’s mother had been our favourite playmate when we were children, her marriage to Mr. Coleman had led to an estrangement between us – and I had met Matthew only once: at her funeral.


So I was the more confounded when Uncle Fiske went on: “And I hope you and he will be friends; for he is going to America with you.”


“Ay,” replied Coleman with a smile as he rose and bowed, “if the Jenny is not broke up upon a rock.”


I was naturally astonished by this remark (which seemed to show at best a puppyish lack of judgement and at worst a total lack of feeling); and even more so that my uncle did not reprimand him for it, but rather affected not to hear – tho’ the sudden flush of his cheeks showed it had hit home. Feeling that on such slight acquaintance I could not upbraid the boy myself, I said coldly: “And what do you do in the colonies, Sir?”


“I am transported for seven years, for winking at the mayor’s lady.”


“Nay,” laughed my uncle. “Had you forgot our house is Fiske and Coleman? This is my partner, now – as well as my great-nephew.”


“Or something nearer than that, Sir,” said the boy, “if wagging tongues are to be believed.”


“Don’t let my wife hear you say so,” said Uncle Fiske, with a clownish roll of the eyes.


My uncle had not made such an effort at merriment for days, and I could not conceive why he was doing so now, merely in order to indulge an ill-mannered whelp who showed him neither consideration nor respect.


“And where is your wife, Sir?” I asked – thinking a woman’s presence might tame the young fellow’s impertinence.


“She dines in her chamber. We have business to discuss – which is tedious to her, or something worse. Matt” (clapping Coleman on the shoulder) “will be a year in Carolina, to improve our estate there and learn up the trade – as I did when I was young, and his father, too. He promises very well, and will doubtless end by buying me out. But there’s still a thing or two I can teach him – eh, Matt?”


“Indeed, Sir – a whole lesson book; but whether ’tis wise to open it before cousin Ned I rather doubt.”


“And why is that?” I said (for his meaning could only be either that there was something discreditable about my uncle’s precepts or that I was not to be trusted with them).


“Why that I think I must leave to your imagination,” said Coleman; and both he and my uncle laughed – and were laughing still when Joseph entered with a greasy goose.


I can remember now few particulars of that meal; for it is in our nature to forget most what we understand least, and all the talk was of markets and cargoes and the declension of prices at Leghorn and American flour going off at 18 shillings a hundredweight Firsts, and 16/6d a hundredweight Seconds, &c. &c. But if the matter of the conversation is long gone from me, its manner remains stamped on my memory and still has power to bring the heat to my face – for Coleman continued throughout in the same insufferable vein (indeed, as my uncle’s claret took its effect, it emboldened him to yet greater brazenness), piling insult on innuendo and raising them into a giddy tower of impudence. My natural impulse was to ride to my uncle’s defence and whip the puppy back to his manners; but I was constrained by my uncle himself, who appeared to see nothing amiss in Coleman’s behaviour – and how may we protect a man that does not feel his injury? In short, I was a tethered bull, goaded by a terrier; and in my exasperation, having freedom to do nothing else, took refuge in eating and drinking, which I ended by doing to excess – with the result that, when at length the meal was done, and we heard a knock at the front door, both my temper and my belly were in flames.


Joseph was at once dispatched, to admit the company and conduct it up to the parlour, from which I took the private hope that it might include ladies, who could be expected to check the poison of Coleman’s tongue; but when we went up ourselves I was disappointed to find that it consisted only of two more gentlemen – both strangers to me, and both pacing up and down, as if they were impatient to do what they had come for and be gone again. My uncle introduced the first – a neat, well-dressed man, with a reflective cast to his eyes – as his neighbour, Mr. Champion; that done, Mr. Champion presented his companion as Mr. Edmund Burke.


Consider this: I was half-drunk – a-boil with confusion, indigestion and anger – and suddenly found myself confronted with a politician, against whom I had long nursed a rooted grievance – and who turned out, now that I actually saw him, to bear a striking resemblance to my brother’s fellow Poist, with a pale face like a fat girl’s, and heavy jowls, and fleshy lips. This last accident added – unreasonably, I dare say – a strong spice to my prejudice; for whenever Mr. Burke expressed a view (which he always did with sickening eloquence), not only did I generally disagree with it, but I could not put it from my mind that it was being advanced by a presumptuous servant, who had no business offering an opinion on the subject at all, so that I could cheerfully have cudgelled him every time he opened his mouth. The only satisfaction I could hope for was that Coleman might be drawn into some ill-judged incivility and slapped down for his pains; but I was cheated even of that, for the wily lad had wit enough to hold his tongue, and sat bolt upright, his hands on his knees, with the fixed smile and jolted expression of a boy who suddenly finds himself among men.


For ten minutes, as Burke warbled about the glories of our constitution and the importance of the suffrage (on which points, in truth, it would have been difficult to take issue with him), I contrived somehow to follow Coleman’s example and keep my horse on a tight rein; but when he turned to America, I felt it break free of my grasp and knew that, sooner or later, whether I would or no, it would have its head.


“I know, Sir,” began Burke, addressing my uncle, “that this great city has been sorely hit by the present troubles.”


“We are driven to the last pinch,” said my uncle.


“And now, I fear, not only Bristol, but the whole country, sways on the edge of a precipice. I am not come here to squeeze your hand, and solicit your vote with idle promises – that is not, nor has ever been, my way. I am far from certain that even the wisest heads can now deliver us from the crisis we are approaching. But this I will lay before you: if I should have the honour of becoming one of the objects of your (I mean Bristol’s) choice, I shall spare no exertion to resolve our unhappy contest with the colonies, to the satisfaction and advantage of both parties.”


“Ah, now we come to it,” said my uncle. “How do you mean to do that?”


“If it can be done at all, it must be by conciliation.”


At which I could contain myself no longer; but burst out: “What! – and I suppose we must conciliate highwaymen too, and robbers, and every other man that chooses to break the law!”


“If the empire cannot be maintained by kinship, and common liberties, and the free tribute of trust and affection,” he replied, with an unruffled good humour that maddened me the more, “it will not be held together by chains, however stout you make ’em, and however tight they’re bound.”


“The Americans are but boys,” I said, “and need to feel the rod. But since the Stamp Act was repealed, they think they may do as they please, and now they are in a fair way to becoming ungovernable.”


“Boys grow up, Sir, God willing,” he said, with an iciness that told me I had found a nerve. “It is their destiny to be men.”


“And men pay taxes,” I retorted. “Do you know what mine are?”


Burke shook his head, and sighed, and raised his eyebrows.


“Four pounds a year. How much does an American pay? Sixpence!”


“Indeed, Sir. But there is a principle here that will not be reduced to shillings and pence.”


“Principle! Are we then to be given lessons in liberty by a gang of slave-drivers, who see nothing amiss in buying and selling men and women, and cropping their ears, and branding them like cattle?”


“No man could find slavery more repugnant than I do, Mr. Gudgeon. But that is no reason to deny the colonists their just rights.”


“And what of our rights,” I roared, “that must run and protect ’em every time they are set upon by the French, or the Spanish, or the Indians, and bawl out for help!” (Here my uncle began to laugh.) “What of my brother, that was wounded, and tortured by savages, during the late war?”


“I am sure he did his country great service,” said Burke.


“He did indeed; but it appears now that is to be clean forgot.”


At this my uncle broke out again, in a great explosion of mirth – of which the cause, I could not now fail to see, was not (as I had supposed) my wit, but rather my intemperance – which put me in such a rage that I at once turned to him, and said: “May I ask, Sir, what you find so immoderately droll?”


“He goes – he goes –” (scarce able to speak, and pointing at me) “there himself.”


“What?” said Champion. “To America?”


Uncle Fiske nodded. Coleman smirked; but neither Champion nor Burke, I noticed, permitted himself even a smile.


“In that case,” said Champion gravely, “I should counsel you to set aside your opinions, or at least to keep them to yourself.”


“Why?” I said. “You think they will get me tarred and feathered?”


“They will bring you few friends.”


“A man who will stand silently by, while his king is traduced and his country dishonoured, is a scoundrel; and I shall happily wear a feather or two, if that be the price for defending them.”


“That is well said,” said Burke; “and yet I urge you to heed Mr. Champion’s advice, and take it in the friendly spirit in which it was meant.”


There was something so ineffably condescending in his manner that I dared not trust myself with him any further; so, getting up and bowing, I said: “You will, I hope, excuse me; but I feel the need of some air.”


“No, no!” said Burke, forestalling me and moving towards the door. “It is we who should leave – we have imposed on you enough.”


“I hope, Mr. Fiske,” said Champion hastily, as he followed him, “that we may count on your interest and –”


“Nay,” said Burke – as sanctimonious as a bishop – “I’ll have none of that, Sir; he has heard what I have to say, and must vote as his conscience directs.”


To which my uncle smiled and nodded – removed his turkey hat – and bowed with a comical flourish that made them laugh.


When he had taken leave of them, he came back into the parlour, and said: “It must be wearisome, Ned, for you to be locked up here, with none but old people and politicians for company. You need society, and diversion.”


I saw Coleman smile, but could think of no reason for it. “Truly,” I said, “I have no cause for complaint.”


“Nay, nay – tomorrow I’ll send Joseph, to take a side-box at the theatre for you.”


“’Tis quite unnecessary.”


“I insist.”




*





The other pot begins to boil again. 


XI


Tuesday


A fine breakfast again this morning – juice of the same strange fruit I had on Saturday, and hot bread wrapped in a cloth, and a dish of coffee. And no bill accompanying it (which is just as well, for I have no money here) – so offering me greater proof yet, if any were needed, that this is no ordinary prison. It seems, indeed, now I come to reflect upon it, almost as if you are paying me for my labour, for you seem to favour me with better fare whenever I complete a chapter.


But if this is so (and no mere accident), it only puzzles me the more how you can know what I am about.


On which score: last night I dreamed I was a painter, at work upon some great historick canvas; and when I woke I knew this at once for a clue, that would show me how I might test my hypothesis – which, after a minute’s reflection, it did.


In truth, it is so simple I am surprised I did not hit on it before: if I sit in my accustomed position, so that all that may be viewed from the window is my back, and appear to write but in reality occupy myself another way, by drawing a picture or some such, yr honours (if I am right) will be unable to discern a difference and reward me just the same. So – here is Mr. Burke:




[image: ]





And here: O’Donnell:




[image: ]





I own I am no artist (my Burke is the sixth of seven attempts, and O’Donnell the last of three); yet the girlish pout of the one, and the hungry-dog eyes of the other, are not so far from the mark – and I cannot deny a certain satisfaction in setting them down so true, with no drawing-master to help me but my own fancy. But the experiment has cost me, I fear, half the morning, and advanced my story not a jot – so now (save for waiting for tomorrow, and observing the upshot) I must leave it be, and return to Bristol – or else nightfall will cheat me again before I am done.




*





My uncle’s house was a mere five minutes’ walk from the Theatre Royal; and I knew that, if my limbs and digestion had no greater satisfaction before being confined for three hours in a frowzy, airless prison, they would indubitably take their revenge by harrying me mercilessly from farce to tragedy – for which reason I set out early, resolving to go by way of Brandon Hill and Cotham. It was a hard, grey afternoon – the wind steely and ill-tempered, the clouds all slashed to threads and put to flight across a bloody sunset – yet drubbed and buffeted as I was, I felt exhilarated; for to fight such a day, and triumph against it, was to be master of myself again.


I had almost completed my circuit, and was descending St. Michael’s Hill, which – as yr honours will know, if you are of the blue, or Tory, persuasion (as I find today I imagine) – is a tumbling higgledy-piggledy of gothick tenements, daubed here and there with a whore’s face of fresh plaster and new windows – when I saw, some way off, three or four ruffians swaggering towards me. I tightened my grip on my stick, and quickened my pace; but after a moment they turned into a dilapidated building with a weather-beaten sign batting in the wind above the entrance, which I took to be a tavern, and I thought no more about them.


