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A

THRALL OF THRALLS

  








  

In

the troubled twilight of a March evening ten years ago, an old man,

whose equipment and bearing suggested that he was fresh from

travel,

walked slowly across Clerkenwell Green, and by the graveyard of St.

James's Church stood for a moment looking about him. His age could

not be far from seventy, but, despite the stoop of his shoulders,

he

gave little sign of failing under the burden of years; his sober

step

indicated gravity of character rather than bodily feebleness, and

his

grasp of a stout stick was not such as bespeaks need of support.

His

attire was neither that of a man of leisure, nor of the kind

usually

worn by English mechanics. Instead of coat and waistcoat, he wore a

garment something like a fisherman's guernsey, and over this a

coarse

short cloak, picturesque in appearance as it was buffeted by the

wind. His trousers were of moleskin; his boots reached almost to

his

knees; for head-covering he had the cheapest kind of undyed felt,

its

form exactly that of the old petasus. To say that his aspect was

Venerable would serve to present him in a measure, yet would not be

wholly accurate, for there was too much of past struggle and

present

anxiety in his countenance to permit full expression of the natural

dignity of the features. It was a fine face and might have been

distinctly noble, but circumstances had marred the purpose of

Nature;

you perceived that his cares had too often been of the kind which

are

created by ignoble necessities, such as leave to most men of his

standing a bare humanity of visage. He had long thin white hair;

his

beard was short and merely grizzled. In his left hand he carried a

bundle, which probably contained clothing.








  

The

burial-ground by which he had paused was as little restful to the

eye

as are most of those discoverable in the byways of London. The

small

trees that grew about it shivered in their leaflessness; the rank

grass was wan under the failing day; most of the stones leaned this

way or that, emblems of neglect (they were very white at the top,

and

darkened downwards till the damp soil made them black), and certain

cats and dogs were prowling or sporting among the graves. At this

corner the east wind blew with malice such as it never puts forth

save where there are poorly clad people to be pierced; it swept

before it thin clouds of unsavoury dust, mingled with the light

refuse of the streets. Above the shapeless houses night was

signalling a murky approach; the sky—if sky it could be called—gave

threatening of sleet, perchance of snow. And on every side was the

rumble of traffic, the voiceful evidence of toil and of poverty;

hawkers were crying their goods; the inevitable organ was clanging

before a public-house hard by; the crumpet-man was hastening along,

with monotonous ringing of his bell and hoarse rhythmic

wail.








  

The

old man had fixed his eyes half absently on the inscription of a

gravestone near him; a lean cat springing out between the iron

railings seemed to recall his attention, and with a slight sigh he

went forward along the narrow street which is called St. James's

Walk. In a few minutes he had reached the end of it, and found

himself facing a high grey-brick wall, wherein, at this point, was

an

arched gateway closed with black doors. He looked at the gateway,

then fixed his gaze on something that stood just above—something

which the dusk half concealed, and by so doing made more

impressive.

It was the sculptured counterfeit of a human face, that of a man

distraught with agony. The eyes stared wildly from their sockets,

the

hair struggled in maniac disorder, the forehead was wrung with

torture, the cheeks sunken, the throat fearsomely wasted, and from

the wide lips there seemed to be issuing a horrible cry. Above this

hideous effigy was carved the legend: 'MIDDLESEX HOUSE OF

DETENTION.'








  

Something

more than pain came to the old man's face as he looked and

pondered;

his lips trembled like those of one in anger, and his eyes had a

stern resentful gleaming. He walked on a few paces, then suddenly

stopped where a woman was standing at an open door.








  

'I

ask your pardon,' he said, addressing her with the courtesy which

owes nothing to refined intercourse, 'but do you by chance know

anyone of the name of Snowdon hereabouts?'








  

The

woman replied with a brief negative; she smiled at the appearance

of

the questioner, and, with the vulgar instinct, looked about for

someone to share her amusement.








  

'Better

inquire at the 'ouse at the corner,' she added, as the man was

moving

away. 'They've been here a long time, I b'lieve.'








  

He

accepted her advice. But the people at the public-house could not

aid

his search. He thanked them, paused for a moment with his eyes

down,

then again sighed slightly and went forth into the gathering

gloom.








  

Less

than five minutes later there ran into the same house of

refreshment

a little slight girl, perhaps thirteen years old; she carried a

jug,

and at the bar asked for 'a pint of old six.' The barman, whilst

drawing the ale, called out to a man who had entered immediately

after the child:








  

'Don't

know nobody called Snowdon about 'ere, do you, Mr. Squibbs?'








  

The

individual addressed was very dirty, very sleepy, and seemingly at

odds with mankind. He replied contemptuously with a word which, in

phonetic rendering may perhaps be spelt 'Nay-oo.'








  

But

the little girl was looking eagerly from one man to the other; what

had been said appeared to excite keen interest in her. She forgot

all

about the beer-jug that was waiting, and, after a brief but obvious

struggle with timidity, said in an uncertain voice:








  

'Has

somebody been asking for that name, sir?'








  

'Yes,

they have,' the barman answered, in surprise. 'Why?'








  

My

name's Snowdon, sir—Jane Snowdon.'








  

She

reddened over all her face as soon as she had given utterance to

the

impulsive words. The barman was regarding her with a sort of

semi-interest, and Mr. Squibbs also had fixed his bleary (or beery)

eyes upon her. Neither would have admitted an active interest in so

pale and thin and wretchedly-clad a little mortal. Her hair hung

loose, and had no covering; it was hair of no particular colour,

and

seemed to have been for a long time utterly untended; the wind, on

her run hither, had tossed it into much disorder. Signs there were

of

some kind of clothing beneath the short, dirty, worn dress, but it

was evidently of the scantiest description. The freely exposed neck

was very thin, but, like the outline of her face, spoke less of a

feeble habit of body than of the present pinch of sheer hunger. She

did not, indeed, look like one of those children who are born in

disease and starvation, and put to nurse upon the pavement; her

limbs

were shapely enough, her back was straight, she had features that

were not merely human, but girl-like, and her look had in it the

light of an intelligence generally sought for in vain among the

children of the street. The blush and the way in which she hung her

head were likewise tokens of a nature endowed with ample

sensitiveness.








  

'Oh,

your name's Jane Snowdon, is it?' said the barman. 