And would, doubtless, have never done so again, had I not, as I came to the same place, been stopped by a sound from within – a long, dreadful wail, like the shriek of an untuned fiddle, answered at once by an angry cry and the nauseous swell of mocking laughter. I set my shoulder to the ill-fitting door, and went in.


It was close and crowded within – the air full of smoke from a dozen pipes, and tallow candles, and a fire of cheap sea-coals. In the middle of the room stood an old woman, in a court dress of green brocade, surrounded by drunken, jeering men and beating the air before her, as if their taunts were flies and she might buzz them away. As I entered, one of her tormentors – a burly fellow with half an ear missing and a raw scabbed face – broke from the others and raised his hand against her, crying, “Why, you d–d b–!” His lips were lathered with rage, and he would undoubtedly have struck her, had not another man – a demi-giant, who towered above the others by six inches or more – restrained him.


“May I be of service to you, Madam?” I said.


At which she turned, and stared a moment; and then, pointing at me, cried: “Him! I’ll have him!”


The half-giant laid a hand on her shoulder, and murmured in her ear: “Nay, nay, he’s not for you. Will you not look at Mr. Grace” – here nodding towards her attacker, and touching him with a sausage finger. “It’s a pretty young fellow, is it not? You shall take his arm, and make the girls sad to see him spoken for, and have a dozen of port after, to sup with your friends.”


“He is naught” – shaking her head furiously, like a dog dispatching a rat – “naught but a common sailor. My father was a member of the Africa Company – the Africa Company, mark – and hired and discharged such as him without thinking of it. I’ll have a gentleman, or a merchant, or I’ll have nothing.”


“Madam – madam,” purred the half-giant in the emollient tone of a tailor trying to persuade a gentleman to take the suit he has made, tho’ he protests it does not fit; “I pray you – recall – ’tis only a matter of business.” He smiled, and squeezed her elbow; but his pig eyes (made piggier by drink, which had puffed his cheeks into great wallets of flesh) were cold and fearful, speaking of money wasted, and reputation lost.


“Nay – I’ll not be insulted,” she said; “I’m not fallen so low as that. Let me have him” – staggering suddenly towards me, and trying to reach me through the crowd – “and we’ll say no more.”


“Madam!” He kneaded his hands – caught my eye – and, hoisting his eyebrows in a signal of comick despair more mimed than spoken, said: “She does not understand, Sir.”


“No more do I,” I said.


“Ay, you understand well enough,” hissed the ruffian Grace, showering me with spittle. Then he grasped my arm with one hand, and the old woman with the other, and – heedless of the throng of people separating us, who were obliged to make their escape as well as they could – thrust us towards each other, crying: “If she wants him, she shall have him!”


Our heads collided with such force that I was dazed, and I recollect nothing for the next few moments. When I recovered my senses I was once again outside, pinioned between two sturdy fellows, and followed by a jostling, laughing gang, which pressed us forward at a kind of trotting walk. In the vanguard was Grace, rolling and swaying and sharing a bottle with two of his companions, who burst into snatches of lewd song after every swig. The sun had gone – a blustering autumn night was in the making – and in the dark I feared I might be robbed or killed, and no-one the wiser.


“Where are you taking me?” I said.


But my captors only laughed – and none too kindly.


I turned, and saw the old woman a little behind me, and behind her a long straggle of people, and wondered if they supposed she was a witch and I her familiar, and we were to go the stake together. But if so, she seemed to have no apprehension of our fate, for despite a swelling bruise on her brow she looked contented enough, and gaily waggled her fingers at me and gave me what was plainly meant to be a winsome smile – revealing a mouth full of ruined teeth, whose stench reached me even at the distance of half a dozen paces. A little to her left (tho’ separated from her by two or three fellows with kerchiefs, and ear-rings, and oxen shoulders) was the demi-giant, who appeared more dejected than ever, but contrived a watery simper when he met my glance, and flapped his hand, as if to counsel patience and assure me all would be well – tho’ with so little conviction, it only made me the more uneasy. He looked anxiously about him, and then called out in a half-whisper: “Nay – tell me, Sir, are you a freeman or a freeholder of this city?”


“What is that to you?” I said.


He had hoped, I fancy, that none but I had heard his question; but in that he was disappointed, for it was not the demi-giant but Grace who (without turning his head) answered me: “Why, it means he may have your vote the cheaper.”


“What vote?” I cried. “I have no vote in Bristol.”


“That is soon mended,” said Grace.


“Nay, nay!” called the demi-giant; “I pray you, Mr. Grace, be not so hasty: Mr. Brickdale is a good man, that remembers his friends” – here Grace let out a snort that might have had him sued for slander. “Allow me but a moment to talk to the lady; I’m certain this may all be amicably composed.”


“Ay, ’twill be composed, sure enough,” said Grace, “– in bed! If we’re not to be paid, at least we’ll see some sport.”


His companions responded by prodding each other and giving a great guffaw; which, acting as a kind of fuse, soon ignited a general explosion and set the whole crowd hissing and crackling with laughter. A moment later we rounded the corner at the bottom of the hill; and Grace, turning to address me for the first time, pointed to the tower of St. Michael’s and said: “What is that?”


“You know very well – ’tis a church,” I replied.


“And what business goes on there?”


Being unwilling to indulge his insolence further, I said nothing; and at length – having cast about in his fuddled brain and found some means to suggest that it was my foolishness rather than his weakness that obliged him to furnish his own answer – he went on: “Why, you’re a dull fellow. Know you not where a man gets wed?”


“Indeed,” I said, “but I have a wife already.”


“Don’t tell the parson, then, or you’ll be taken for bigamy,” saying which, he entered in the churchyard gate.


It was at this instant that I became aware of a change in the crowd behind me; for it was no longer pushing us forward, but had stopped and fallen silent (save for some fevered whispering), leaving me and my guards suddenly becalmed, like three boats after a gale. Grace, however, was too far ahead to remark it and, without turning his head, strode deliberately on into the churchyard, in plain expectation that the rest would follow – instead of which they all stayed in the street, coughing and shuffling like a gang of schoolboys apprehended in some mischief by their master. I turned, saw the crowd all frozen like a coop of frightened hens – but not (for a moment) the fox; and then, as my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I spied a figure I had not remarked before, in conversation with the half-giant. There was something familiar in the way he stood – cockily, legs astraddle, one hand on his hip; and when he saw me he at once beckoned to me to join him. I hesitated – looked at my guards – but they pointedly refused to return my gaze and made no effort to restrain me as I began towards him. I heard Grace calling from the church door, “Come, boys, the parson’s waiting!” But the only answer he got was a new epidemick of coughing, and a few whistled bars of “Lillilbullero” from a man ambling away with his hands in his pockets and his gaze fixed firmly on the ground.


“Your servant, Sir,” said the newcomer as I approached. He wore a heavy coat and his face was shadowed by the brim of his hat, but I knew him at once by his voice.


“Why, Mr. O’–”


“Cully,” he said softly. Behind him were two or three men with hang-dog looks and downcast eyes, who used the diversion of my arrival to break from the crowd and skulk off into the darkness. O’Donnell paid them no heed, but jerked his head perfunctorily towards the half-giant (who cringed as if he had been struck) and said: “I have been attempting to explain to this unfortunate gentleman – what is your name, sir?”


“I am Parkes – Samuel Parkes, yr honour.”


“I have been attempting to explain to Mr. Parkes the seriousness of his error – which would, I am sure you agree, be almost comical, were its consequences for him not so fatal.” Here he looked at me – not winking, or smiling surreptitiously, as another man would have done, but as solemn as if he were taking his oath in court. “What say you, Sir? Can you not find it in yourself to feel sorry for him?”


There was something actorish in his manner, as if he were giving me a cue, to which he expected me to respond in a character other than my own; but as I had no idea what he was talking about, I could only gape at him in astonishment.


“Is it possible,” he said – his eyes fluttering with exasperation at my slowness – “that even a man of your experience does not know what the rascal is doing?”


I was obliged to shake my head.


“This – this fat scoundrel is an agent, charged with getting votes for the Tory interest; and having used up his share of the electors, and found it insufficient to a majority, has been ordered to manufacture more.”


“Manufacture!”


“Indeed – ’tis easily done: the franchise here (as yr honour must know) is confined to freeholders and freemen of the city, and you may become a freeman by marrying another freeman’s daughter, or his widow. So – what to do? Why, scour the workhouses, and the alms-houses – where she” (here nodding towards the old woman) “was discovered – for freemen’s relicts, and then find husbands for ’em, who may be counted upon to sell their votes to Mr. Brickdale for seven-and-six apiece.”


The riot of corruption in late years had produced such strange growths, I could not conceive there was yet one so exotick that it retained the power to shock me; but this, I confess, froze my tongue.


“Most of these unions,” said O’Donnell, “end at the church door; but a ceremony is provided for ‘conscientious couples’, who stand either side of a grave and repeat ‘Death us do part’ – which they suppose acquits them of all obligations to each other and allows them to regain their liberty. But your intended bride is plainly too addle-witted to understand such niceties. She evidently supposed she was marrying in earnest and, having rejected the man selected for her, determined to have you instead – little knowing that in doing so she was sealing Mr. Parkes’ death warrant.” He turned and, throwing his head back, looked the wretched fellow straight in the eye. “You have, sir, I think, a just grievance against Fate. There must be five thousand men in Bristol would serve your shabby turn, and yet she needs must direct you to his honour here – the very officer sent by parliament to supervise the election and ensure the probity of the suffrage.”


I at last caught his drift and – resolved not to disappoint him again – did my best to assume the part he had presented me with:


“Indeed” – shaking my head with what I hoped was an appearance of stern wonderment – “’tis cruel – ’tis very cruel. I was on my way to the theatre when he set upon me; but this is a greater tragedy than I could have seen played.”


“I nev – I never meant you to marry the lady, Sir,” stammered Parkes; “but Mr. Grace there–”


“What, you even admit it, do you, before his face?” groaned O’Donnell. “This” – appealing to me again – “goes from bad to worse.”


“Ay,” I said, “’tis a hanging matter.”


“I naturally yield to your greater knowledge, Sir,” said O’Donnell; “but I should have supposed drawing and quartering as well – for surely ’tis tantamount to treason to frustrate the purposes of the King in parliament?”


“A nice question, which the lawyers shall doubtless make much of.”


“But every candidate does the same! And there’s at least a score of other fellows as bad as I am,” gobbled Parkes frantically.


“Oh! Oh! Oh!” cried O’Donnell, striking his head as if he were in pain. “Is there no end to your folly? For now we must have those twenty names of you; and if you won’t give them gladly, the hangman must pluck them from you with screws and pincers” – which set the miserable ninny quaking so much he could no longer stand, but fell to his knees, so bringing his face about to a level with ours.


“Why, he’s a fine ’un,” said the old woman (who had been deserted by her companions and was now staring admiringly at O’Donnell), “and speaks like a gentleman poet. Let me wed him.”


“Hold your tongue, you mad hag!” roared the half-giant, which so amazed her that she could not at first reply, but merely looked at him, and then viciously kicked him in the haunch – so hard she must have hurt her foot, for she hobbled as she set off up the road, muttering something about her father, and shaking her head at the sorry state of the world. But Parkes was too occupied with the agonies to come to concern himself with those he had just received, and – without so much as a wince – turned to us, and sobbed:


“I beg you, gentlemen – I am but a poor man – I was a serge-maker; but that’s all gone now – I have a wife, and three children yet living; what is to become of them?”


“You should have considered that before you abused this gentleman,” said O’Donnell. “The law says they must be seized, and hang with you; for the infection of rebellion may spread like the pox, from man to wife, and from mother to infant” – at which the wretch seemed to give up hope altogether, and – collapsing like a great mountain of meat, from which the bones have been suddenly removed – beat his head on the muddy road as if he would knock his brains out. I glanced at O’Donnell, who showed no sign of relenting, but rather shook his head sorrowfully, murmuring: “I’ll not deny ’tis sad; but it cannot be helped – ’tis the price we pay for our liberties.” And he prodded Parkes curiously with his foot, provoking a most dreadful groan of despair.


Hearing this, I resolved to intervene, for O’Donnell, having masterfully suggested that we held a strong hand, had now all but thrown his advantage away, by recklessly staking a fortune on it we did not possess; and I feared that when the half-giant discovered our pockets were empty and that he had been humiliated by threats we had neither the means nor the authority to carry out, he would take a terrible revenge. So I said: “Perhaps, after all, some other way may be found.”


“Truly?” said O’Donnell. “I cannot think of one.”


“The law may be merciful as well as just. How many children did you say you have?”


But Parkes was past answering, which spurred O’Donnell to prod him again, and pull him up by his collar, saying: “Speak, dog, when his honour addresses you” – from which I knew he would not obstruct me, but would rather go along with me as readily as I had with him.


“Three, I think you said,” I continued; “and I would not see them suffer for your great wickedness – nor your wife, neither, if she be an honest woman.”


“Oh, she is, your honour, she is!”


“Very well, then. For their sakes we shall on this occasion overlook your offence, and let you go.”


“Oh, I thank your honour!” – clasping my legs, and burying his head in my boots – “I thank you!”


“But if you ever do the like again …”


“I shan’t, your honour, I swear it!”


“Be sure you keep your word,” I said, disengaging myself.


The remnants of the crowd were edging away in a cowish huddle, and we would, I think, have made good our escape, had not Grace at last wearied of waiting and set off back towards us, to discover what invisible enemy had scattered his army. Arriving at the church gate just as we were passing it, he stopped abruptly, stared open-mouthed into O’Donnell’s face for a moment, and then cried out: “That’s him! That’s the murderer!”


“Oh, damnable!” said O’Donnell, and began to run.


And I – having no other recourse – ran with him.


I recall little of the next few minutes – save that they showed me, for the first time in my life (tho’ not, as yr honours shall see, the last), what it is to be hunted. Within a moment, the alarm had spread – and as if by some natural law, the sudden change of fortune seemed to exert a magnetick tug on the crowd, which at once reversed its own dissolution and recoalesced into a baying mob. We jumped, we twisted and puffed and ached through streets I had known since boyhood, and yet which now seemed as unreal to me as places glimpsed in a dream; for my world was shrunk to breath and blood.


By Stripes Street, and Jonny Ball Lane, and Lewins Mead, and a dozen little alleys between Needle Street and Broad Street we dodged and darted; until at length we emerged into the squalid bustle of Wine Street, where (the crowd being so dense) I thought we should be safe. But in this I was mistaken; for, as we came to the end, I heard a cry and, looking up, saw two of the fellows hoisting Grace aloft – who was pointing at us, like the figure of Fate in a painting and bellowing: “There! There! ’Tis them!”


“D–n!” muttered O’Donnell; and then, turning to me with a bow: “Your servant, Sir.”


“What are you going to do?”


“Why” – turning, for he had quickened his pace and was already some way from me – “draw them off a little.”


“Nay,” I said, “let us draw them off together.”


“They are here on my account–”


“But would not be here at all, had you not come to my assistance. Come – I know a place.”


“Where?”


“Here.” And, pointing towards the bridge, I began to run.


Which will doubtless surprise yr honours (if you be the honours I take you for); for the bridge, as you know, leads to Redcliff – a notorious stew of vice and corruption, where no gentleman of yr eminence ever ventures, save to ease his itch (thereby, almost certainly, acquiring another), or on the King’s business. But it was as familiar to me as Uncle Fiske’s garden – I knew every lane in it, every fold and corner and hole – and was able to lead our panting huntsmen as pretty a dance as you could have seen that day in Bristol. I drew them into a blind alley, from which we contrived to escape by a plasterer’s ladder; I bribed a boy to say we had gone one way, and then went the other; I led them on to Redcliff Parade, hard by the harbour – from which (as I had intended) they concluded we meant to take a ferry and wasted a minute scouring the river for our boat, while we turned back again, and melted into the evil-smelling shadows between the houses. When at length we emerged in Guiney Street, our pursuers were so far behind we could not even hear them.


“Ah, an inn,” said O’Donnell, seeing the distant lights of the Ostrich. “’Twas well thought of. I should be honoured, Sir, if you would permit me to entertain you.”


“Nay,” I said, “they will not give up so soon. They know we must get back by the bridge or the harbour or not at all and, having posted guards by the river, will search every ale-house and bawdy-house in Redcliff. And if they don’t find us, our fellow-drinkers, as like as not, will cut our throats for sixpence, or sell us to a slave-ship captain. We must hide yet awhile.”


“Where?”


I pointed to Mr. French’s yard.


“Is there a gate?” asked O’Donnell, bending his neck back to see the top of the wall.


“’Twill be locked, I hope.”


“Then how may we enter?”


“There is a hole,” I said, guiding him into the lane.


“Are you certain? I see nothing.”


“Unless Mr. French has undergone a reformation, and become more concerned for his property.”


Finding my way by touch, and by the map of memory, rather than by sight (for there was no light, save a glimmer from the harbour), I came at last to the hole – which, far from having been repaired, had grown even larger, with a pile of rubble at its foot that might have been dropped there on purpose to make a step for us. The opening was barred by a rotting plank, smeared with plaster; but two blows from my boot soon removed it, and we climbed through, and set it back again behind us.


“This is most excellent,” said O’Donnell, looking about him (tho’ he could make out nothing of the weeds and broken stones and rusting chains that I saw so vividly in recollection).


“Nay,” I said; “we are not done yet. If they know this place, they will not scruple to look for us here. We must go one step more.”


So saying, I led him into the darkness of the cave.




*





On which subject – ’tis grown dark here, too, and I am tired and (having no candle) cannot see to write more; so shall here set down my pen, and pick it up again tomorrow.


XII


Friday


This morning a mystery.


A simple breakfast, quite lacking yesterday’s festoons and flounces. And with it a note:




Pray, Sir, no more pictures.





How came my pictures to be discovered? And: is this merely the jest of an insolent turnkey, or some manner of instruction from yr honours?


I must ponder these questions – but first, profit from the daylight, to return to my tale.




*





I see, looking back, that I abandoned yr honours at the mouth of the cave in Mr. French’s yard, and left you standing there all night – a discourtesy for which I would ask your pardon, were it not that it neatly serves my turn; for by now you must be so cold, and stiff, and bewildered, that I am spared the necessity of describing those feelings in myself, and need only refer you to their pale counterparts in your own minds – to assist which: the cave was very chill, and very damp; silent but for the drip of water, and distant groans and gurglings from the river (from which it is easy to understand the superstitious belief that such places are inhabited by monsters); and so black I could not see my own hand, let alone my companion, which gave me the strange illusion of being entirely alone; so that it was something of a jolt when O’Donnell said, from no more than two feet away: “You have a double advantage of me, Sir – for while Fate has furnished you with a brace of names for me, she has given me not a single one for you.”


“Gudgeon.”


“Your servant, Mr. Gudgeon. This place is gloomy enough. How long do you propose we stay here?”


“Until we have satisfied ourselves they are gone.”


“And how may we do that?”


“We shall hear them pass. They may brush us close, but will not dare to enter here, I fancy – for the common people generally think it a resort of ghosts.”


To which – to my great surprise – he said: “The common people may well be in the right,” and stamped, and shivered his lips, like a nervous horse that feels the cold; and then fell silent – so giving me leisure, for the first time since I had heard the old woman’s shriek, to reflect rationally on my situation, and muster my thoughts – which, as yr honours may suppose, were none of the most cheerful, being compounded of one part discomfort, one part uncertainty, and three parts the most abject confusion. All Bristol seemed a bedlam – half the population driven mad by the election and the order of society quite turned on its head, with a mob of drunken thieves and cut-throats pursuing a gentleman in the name of the law – which brought me to another question, that I liked still less: I could not conceive a man of O’Donnell’s character fleeing like a common criminal, unless he knew himself to be guilty – or at least believed there was evidence for supposing him so. I did not, of course, imagine I stood in any danger from him myself; but ’tis undeniably unpleasant to hide in the dark next to a man who may be a murderer, and to reflect that, if he is, and you are taken together, as like as not you will hang as an accessory to his escape.


And his mind, I think, must have been running in the same course – for after a minute or two he said: “Life deals strangely with us, does it not? Will you hear a story?”


“Gladly.” (For there was a deliberate quietness in his manner, that told me I should get more from it than mere diversion.) “Tho’ we must take care to speak soft, that others may not hear it too.”


“Why, then … Last year when I was at Bath I met a young lady from Bristol – Miss P. – for whom I soon conceived the warmest passion – which she reciprocated, with all the fervour of an ardent heart. Our love, tho’, was denied the open road; for her father – a rich dealer in other men’s misery – intended her for the son of a fellow merchant; so we could only advance it by skulks and sneaks – chance encounters, snatched meetings in back streets and starry gardens.”


“I should not suppose that would be an easy course for you,” I said.


“No, but ’twas all the hotter for it; and within a month I could conceive no thought of happiness without her, and she (so she said) none of life itself without me. And knowing her father would never consent to our marriage, we resolved to elope.”


“How old was she?”


“Nineteen. I might have frozen my heart, and waited till she reached twenty-one; but she said she could not – that it would burn her up entirely and leave me nothing but ashes for a wife. So we laid our plans – made our escape – but had got no further than Salisbury when we were overtaken by her brother, and four stout fellows.”


“How …?”


“Her maid – who had been party to our secret, and handsomely paid for it – could not resist the opportunity to make a penny more, and betrayed us. Mr. P. set me on the road, saying I might go where I pleased, and to hell, for all he cared; but that if I tried to see his sister again, he would have me whipped. At which I threw myself on him, and struck him, demanding satisfaction (my poor love all the while sobbing and screaming, and pleading with me to stop, for her sake); but his men pulled me away and rolled me in the dust, and before I could recover myself they had ridden off. After which Miss P. and I wrote to each other every day, contriving a shadow post office to get our letters delivered; but I made no attempt to break the embargo on her, tho’ it chafed me raw – for she swore it would kill her if I was discovered. Instead, I shut myself up in the country, and composed a play, The Bristol Merchant–”


“Why,” I cried, “I’m sure that is the very comedy I was to see tonight!”


“Ay,” he said, “it has enjoyed some small success. But it did not please Miss P.’s brother, who protested that the character of Mr. Pennyproud was an unflattering picture of his father, and young Mr. Pennyproud of himself, and Kate Pennyproud of his sister, &c., &c. – and demanded I should withdraw it at once. I naturally refused, at which he sent two of his louts to bastinado me. But I easily outwitted them and, leaving them locked in the cellar of my lodgings, went straightway to his house, and called him out. Some angry words passed between us, but at length we appointed for next morning on the downs – where in the due course of things we met, and each hit the other; but he was the more grievously hurt, and died a short time after. Which would have been all, save that by an accursed chance I was observed by some contemptible rogue, who was debauching a house-maid in the brambles, and at once threatened to go to the justices if I did not give him my purse–”


“Grace!” I cried.


“The fellow at the church?”


“Yes.”


“Truly” (laughing), “fortune favours you marvellously with names. I had no notion of it. So, to continue: my wounded shoulder prevented me from dealing with him as I should have wished, and I was forced to flee – which was when I had the great good luck to happen upon you.”


He was silent then, and seemed to be waiting (anxiously, as I thought; for his breathing was more than usually rapid) for me to respond; which at length I did:


“I am obliged to you, Sir, for your candour.”


“I am glad,” he said, with a cheerfulness that suggested I had relieved him of a heavy burden. “I then, of course, had the great ill luck to meet him again, this evening.”


“Why were you there?”


“Like you, Sir, I was on my way to the theatre; but when I saw what they were about, and that you were its butt, I resolved to intervene. For, as you will readily appreciate – having been frustrated in my own marriage, it would have been insupportable for me to see you wed, and enjoying the bliss I had been denied.”


He paused; and I was once again dumbfounded, for there had been no discernible change in his tone, so that for a moment the matter and the manner of what he had said were at war in my head, and I could not decide between ’em. A second’s reflection, however, told me he must have meant it for a joke, and I began to laugh; but still he made no response, so that at length I wondered if I had been mistook. And then, quite suddenly, he laughed himself – a high, boyish, unconstrained huh-huh-huh-huh-huh, as quick and regular as the whirr of a pigeon’s wings.


“Hush!” I said, for at that instant I thought I heard a sound outside.


He stopped at once, and we both listened.


For a moment there was silence; and then, from beyond the wall, a man’s voice muttered: “’Twas a laugh.”


To which his companion replied, more quietly: “Unlike any I ever heard.”


“Nay,” said the first, “I’ll swear ’tis them. Let’s bring ’em out.”


And then, two blows – a splintering – another blow – a tired sigh as the board fell again on the grass – and a figure crawling through the hole, clutching a lantern. He stumbled to his feet, patting the mud from his breeches, and stood peering into the darkness about him, his light held high, showing us his pale face and blinking eyes – as if he had just been born into our world and was making himself familiar with it. Seeing nothing but stone chippings, and the broken capital from a demolished arch, and the rotting skeleton of an old boat, he at last seemed to give up and turned back towards the opening in the wall – but as he did so, he remarked the mouth of the cave. He stared at it for some time, licking his lips and swallowing so hard we could see his throat working.


At length he called out: “There’s a cavern here.”


“I know,” replied his companion. “And I tell you, ’tis haunted!”


“Bah!” said the first, putting all his bravado into his voice and leaving none for his face, which remained the very picture of fear. “Do you come in and help me!”


“Nay! Two of us won’t be enough for them. I’ll fetch Billy and the crew!” And leaving no time for a reply, he was gone – at (to judge from the slap of his footsteps on the road) a headlong gallop.


His companion – who had some shreds of courage in him – hesitated a moment, and then, very slowly, advanced towards us, stopping and squinting into the gloom with every step.


“Let us rush him,” I whispered; but all the answer I got was a hand on my arm, bidding me be still.


At the time, I supposed O’Donnell must have been overcome by some sudden, unaccountable fit of timidity; but afterwards I was obliged to acknowledge he was right – for the sound of a fight would indubitably have brought the others running and led to our capture; instead of which, he waited until the fellow was almost upon us, and then – without warning – began to laugh again.


The sound was so strange and unexpected that it frightened even me; and the effect was ten times greater on our poor pursuer, who stopped – let out a gasp – rolled his eyes up – and fell down in a faint, clattering his lantern on the ground, where the glass shattered and the candle spluttered out in a pool of water.


“Come!” said O’Donnell; and twenty seconds later we were once again in the lane. At the end he hesitated – then set off back the way we had come; but I caught his coat – whispered, “Nay, ’tis better by the harbour,” and hurried him ’twixt the floating dock and the Ostrich (skirting the puddles of light from the windows, where we might be seen) to the river. There we soon found a ferry-man, and engaged with him to take us to the other side; and he had almost done so, when we heard a wild cry behind us, at which he idled his oars, and (steadying them with one hand, and scooping the other behind his ear) bellowed: “What?”


The response was an eruption of noise – five or six excited voices, all competing to be heard above the rest – from which I could make out only a few words; but they were enough to convince me that we were discovered: Come back! And murderer and guineas.


“Pray continue,” murmured O’Donnell, “and converse with your friends when you are done.”


The fellow closed one eye and looked from one to the other of us, like a huntsman appraising hounds; then, saying nothing, he slipped his oars into the water. But instead of continuing, he turned the boat with a couple of strokes, and began to take us back.


“Turn again,” said O’Donnell, “or I will kill you,” and drew out his sword with his left hand (from which, tho’ I had seen no evidence of it before, I knew his right must still be injured), and held it at the man’s throat.


The boatman did not hesitate, but obeyed at once (tho’ with a sigh and a snarl); and in two minutes had landed us at the jetty. As I helped O’Donnell up the ladder we heard another rash of angry shouts, and then the furious thrash of oars in water; and, looking back, saw Grace kneeling in the bow of a ferry thronged with men, and flailing the air with his arms, as if he thought to speed their progress. But all (to him) to no avail; for even a tired man may outrun the fastest rowing-boat; and by the time we heard the commotion of their arrival (all scraping wood, and oaths, and cuffs aimed at the wretched boatman who had cheated them of their prize), we were already safe in Queen Square.


Where I shall leave yr honours, before my uncle’s door, while I essay another experiment:
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XIII


Monday


Very well, yr honours.


I am persuaded.


I am at a loss to know how, but I perceive that you (or yr agents, at least) read my words.


This morning’s breakfast: very plain – only the note more fanciful than yesterday’s. The effort of covering paper, evidently, left none for finding jam:




Sir: A page of ‘l’s does you no service. Be so good as to continue with your story. First, tho’, answer this: how came you to know Redcliff so well, and Mr. French’s cave, if they were such discreditable places as you describe, and you a gentleman?





To which, yr honours, I reply:


First – as to the page of ‘l’s: I thought it possible you had observed I was drawing pictures, not from seeing the things themselves, but from the action of my arm as I worked. To test which, I wrote the same letter over and over, knowing that only if you saw the page itself could you have told what I was about. It was, I concede, a wrong hypothesis; but you find a hypothesis wrong only by putting it to the trial, do you not? – for which reason I think any reasonable man would judge it just and rational.


Second, I think I catch yr drift: you try to close the circle about me by saying, Redcliff &c. is the haunt of criminals; on his own admission he is well acquainted with it; therefore he is a criminal. But that, you will permit me to observe, is false logick, akin to saying, All the murderers were crippled; therefore, all cripples are murderers. I was three years at school in Bristol as a boy, during which time I lived with Uncle and Aunt Fiske, and know Redcliff and Mr. French’s cave only because they were favourite haunts of me and my playfellows – which I might, under different circumstances, have found witnesses to attest to, but must now (for sundry reasons that are already apparent, and others that will become so) ask yr honours to accept on my word alone.


Since I am still here, at least, and you ask me to go on, I deduce nothing I have writ so far has merited a hanging – unless, of course, you leave me merely to twine the noose thicker for my own neck.




*





Whatever the case: we had reached (you will recall) Queen Square; where Joseph answered our fevered knocking.


“Were you not at the theatre, Sir?” he said, admitting us.


“This gentleman and I were waylaid, and have been fleeing for our lives,” I said (which had him peering past us, his eyes white with apprehension). “Quick – shut the door.” And then, when he had done so: “Where is my uncle?”


“In the aerie, Sir” (for so Uncle Fiske called his private apartment).


“Why, then we’ll roust him out,” I said, leaping on to the stairs.


But Joseph skipped nimbly past me, and turned, blocking my way. “He has giv’n orders he’s not to be disturbed.”


“We’ll not disturb him,” I said, beckoning O’Donnell to follow me; but still Joseph did not move.


“I am sorry, Sir; but he was extremely hot on the matter – saying that if the King himself called, he was not to be admitted.”


“Doubtless because he would not wish His Majesty to see so many goods on which he has not received his due. But we shan’t peach. Come, boy, let us go up.”


“I cannot.”


My temper was frayed so thin by all that had passed that it was now little more than a thread – and for some reason (which I still cannot fully account for, for of all the men I might have blamed for my adventure that day, Joseph was the least deserving of it) this continued obstinacy was the final chafe that snapped it. I felt the blood mustering in my cheeks, and heard myself roar, “Out of my way, Joseph, or by G–d I’ll box your ears!”


But tho’ he trembled, and braced himself by clutching the banister rail, yet still he did not move; and I sprang forward, raising my hand to strike him.


“Nay, nay,” said O’Donnell, grabbing my sleeve and pulling me back, like a dog that has slipped its leash. “The fellow is only doing what he is bid – and I wish I had a servant I could trust to do the same. If you must have ears, and nothing else will do, then box mine – for they are far guiltier than his.” And he interposed himself between us, and bowed his pale head towards me – in so ridiculously solemn a manner that, in spite of all, Joseph began to laugh.


But I was not to be pacified – knocked them both aside, and was already on the second flight before they had sufficiently recovered themselves to give chase – which they did with a will, gaining on me with every step; so that at length our advantages exactly cancelled one another, and we all arrived together, and tumbled through the door like a pack of noisy children … to discover my uncle seated at the table with a man I had barely thought of since leaving home, and the last I might have expected to encounter there: Sr Will. Sutton; who looked equally startled to see me, and – quickly reviewing his stock of emollient phrases and finding for once he had none equal to the occasion – held the back of his hand to his mouth and gave a cough so unbelievable it would have had an actor jeered off the stage.


But my uncle was not so easily ruffled and, smiling, said, “What, Ned, did the play not please you?” – though I noted that while his eyes met mine, one hand was busy gathering up some papers scattered ’twixt Sr Will. And himself, and arranging them so I might not see what they were.


“I tried to stop them, Sir,” said poor Joseph, before I had time to reply.


“Nay, Joseph,” said Uncle Fiske, “you cannot suppose I meant my nephew.”


“No, indeed,” said Sr Will., finding his tongue at last, and setting it to work on its customary greasy business. “And I must intrude upon you no longer, Sir; for politicks should never keep a man from his family. I trust, tho’” – rising, and collecting his papers – “that I may mention our understanding to the gentleman we spoke of, and tell him he may count on your interest?”


To which Uncle Fiske raised his turkey hat, and grimaced, and bowed comically – exactly as he had to Burke, and with exactly the same effect.


“Very well, very well, Mr. Fiske,” said chuckling Sr Will. “No – no – please – I would not trouble you for the world – the gout, I know, can be very irksome, and your man here will perfectly suffice. My compliments on your excellent news”– and bowed himself from the room, and waited for Joseph to light him downstairs.


“What news is that?” I said, as the door closed.


“Why, the Jenny is returned, and no harm done; and when she is unloaded will set about making ready to take you to the colonies, Ned.”


“Excellent, indeed,” I said – for, as you may imagine, I was, by this time, heartily sick of Bristol and anxious to be gone. “And who is the gentleman you were speaking of?” (tho’ I knew that, since Sr Will. Was a Tory, it could only be Mr. Brickdale) – which brought a rare blush to my uncle’s cheek, and a sheepish smirk to his lips.


“Nay, Ned,” he said, laughing and laying a hand on my arm. “If there are two favoured runners in a race, the man’s a fool that bets on only one of ’em.” And then, catching sight of O’Donnell, who had retreated, and waited outside the door: “Who is this gentleman?”


“Mr. O’Donnell,” I said (tho’ from the spasm that twitched his cheek, I divined O’Donnell would have preferred me to use some other name); “to whom I am indebted for my honour.”


“And I to you, Sir – twice over,” said O’Donnell, with a bow, “for my life.”


“Indeed?” said Uncle Fiske. “That sounds a tale worth the hearing.”


“I fear you are mistaken, Sir – ’tis very tedious,” said O’Donnell, staring past him, and into the shadows beyond.


“Nay, an old dog sees no sport, and must hear what the frisky young fellows are about, or else die of dullness.” He hobbled to the door, flung it open and shouted, “Joseph! When you are done, bring us another bottle!” then turned, flourishing his hand: “Sit down, gentlemen, I pray you, and be easy.”


Which we did; and it was only as I took my chair that I remarked –


Nay, there’s something I must tell you first: this aerie was a long, low-ceilinged room, which from boyhood had always seemed mysterious to me, and spiced with a kind of danger; for it was stuffed with objects from every corner of the earth – savage masks; feathers and snake skins; silks and pots from China; the tusk of an elephant; twisted little figures of gold from Africa; a great jug in the form of a negro’s head – all of which made strange shapes and shadows that (to a child’s eye) seemed possessed of some malignant power. And more especially so in the dark, so that it had been my custom, from the age of three or four, whenever I went there at night, to stay in the circle of light about the table and to avoid peering too closely into the surrounding gloom, for fear of seeing something that frightened me – a peculiarity that must have stayed with me, thro’ force of habit; for it was only as I sat down that I observed what O’Donnell must have been staring at behind my uncle: a figure, sitting stone-still in the corner.


“Why, cousin Coleman!” I said.


“Oh, ay, ay!” said Uncle Fiske; “you’ve been so quiet, Matt, I’d almost forgot you was there! Here” – catching Coleman’s arm, and dragging him forward – “Mr. O’Donnell, allow me to introduce Mr. Coleman.”


Coleman and O’Donnell bowed, stiff and haughty as a pair of curs, each trying to sniff the other’s purpose.


“Now, Sir,” said Uncle Fiske, sitting down, “your story – and we’ll have as much blood and cursing as you please.”


“No, truly, Sir,” replied O’Donnell.


“Come, man, don’t be shy – you can trust me – mayn’t he, Ned? – you tell him …”


“I do not doubt it, Sir,” said O’Donnell, looking steadily at Coleman.


“Oh!” said my uncle, “that’s the way of it, is it? Nay, you may depend on Matt, Sir, my word upon it: he looks like a boy, I know, but he’s wise as Solomon – and as sparing with other men’s secrets as if they were guineas. Ned and I – we’re blabberers beside him. Now – what’s the lady’s name? – for I suppose there is a lady?”


But O’Donnell was not to be moved, and shook his head. “I hope you will pardon me, Sir; I am a little tired, and must beg to be excused.”


My uncle was unused to being denied a thing, when he had expended so much pleasantness to get it, and I saw the colour rise again to his face – which he tried to conceal by lighting his pipe, and making a screen of fumes. And had not recovered his temper when Joseph entered, and toppled a glass as he set the tray down, smashing it on the floor; which provoked my uncle to bat him with the back of his hand, and snap out: “How now, Master Clumsy, you’ll be sent back to Jamaica, will you? – for you’re plainly fitter for the fields than for a gentleman’s house.”


“That, friend, you should know, the law now forbids,” said O’Donnell to Joseph; and then, turning to my uncle: “And if he is returned, you’ll not find another man to replace him, that knows his duty so well.”


“Nay, nay, Sir, I do but jest,” said Uncle Fiske. “You know that, don’t you, you monkey?”


But the poor fellow looked far from easy, and trembled as he withdrew.


“Let me tell you my tale,” I said hurriedly. “’Tis at least the equal of his for drama, and its superior for comedy.”


“That’s true enough,” said O’Donnell.


My uncle nodded and grunted; and I launched upon a detail of my adventure, puffing up the most ludicrous and grotesque particulars, so that they became (as it were) the principal personages of my history. And was gratified to remark that even Coleman cracked a smile; and Uncle Fiske positively rocked and laughed; so that after a minute or two I believed I had successfully diverted him from his purpose. But in this I was mistaken; for when I had done, he turned again to O’Donnell, and said: “And now yours, Sir, if you please.”


“I pray you, Sir, not to make such a test of my manners; for I cannot.”


“Cannot!?” He narrowed his eyes – then turned to Coleman: “What say you, Matt, to a man will not sing for his supper?”


Coleman smirked, but said nothing.


“Rather must not,” said O’Donnell. “For to do so would be to abuse your hospitality.”


“How! – my hospitality?”


“By placing you at best in a quandary, and at worst in some danger.”


“Hmph. So – what” – he was very busy with his pipe; then looked up suddenly – “you have killed a man, have you?” And, a moment later, when O’Donnell did not respond: “I think I heard young Godfrey died in a duel, tho’ his father makes pretence ’twas an accident. Did you not hear that, Matt?”


“You forget, Sir,” said Coleman; “I am as sparing with other men’s secrets as if they were guineas.”


“Ah!” My uncle acknowledged the hit by slumping in his chair, and prodding the air with his pipe-stem. “You have me there, young Solomon. Do you see, Mr. O’Donnell? The grave itself is not more discreet.”


“Tho’ perhaps a jot warmer,” murmured O’Donnell; and at once bit his lip.


“What!” said Uncle Fiske, with a chuckle – like a man who divines that a jest was intended, but has not heard its substance. “I hope, Sir,” he went on, “you will accept a bed of me tonight; and I’ll keep company with my thoughts, and consider how we may be of further service to you tomorrow.”


It was perfectly plain, from this abrupt change of manner, that my uncle had suddenly seen some advantage that might be gained from O’Donnell’s predicament, which (tho’ I could not guess what it was) yet left me a little uneasy; and O’Donnell, I think, was equally apprehensive, for he stared at Uncle Fiske, pale and unsmiling, for some seconds before replying. But at last (doubtless reflecting that it was a lesser evil to be in my uncle’s clutches than risk falling into Grace’s) he bowed and said: “I am very much obliged to you, Sir.”




*





The wind rises – the tide turns – the Sweet Jenny tugs at her moorings, impatient to be away. Only a moment more, yr honours – and then, I swear, we shall be embarked for America.




*





The next morning, when we breakfasted, Uncle Fiske told us he had sent Joseph early to the Exchange coffee house; who had returned with the intelligence that three or four mobs were scouring the city for a man of O’Donnell’s description (one, indeed, bursting in upon the place while he was there), in hope of receiving a reward for his capture – as a result of which my uncle counselled us to pass the day within, and keep from the windows; which we did.




*





The day after, my uncle summoned us to a conference in the aerie.


“You are looked for everywhere,” he said to O’Donnell; “and not just by the rabble; for a press-gang from one of the ships lying at Kingroad, who were hired as bludgeon-men for the election, have joined the hunt – which is more dangerous yet, for they know their business, and make it almost certain you will be taken if you venture out. For which reason,” he continued, “you must, I think, for your own security, go abroad for a while; which may best be accomplished by your accompanying my nephew to America, as his servant – and so enjoying the protection he may offer you against prying passengers and officious excisemen, whose suspicions are liable to be aroused by the sight of a man travelling alone. And if Ned is agreeable, I, for my part, will undertake to give you free passage.”


I was, if truth be told, far from agreeable; but I could not abandon O’Donnell to be hanged, and was at a loss for a better plan to save him. So I grunted my assent.


“You are most generous, Sir,” said O’Donnell. (I studied his face, for any sign he was not in earnest, or that he suspected my uncle’s kindness might carry a price; but could see none.) “I wish there was something I could do to repay you.”


“Ah – well – perhaps there is now, at that,” said Uncle Fiske. “Since the troubles with the colonies began, it has been hard for us to communicate anything of moment to our American friends; for the excisemen seize our letters and read ’em – so we may write nothing of politicks, and little enough of business. And the government now keeps a register of emigrants – who are subjected pretty well to the same strictures – from which only gentlemen and their servants are exempted. So …”


“You wish us to deliver something?” said O’Donnell.


Uncle Fiske nodded. “To a gentleman with whom I have had dealings these many years, and whose confidence I should be very sorry to lose, for no other cause than a foolish quarrel between brothers. Tell me, Ned: whom does Dan propose you should see?”


I told him.


“That will fit very comfortable. You, Sir” (to O’Donnell) “seem a quick-witted young fellow, who’ll easy enough outfox His Majesty’s clods.” (Picking up a sealed letter that lay before him.) “What do you say?”


“I should be honoured, Sir,” said O’Donnell, taking it.


“It bears his name, but not mine. This, on the other hand” – taking up another, that was closed but unwritten upon – “bears mine but not his, tho’ it carries the same seal; so that if he opens them together he shall know they are both from me. So you will take this, Ned, if you please” – holding it towards me – “and deliver it at the same time.”


I took the letter – tho’ not without a faint misgiving, that it might bring me some unexpected mischief.


“But pray” – mumbling his voice and frowning at the door – “not a word of it to Matt. ’Tis none of his concern, and there’s no reason to trouble him with it. Do you understand me?”


“Entirely, Sir,” said O’Donnell – and suddenly smiled.




*





That afternoon, Joseph was dispatched to O’Donnell’s lodgings to retrieve his possessions, and to take a handful of letters he had writ to the post office.


For three weeks thereafter we lived as prisoners in my uncle’s house, keeping within doors by day, and taking such exercise as we might in the small garden at night – a regimen which taught me a trick that has proved of great utility since, and continues to serve me now, viz., how to run, and jump, and walk a mile, in a space no more than a few yards long.


At last the night came, when we were conveyed by boat to the river-mouth, and slept for a few hours in a pilot’s house before boarding the Sweet Jenny at dawn.


The question of what we might do in America had seemed scarcely real (and so not worth the considering), while we were yet in England and uncertain whether we should be able to escape the dangers we faced there; so it was not until we were safe within the cabin, and had a map of America opened before us, that I at last asked O’Donnell if I might see the letter my uncle had given him. After ensuring we were not observed, he slipped it from beneath his undergarments and gave it to me.


“That’s well,” I said, handing it back. “My brother tells me he’s as gentleman-like a man as we may hope to meet in America; that he did him great service, and can be counted on to use his good offices in our behalf, and furnish us with such assistance as he is able.”


And I give yr honours my solemn word – that is all the name Washington signified to me then.


XIV


Thursday


Yr honours have the whip hand of me, I’ll not deny it; but I am not to be trained like a dog – tossed scraps from the table when I die for the King, and thrashed when I piss on a chair-leg. The reason I did not write yesterday was simply this: having worked fourteen days without cease, I resolved to devote the fifteenth as best I could to exercise and musick – for which, plainly, you think to punish me, by giving me a stale crust and water for my breakfast. But I shall not be starved into submission: I picked up my pen again this morning from choice, not hunger – and, indeed, find I return to my task with some relish; but if I am to tell my story, it must be at my own pace – which is a sharp trot, and not a gallop. If not – if this is nothing but a charade, and I am to hang at the conclusion of it, willy-nilly – then let us make an end of all these feints and manoeuvres, and be done with it now.


I have tried this past hour to make a sketch of the Jenny (for until I have plain evidence to the contrary, I shall presume yr honours to be in earnest, and continue with my tale); but am chastened to find it no better than a child’s drawing, with a hull like a log and three sticks for masts. So – pray – imagine: a fat, squat merchantman of three hundred tons, designed with no thought to comfort, but only to conveying the largest cargo, and getting the greatest profit, possible – even when (as in this instance, and I doubt not many others) the cargo included fifteen wretched emigrants, who were kennelled in the steerage with the hard loading, and allowed on deck but twice a day. In order that no opportunity might be lost to turn a penny more, the sailors were obliged to sleep in the straw next to the livestock, so that their meagre quarters might be crammed with barrels of oats and pease; and even the cabin was more than half a store-room, with butts and chests, trunks and chairs and a harpsichord (destined for the Carolina ladies) all lashed to the sides – so shrinking the floor that six men could barely stand there together.


The want of space immediately provoked a difficulty; for there was but one stateroom, in addition to the capt’s; and that being no more than a closet, five feet by six, with two narrow beds, constructed one each side of the cabin, the question naturally arose: Where should we all sleep? O’Donnell – who could not have played the servant more heartily if he had been at Drury Lane – suggested that Coleman and I should take the chamber, and he would make shift on the cabin floor; but Coleman – greatly to our surprise – would have none of it, saying that he was a seasoned sailor, and might as easily sleep in a cot swung from the roof. When I protested, he replied that he would not impose upon two gentlemen, who must naturally expect to find themselves in sole possession of such accommodation as the ship could afford. And was as good as his word; for not only did he retire to the cabin at night, but withdrew from it every morning, so that we should not be disturbed in its use during the day – with the result that we were as comfortable as two men might be under such conditions. When the weather permitted, indeed, we could almost escape our rolling, leaping little world altogether; for O’Donnell sat at the table lost in his scribbling, and I had an elbow-chair fixed close by the stove, where I might read a book and forget, for an hour or two, the cries of chicken above my head, and of children beneath my feet – the songs and jests of the sailors, half lost to the wind – and the endless thrashing and shivering of the captive sails. But these advantages were purchased at a price, which largely undid their benefits.


I should cut a less contemptible figure in my own eyes – and doubtless in yr honours’ too – if I could pretend that it was the consciousness of my own good fortune that made me uneasy, when so many other miserable creatures were enduring the most pitiful privations all about me. But that, I fear, would be to elevate a small cause into a great one; for what principally concerned me was Coleman’s conduct, which made such a powerful contrast to his previous manner towards us. The greatest dolt in existence could see he had no liking for O’Donnell and me (and in truth we had little enough for him); but neither of us could ever have supposed that his antipathy was so fierce as to make him prefer weeks of cold, sickness and confinement to a few hours every day in our company. This mystery occupied me for the first part of the voyage, and was then compounded by another, that made me more uneasy yet.


It arose some weeks after our setting out (of which I shall say nothing, for crossing the Atlantick is a tedious business; and rather than trying yr honours’ patience with too particular an account of it – 21st day, a flat calm; 22nd, another; 23rd, a tremendous gale, &c. &c. – I shall relate only those few episodes that bear directly on my story), when we had just passed the Azores. Around eleven o’clock in the morning, as I warmed myself before the stove, and O’Donnell (whose delicate sense of smell made the cabin more of a purgatory for him than it was for me) was taking the air on deck, I heard a sudden cry from without, and then a brisk tattoo of steps on the boards above me.


I sprang up, and was almost at the half-door, when it opened, and the master, Capt Tallis, entered – hat blown half from his head, and pearls of water shimmering on his coat and boots. He barely acknowledged me, save to say in passing: “I fear, Sir, there’s a storm in the making.”


“I feel nothing,” I said.


“Listen,” said Tallis – a broad, oak-faced man, who wore no wig, and cropped his hair into a great silver brush. “Do you not mark the change?”


And – now he spoke of it – I did: the slap-slap of the sea had grown more insistent, as if it had lost patience with us, and was anxious for us to be gone.


“Fill your lungs now, if you have a mind to,” said Tallis; “for in half an hour, if the wind don’t mend, I must order the deadlights up, and close the hatches” – and at once sat down, and turned to his charts.


Which I took as my signal to leave, for he plainly could spare me no more thought, and I did not want to divert him from his work. To avoid cluttering the main deck (which I knew, by now, to be where most of the sailors’ business was done) I climbed the companionway to the poop – and there found two or three hands attending to the mizzen mast, and Coleman and O’Donnell standing as far apart as they could without one or other of them falling into the sea. I came up by O’Donnell – who leaned against the rail as easy as if he were on dry land, snuffing the wind like a fastidious dog – and watched the bustle below. A second seaman had joined the helmsman at the wheel; a dozen more swarmed in the rigging, shortening sail; and the mate (an irritable American called Kirke, who resembled a shiny turtle in his leather coat) strode about like a pig-herd, shooing the emigrants back to the hold. Most of them went uncomplainingly; but one – a young woman – resisted, saying she would sooner die here, under God’s sky, than be smothered and crushed to death in the steerage.


“Puke on her, if you have a mind to it,” murmured a voice at my shoulder – at which I turned, and saw Coleman (to my great surprise; for it was many days since he had spoken an unnecessary word to us) smirking at me. “’Twill make her warier of standing on deck,” he said; and then, pulling his hat about his ears and huddling into his coat, set off down the stairs towards her – doubtless to lend his authority to the mate’s.


But had taken no more than three steps when all at once there was a tremendous jolt, and a giant hand seemed to pluck the little ship from the waves and set her down again at an angle of ninety degrees – as if she were no more than a boy’s toy, and her master had tired of sailing her across the pond and resolved instead to send her against a flotilla of ducks. Coleman vanished; O’Donnell and I were flung to the deck; at the same moment there was a terrible crash from the steerage, which shook the boards beneath us, making me think the hull was holed. A second’s awful silence … and then an eruption of groaning and wailing such as I had never heard – proceeding (it seemed), not from the several voices of fifty beings, but from the throat of a single wounded animal.


My first thought was of the seamen aloft, who must, I imagined, have been thrown overboard; but when I looked up I saw two or three of them still meshed in the mizzen-mast rigging, like flies in a web. Then another sound claimed my attention: the howls of an injured child, and the sobs (so I supposed) of its mother. O’Donnell heard it too, and – being surer on his feet (for the ship was now rocking from side to side so violently that I could not walk, but only crawl) – got to the stair-head before me. When I reached it myself, I looked down on a scene of pitiable disorder: broken spars; torn canvas; loose ropes whipping and twitching like hanged men; hands scrambling towards the wheel – all heedless of young Coleman, who lay pale and doubled with pain, clutching a hurt ankle and protecting himself as best he could from their kicks; and everywhere barrels, that had broken free of confinement and were rolling this way and that, crushing everything in their way (including two unfortunate chicken) before splitting up on the sides, and adding their own contents to the swelling tide of spilled oats and rain-water and feathers washing across the deck.


In the midst of this confusion stood O’Donnell, helping the young woman we had seen earlier to rise from the wet timbers, where she had evidently been thrown. She seemed quite distraught – attempting repeatedly to throw him off, but then losing her footing and having to cling to him again. He soon secured her, and began to stroke her hair (from which the bonnet had blown clean away), and to murmur, “Hush! Hush, now, what’s the matter!”


She did not answer at once, only shaking her head furiously; but then, suddenly subsiding, said, “The child! The child!”


“What, is it yours?”


She nodded. “But I fear she is killed.”


“Let us go there together, and see,” said O’Donnell, leading her towards the hatchway.


Observing which, Coleman at once raised his hand, and called out: “No! No! You must not!”


“What!” said O’Donnell, turning.


“’Tis – ’Tis –” (grimacing, and struggling to order his thoughts). “’Tis too dangerous!”


“Why then do you carry infants there, and women?”


“Oh, D–n you!” groaned Coleman. “Do as you are told!”


But O’Donnell either did not hear him, or was too occupied with comforting his companion and helping her avoid the debris strewn in their path, to pay him any further heed; and was almost at the hatch when Coleman bellowed after him: “Stop, you murdering scoundrel! I forbid it!”


O’Donnell stopped – stiffened – braced himself against the mast, and said: “Some allowance, Sir, I know, must be made for your present circumstances; but if you ever repeat that insult, I swear I shall have satisfaction for it”; and went into the hold.


I set off down the poop ladder, intending to follow him and see if I might assist him; but that instant Coleman – doubtless wondering (as I was) where the capt was in this emergency, and perhaps thinking he might be induced to use his power against O’Donnell – roar’d, “Captain Tallis!” and, as I reached the deck, the top of the half-door opened, and a fearful face peered out, the eyes dazed, and a great gash on the forehead, from which two rivers of blood poured unchecked down his cheek and on to his neck.


“I am hurt,” said Tallis, his voice slow and dull. “I was struck by a lantern.”


“So am I, D–n you!” snarled Coleman. “You’re wanted here.”


Tallis blinked, and shook his head, to clear the mist from it – then stepped outside, looking about him, trying to estimate the damage to his ship.


When he saw me he said: “This is no place for you, Sir, I fear. You will oblige me by going below, and staying there, until this crisis is past.”


“But may I not be of service to you?” I said. “At the least, I am able-bodied.”


“If I have need of you, I shall send for you,” said the capt, and, taking my arm, pushed me towards the cabin.


Which was a sorrowful sight: the lights all extinguished – my chair overturned – the floor carpeted with biscuits and molasses from the master’s Lazarus (as he called his private store), which had burst open like its ruder brethren on the deck. I crouched by the dying warmth of the stove, but knew better than to revive it; for any fire in such a savage storm might easily escape and set the whole ship ablaze. After a few minutes, the carpenter appeared and began hanging the deadlights – so snuffing out the last sullen gleams of day, and leaving me in utter darkness. At length – cold, blind and sick, and wanting any other occupation – I retired to my bed, and contrived somehow to doze – to be roused, some time later, by the sound of O’Donnell creeping into his place, on the other side of the stateroom.


The motion of the ship had changed: we were now pitching instead of rolling, in a manner I knew would have me puking in an instant if I got up; so I tugged my blanket about me, and tried to find my way back to sleep; but was prevented by O’Donnell, who – unaware, I suppose, that he had waked me – had no sooner lain down than he began to laugh softly to himself.


“What is so diverting?” I said at last.


He stopped abruptly, and was silent.


“Is it the child?”


“No, no.”


“What, then?”


“The child was hit by a box, that is all.”


“You must be in a strange humour, to find much mirth in that.”


“I don’t. But the child will mend. And …” He began again to laugh.


“And …?”


But he would not say more; and at length we both slept.




*





We kept pretty much to our beds for most of the next four days, as the storm completed its mischief – cracking the mast; breaching the cabin’s defences (so, at a stroke, drenching every inch of our clothing, and depriving us of the means to dry it); and sweeping half of the poor emigrants’ possessions into the sea, where we all feared we should shortly follow them. Since we were so much in each others’ company and denied every other diversion but conversation, I thought it near certain that O’Donnell must sooner or later divulge the secret of the box in the hold. But, try as I might, I could not bring him to it: if I asked him outright – as I did a dozen times – he nimbly changed the subject, or made a jest of it; and if I lifted my siege, in hope he might relax his guard and return to the subject himself, he talked of every thing you can conceive (and some, I’ll wager, you cannot) – save only holds and boxes.


This was irksome enough; but nothing compared to what followed, when at last the sea tired of buffeting us, and we were released from our captivity. We came out on to the poop to find ourselves aboard a useless hulk, bobbing impotently this way and that at the whim of the slopping waves – the mast broke, the rigging torn and tangled, sails ripped to threads and tatters. Coleman leaned on the rail, watching the little groups of sailors toiling to repair the damage. He turned as he heard us – scowled – and looked away again without a nod or a word. This exceeded even his customary rudeness, and deserved a reprimand, which I naturally supposed – when O’Donnell changed direction and walked deliberately towards him – he was about to receive.


Imagine, then, my amazement, when I heard instead: “Your servant, Mr. Coleman. I trust your foot is mended?”


Coleman twitched like a bullock struck by a pebble, and glowered furiously – doubtless fancying that O’Donnell was glorying in his misfortunes by affecting an exaggerated concern for them. Indeed I fancied so myself for a moment; for, tho’ such gloating raillery would have been entirely out of O’Donnell’s character, so too would have been the puppyish obsequiousness that seemed to offer the only other possible explanation. But the next instant put the matter beyond question; for as soon as he felt the force of Coleman’s stare, O’Donnell sprang back, flushing – not the tormentor who has got his victim in a corner, but the humble well-wisher, that fears he has given offence.


“We shall talk of this later,” he said, with a bow; and immediately returned to my side.


This strange alteration in O’Donnell’s behaviour continued in the ensuing weeks – provoking an answering change in Coleman’s, which grew more insolent almost by the day. Of the many instances I could give you, one will suffice:


One evening, as O’Donnell and I sat together over our wine, discussing how we should proceed when we got to America, Coleman swaggered into the cabin, seated himself in a chair, laid his injured foot on another and, taking up our bottle without the least ceremony, emptied it into his cup – which he then drained at a gulp.


Having thus warmed himself at our expense, he at once began to mock me, saying: “You put me in mind of Quixote, Cousin Ned. You persist in laying plans, and devising stratagems, as if ’twere the likeliest thing in the world you will find this boy – which, in truth, as any man of sense would tell you, is near impossible, for tho’ there may be no want of candidates for the office, yet you have no means of knowing which of ’em, if any, is really Cousin Dan’s son.”


“Will not his mother tell me?”


“There may be as many contenders for her place as for his, one of whom will surely persuade you that her moon-calf or turkey-cock is the boy; and you will doubtless be as satisfied with him for a nephew as the mad Spaniard was with windmills for enemies. But Cousin Dan, I fancy, will not be so pleased; and you’ll end by making both yourself and him a laughing-stock to the whole county – nay, the whole country.”


“Why did you not say so sooner, if that is your opinion?” I said.


“I have my reasons,” he said, with a smirk that made me want to bastinado him. At which, to my astonishment and dismay, O’Donnell began to laugh.


“Well,” I said, “Daniel has more knowledge of the matter than you do, I suppose.”


“Bah!” replied Coleman, looking me steadily in the eye. “He is a desperate old man, that will clutch at any wisp.”


I rose, unable to contain myself, and thinking to cool my temper in the sea air.


As I reached the half-door, Coleman said, “At least Quixote had Sancho Panza to assist him, and not some Irish scribbler obliged to fly for his life.”


I stopped – held my breath – turned. O’Donnell might (as it seemed) have lost all concern for my honour; but surely he could not ignore such an affront to his own? And indeed, he grew very pale – clenched his hands – and moved his jaw like a man chewing gristle, and wondering whether to swallow it or spit it out again.


But then, instead of leaping up as I had expected, he hunched forward over the table, fixed his eyes on a skittish candle, that could not choose whether to smoke or burn, and murmured: “I earnestly pray you, Sir, do not presume too far upon my patience.”


Coleman appeared startled, and stared into O’Donnell’s face for a moment. Then, after favouring us with a little laugh (which was meant to sound careless, but appeared only uneasy instead), he opened his coat – drew out a wine bottle – and re-filled his cup, all the while whistling softly to himself.


Unable to trust myself further, I stumbled out on to the deck, thinking, Dear G–d! If I were a savage, I should suppose the young puppy had magick powers, that could make a man insensible of injury! – for has he not just done again the trick I saw him perform on Uncle Fiske? – and this time with a victim so jealous of his own dignity, that – had I not witnessed it with my own eyes – I should not have believed it? This set me to wondering if there might be a kind of potion that had such an effect; which Coleman had discovered and secretly added to Uncle Fiske’s and O’Donnell’s wine, in order to disarm them against insolence. There were, I could not deny, some evident objections to this idea – viz., what could possibly be his motive? And why, if it was so, had he not dosed me in the same manner? – but I resolved nonetheless to observe him closely over the next few days – and did so, but never saw him touch, or show the least interest in, any food or drink but his own; from which – since O’Donnell’s strange transformation continued unchecked – I was obliged to conclude there must be some other explanation for it.


But what that might be I could not imagine; for when I spoke to O’Donnell about it, he merely laughed, and said: “You must remember, Sir, that Mr. Coleman is young; and the son of a merchant; and, not having received the same education as a gentleman, should not be judged by the same measure. He has, tho’, many excellent qualities – to which, in time, I am certain, will be added good manners and decorum.”


“This was not your opinion,” I protested, “before you went into the hold.”


To which he smiled, and shook his head, and said: “Come, Sir, this grows tedious – let us play at whist.”


XV


Saturday


Another note this morning:




Sir: Pray be so good as to place each chapter in the door when you have finished it. You will thereby spare us both some inconvenience.





Perhaps I might spare yr honours some inconvenience by this procedure (tho’ having no notion of the means by which you have read my words until now, I cannot guess what); but I am not conscious of suffering any myself, that would be relieved by it in the least. But I am happy enough to follow it, if you wish – for it adds no great burden to me; and in serving yr honours’ purpose, I find by degrees I am also serving my own – discovering such a pleasure in writing as quite surprises me, and makes me suppose that, if ever I am freed from the necessity of scribbling for my life, I shall turn author, and scribble instead for my living.
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It was my practice, when the weather allowed, to walk a mile upon the deck (a habit, I could not but notice, that provoked some furtive merriment among the crew – tho’ why the sight of a man taking twenty brisk paces along one side of the ship, five across to the other, and then twenty back again should have appeared so droll, I am at a loss to explain); and it was while I was thus engaged, on the third day of the ninth week of our voyage, that I heard a wild shout from the mast; and a moment later found my way barred by a human torrent that gushed from the hold – seamen, and women, and children, and a frail old man I had never seen before, who was almost trampled in the rush, all running and jostling to the sides of the ship and straining their eyes towards the horizon. From which I deduced, that America must at last be in sight.


And so it was, tho’ at first no more than a purplish band, that you could scarce distinguish from the furthest shadowy reaches of the sea itself. Then came a pale rim, which grew at length into a waste of white sand, beneath a ragged fringe of melancholy pines. It was hard to conceive, and harder to bear, that so much British blood and British money had been spent to preserve so dreary a place – which, even now, looked fit only for wolves and savages; for (try as I might) I could see not the least evidence of habitation, or of the most rudimentary improvement. Observing which to the mate, Kirke, who stood at my shoulder, I unwittingly brought a great torrent of patriotick abuse on my head:


“Why, Sir, are the English all blind, as well as deaf? Look – there – can’t you see – that’s Berry’s plantation!”


I followed the direction of his calloused finger, and saw a tiny notch cut from the forest, and something that might have been smoke.


“And there” – pointing at another spot, to the south of the first, and at least thirty miles from it – “that is Tack’s! That’s how thick settled we are!”


“Thick settled!” I said. “You might as well say the Atlantick is all land, because it has islands in it!”


He spat angrily into the sea, and turned his back on me.


By evening we could plainly see the mouth of a great river opening to receive us; a short time later, the capt hung out his flag, and almost at once a small pilot-boat put out towards us. This encouraged me to suppose that we might get ashore that night – which the whole company heartily craved, not only for the general reason, that we had been penned up together more than two months, but also for a more particular one, viz., it was the 24th December, and we all naturally hoped to pass Christmas on solid land. But in this we were disappointed; for the capt said ’twas too late to reach Brunswick today; but he would order in some provisions, that he hoped would make our last night aboard more tolerable. To which end, he quickly concluded terms with the pilot for the immediate surrender of a dozen of wine, and a turkey, and a joint of salt mutton.


I cannot tell with any certainty where we lay that night. It was already dark, save for a timid moon that peeped out behind surly clouds, and we were still some distance from the shore; and soon after we had anchored, the capt sent the carpenter to fix the deadlights, so blinding the cabin altogether. I asked Tallis whether he expected bad weather (for it was then pretty quiet); he shook his head, and smiled, and said nothing; but soon answered my question another way, by ordering the cook (a fat fellow called Bird, whose face had been ravaged by the pox and looked like a sponge) to stir up the fire in the stove, and set about preparing our Christmas meal – which led me to conclude that he did not fear a storm, but had some other reason for sealing his ship up.


Tho’ what that might be, I did not have long to consider; for the festivity soon began, with the capt opening a bottle, and summoning us to pledge his health in it – which we did, in prodigious good spirits, knowing that our captivity was about to end, and that in an hour or two we should be tasting our first fresh food (save fish, and the two barrelled chicken) since leaving England.


The table was strewn with lighted candles – the wine (seized, no doubt, from a French privateer) so freely offered, and so markedly superior to the vile drench the capt had brought with us, that it was impossible not to gulp it down greedily, and return for more. Even Coleman was unusually sociable and cheerful and, while saying nothing that suggested he had recanted his poor opinion, either of me or of my mission, yet contrived to avoid making us the butt of his facetious humour. In short, we ate and drank hoggishly, and were as merry and easy together as four such men could be.


With the result (which yr honours will soon guess at) that by the time the joint was boiled, and set before us, my belly was in torment at so much unaccustomed fare, and could no longer countenance it. The very sight of the meat, indeed – wet and grey, and ribbed with yellow fat – made me want to puke – an impulse I tried at first to master, by looking away while Tallis hacked the quivering flesh to pieces. But while nature allows us to avert our eyes, she does not make the same provision for our noses; and the hot rancid smell of it in my throat threatened such an uprising, if I did not immediately remove myself, that I was at length obliged to make my excuses and stagger to my bed; where I soon slept.


But my digestion was too aggrieved to let me rest, and an hour or two later roused me again, for the first of several journeys to the bucket; on the second or third of which, while I was yet about my business, I heard a thump, and felt a blow against the Jenny, that made her shudder. Imagining that we had perhaps drifted, and struck a rock, I felt my way through the cabin (dark now, and quiet), thinking to go out on deck, and ask one of the seamen on the night watch what was the matter. But when I reached the half-door, it was barred, and would not move even when I leaned upon it.


I turned back – knocked at the captain’s stateroom, got no reply, and entered. It was empty, and the bed cold. I returned to the cabin, steeling myself to wake Coleman, but when I felt for his cot I discovered it had not been let down, but was still tied up against the roof. My wits were yet so fuddled with wine and sleep that for a moment I entertained the notion that they must have been waked by the sound that I had heard and gone to investigate its cause; but then I reflected, that in that case Tallis’s blanket would have been rumpled, and Coleman’s cot swinging where he had left it. From which I could but conclude they had not gone to bed at all.


With increasing apprehension, I climbed the ladder that led to the poop, only to discover that the hatch, too, was firmly shut. I began to pummel it, crying, “Ho! Ho, there!” but the next second there was another jolt against the side of the ship, which dislodged me from my perch and sent me tumbling back into the cabin. The shock of which gave me a bruised wrist and a grazed shin – but also, in the same instant, cleared my head, so that as I sat on the floor, cursing and rubbing my sore hand, I suddenly knew the noise I had heard for what it was; and understood why Coleman and Tallis were not a-bed, and what the business was that had brought them here, and why they had left me locked up while they pursued it – and I was hobbling back to the stateroom, to wake O’Donnell and tell him, when he spared me the necessity by that moment appearing himself, clutching a new-lit lantern.


“Are you hurt, Sir?” he said. “I heard you cry out.”


“Bah! – a buffet and a scratch, that’s all. What’s hurt most is my opinion of my uncle, which I doubt can ever recover.”


“Why?” (crouching down, and coolly examining my shin). “What has he done?”


“He has duped us, Sir – he and that rascal Coleman! Bringing us to America was but a pretext – a varnish, to cover up their true purpose.”


“What, you mean the letters to Colonel Washington?”


“Washington be d–d! – I mean smuggling, Sir! Listen! …” (for even as I spoke there came a third blow to the hull) “… that is a little boat, slapping at our side. Into which, I doubt not, they are unloading their contraband, to escape detection!”


“You cannot be certain of that, Sir.”


“No, I can only guess it! – for we are prisoned here, the door and hatch fastened to keep us from going out. Which seems evidence enough to me.”


O’Donnell did not answer, but walked deliberately to the half-door – doubtless hoping to show that I had deluded myself, and my suspicions were groundless; but it yielded to his efforts no more than it had to mine. And – as if to add yet further weight to my case – no sooner had he finished than we heard from without the crack of a heavy chest dropped on the deck, and a flurry of muttered oaths and jests – which immediately put me in mind of his adventure during the storm.


“Come, Sir!” I said. “You were in the hold, and saw what was carried there, and puffed it into a great mystery, to prick my curiosity. Tell me – this box of yours: do you think the excise know of it?”


He said nothing, but looked as near confounded as I had ever seen him: pursed up his mouth – tapped a little minuet on the base of the lantern – and at length shook his head.


“Very well, then!” I cried, snatching up a stool. “Surely together we can break out, and expose this villainy?”


“And what then?” said O’Donnell. “You know, Sir, I hope, that I am not a man who will flinch from a fight, when any good may come of it, and it has the least chance of success; but we are two against twenty or more, and even if we contrived to overpower them, and escape in the boat, we should not know how to reach land, or what we might find when we got there. Better to keep our own counsel for the present, and see what tomorrow may bring.”


It went hard enough down with me – for by now my temper was so roused, I could scarce curb it – but I was obliged to concede that he was in the right of it; and sorrowfully followed him back to the stateroom – but could not sleep; for every bang and knock boiled my blood a little hotter, forcing me to clench my fists, and clamp my tongue to stop it crying out in protest at the abuse being practised upon me, and upon my poor unsuspecting country.
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In the morning, I stayed a-bed until long past the usual hour, in hope that I should thus avoid Coleman (who, having come to his cot so late, would doubtless be equally late quitting it); for the fire still raged in my head, and I could not trust myself to speak to him until it had somewhat cooled. But, on entering the cabin, I found him seated at the table, writing a letter which, as soon as he saw me, he concealed by so placing his hands that I could not read to whom it was directed, or what it concerned.


“I trust you slept, Sir,” he said, coolly – but was immediately betrayed by the colour rising to his cheeks, which he banished by biting his lips so fiercely that he winced.


“Well enough,” I said, “but am now in want of air,” and climbed at once to the poop – to find we were already under sail, and in the river: the Jenny, freed of her cargo, frisking after the pilot-boat like an unburdened pack-horse; the capt leaning on the rail smoking a pipe, and squinting ahead, looking for something in the dense trees that enclosed us. After a minute or two he cried out and, turning abruptly, caught sight of me – which seemed for a moment to discomfit him as much as it had Coleman; for he started, and his mouth gaped silently like a fish’s. Then he recovered himself – pointed with his pipe-stem – and said: “The fort, Sir. Fort Johnston,” and without waiting for an answer, hurried down the stairs.


I thought at first he must be jesting; for the building, when at length (after much screwing up my eyes) I saw it, appeared little bigger than a parson’s house, and was made of sand and crushed shells that looked as if they must be washed away with the first spattering of rain. Then I remarked the guns poking thro’ the walls, and was persuaded of its purpose – tho’ not of its efficacy, for it was hard to conceive an invader would long be deterred by a toy castle, that a regiment of village-boys armed with sticks and buckets might have levelled in an hour. Hard by it lay an old sloop, crusted in barnacles, which would have thrown as prodigious an obstacle in the way of an enemy’s navy as the fort would have of his army.


We anchored a little way off, while Tallis went ashore in the ship’s boat, carrying a satchel of papers – saying that he was obliged to show his credentials, and pay certain fees due to the governor. I remained alone, preferring the company of wind and drizzle to that of my fellow-passengers, one of whom was guilty of the most flagrant duplicity, and the other (I could not but feel, now I came to reflect upon it) of something little short of pusillanimity – which I thought I might justly reprove by keeping aloof from him for the present.


And it was well I did so; for otherwise I should have failed to observe a particular that might have ended our American journey before it had begun: that when the capt set out again from the fort, an hour or so later, he came not alone, but accompanied by a second boat, in which I could plainly see six armed men and an officer. What the reason might be I could not immediately guess – but amongst the riot of possible explanations that tumbled through my brain, there was not one that was to my liking.


I hurried below again, to discover my cousin gone and his place taken by O’Donnell – who smiled as he scratched in his note-book, and regarded me (when he looked up) with the detached air of an author meditating a phrase.


“Where’s Mr. Coleman?” I said.


O’Donnell waved his pen towards the capt’s stateroom, which I reached in three strides, and banged on the door – so provoking a peevish whine from within: “What?”


“I fear you have betrayed us, Sir.”


“I have not betrayed you,” he said – but in the unsteady voice of a boy that denies stealing apples, while his pockets bulge.


“Why, then, is Tallis bringing a pack of soldiers with him?”


To which he made no reply; so I tried to open the door, thinking to drag him out, and shake an answer from him. But it yielded only an inch or two before banging shut again – from which I deduced he must be leaning against it.


“D–n you!” I cried, pushing harder.


“Leave me be!”


I stepped back – then launched myself at the door, butting it so hard that it sprang open, hurling Coleman on to the bed and jerking something from his hand, which slapped on to the floor. He snatched it up again and smuggled it behind his back; but not before I had seen what it was: a prayer-book. Then he lay still, moaning, feeling a purple graze on his forehead, and sucking blood from his thumb, which seemed to have been pricked by a splinter.


“Come, Sir, ’tis a plain enough question,” said O’Donnell, appearing in the entrance beside me. His tone was careless – but he had turned marble-white. “Why are they coming here?”


“I don’t know!” said sulky Coleman.


“Well, then,” said O’Donnell, “we must suppose that they are seeking either you or me …”


“Me!” cried Coleman. “Why me?”


“Why, Sir, on account of the cargo that you carried, and discharged last night.”


“The cargo!” (his eyes bright – his cheeks a furnace – all at once more furious than fearful). “What do you know of that?”


“Enough to hang you, for a certainty. But you may count on my discretion – as I am sure I may on yours, if they have heard somehow of my embarrassment in Bristol, and mean to arrest me.”


“But who told ’em, if they have heard?” I said – remembering what Coleman had been about when I had found him that morning, and wondering if he had given his letter to Tallis to take ashore.


Coleman said nothing – but his eyes confessed what his lips would not, for he could not meet my gaze, but stared fixedly at the floor. I should have pressed my advantage; but was prevented by O’Donnell, who laid a hand on my arm, and said: “Nay, Sir, this is not the time for that – we must resolve what we are going to do, without delay.”


Once again, I had to acknowledge he was in the right; but seeing Coleman cowering – wig awry, hair dishevelled, eyes bright as a trapped stoat’s – I could not entirely put from my mind the question: Why did he bring this upon himself? It was hard to believe even he would have done it from malice alone – and yet, if there was another reason, I was at a loss to imagine it; and was destined to remain so, for many weeks after.


“What say you, Sir?” went on O’Donnell, prodding Coleman’s foot with his own.


“Why” – dully, his spirit quite snapped – “we should conceal you, I suppose”; and he lifted his head at last, and looked about him (in every direction but mine) for a hiding-place.


“Where?” I asked.


“Beneath one of the beds,” said Coleman. “Or we could let down my cot, and raise it again with him laid within it.”


“But that is to proclaim myself guilty, before I am accused,” said O’Donnell. “If they search, and find me, my best defence is already gone, and I shall have no resort but the worst.”


“And what is that, Sir?” said Coleman, reddening again.


“I am surprised you ask me, Sir. But, since you do – I mean, by turning King’s evidence, and purchasing my life with yours.”


For a moment Coleman was perfectly still – the contending forces within him so equally matched, as to paralyse him entirely. But then prudence triumphed over rage and hatred, and he nodded and said: “What then do you propose?”


“I propose–” began O’Donnell, but was interrupted by the sound of oars, and a sharp ho, there!, at which he said, “I think I must show rather than tell you,” and leaped to the ladder, beckoning us to follow.


Which we did, emerging to find the capt already on deck, and the party of soldiers swarming up after him, led by their officer – a thin, cattish fellow, who shivered in the cold, and plainly had no relish for his task, but wished only to be within doors again, curled up before the fire. He glanced this way and that – drummed his fingers on his sword – and scrupulously avoided engaging our attention until the last of his party had joined him, evidently fearing to declare his purpose before he had mustered the force to accomplish it.


Then, blinking up at us, he said: “I am Captain Sutcliffe. I am searching for Mr. O’Donnell.”


“O’Donnell?” said O’Donnell.


“We are ordered to arrest him.”


“O’Donnell.” (Musing.) “O’Donnell.” Then, to me: “I think he must mean that rough Irish fellow.”


“Very probably,” I said, seeing that I must go along with him once again, tho’ I had no notion where he was leading me.


O’Donnell turned to Coleman – who nodded, grinding his teeth – and then back to Sutcliffe.


“You say his name is O’Donnell?”


“Yes, Sir.”


“And what is his crime? Eloping off with a bag of potatoes?”


“He is an escaped murderer.”


“Ah … Ah …” murmured O’Donnell, with such an appearance of sudden apprehension that I was almost deceived by it myself. “Then ’tis small enough wonder, I suppose.”


“Why, Sir, what has he done?”


“Thrown himself off, and swum ashore, not an hour since. I imagined that being at sea for so long had made him mad, but now I see ’twas rational enough – for any man will prefer the risk of losing his life to the certainty of it.”


“And what of the gentleman that was travelling with him?”


“He too – tho’ being somewhat older, and of a cholerick temper, ’tis even less likely he will survive the shock.”


I could not hear this, even then, without some indignation; to distract myself from which, I studied Sutcliffe’s face, and made a mental inventory of the warring emotions I saw there, viz., suspicion; uncertainty; indolence, and several species of fear – most prominent among them, that of being humiliated before his men and reprimanded by his superiors, which seemed equally likely whether he accepted O’Donnell’s story, or challenged it.


“Are you Mr. Coleman?” he asked at length, narrowing his eyes and looking at O’Donnell sidelong, to show he was not to be duped.


“No, Sir, I have not that distinction” – and he pointed at Coleman, who nodded and bowed, as stiff and mechanical as if he had been a puppet and O’Donnell had just pulled his string. “You will excuse the gentleman if he does not speak much for himself – he tried to prevent the escape, and was badly beaten for his pains and suffered a bit hand. As you can see.” At which Coleman obediently displayed his torn thumb, and lowered his head, so that the graze was visible from below.


Sutcliffe hesitated – stepped forward a few paces – stepped back again – then turned to Tallis (who stood at his side, looking utterly perplexed), and said: “Is that Mr. Coleman?”


Tallis nodded enthusiastically – here was a fact he could pluck from the confusion, and confidently attest to; and he embraced the opportunity gratefully.


Still Sutcliffe wavered, while behind him his men began to cough and shuffle – and one even went so far as to giggle, before his fellows nudged him into silence; which brought a flicker of panick into Sutcliffe’s eyes – encouraging O’Donnell to press home his advantage.


“I presume, Sir, that your commission extends to the ship, and no further; in which case you must report the matter to the constables at once, and may then properly leave them to prosecute it – tho’ I doubt they will need to exercise themselves greatly, for ’tis ten to one the cold and the wild beasts will do the hangman’s business for him.”


Sutcliffe’s eyes brightened, for the first time since his arrival – a door had opened, through which he could see the tempting glow of his hearth; and, having considered a moment to be sure it was not a snare, he hastened through it.


“Thank you, gentlemen,” he said – bowed – and retired.


An hour later, the Jenny was safe anchored in the port of Brunswick, and O’Donnell and I clambered from the ship’s boat to take our first steps on the soil of America.


XVI


No more Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, &c. I shall set my clock now, not by days passed, but by chapters written.




*





Not only a good breakfast this morning, but a good dinner last night: rabbit stew, and a little wine, which ’twixt them soothed my belly and procured me a few hours’ unbroken sleep. There must be many an author setting to work that wishes he was so well fed and rested – and not just in Grub Street, neither.


I see, looking back at what I have written, that what began as a rubble of words has grown by degrees into the foundation, or basement, of a considerable edifice; which – since (as I hope) my skill as an architect has grown with it, and our arrival in America seems to form a natural interval – I shall here lay off with a new course and, with yr honours’ indulgence, call the next story:
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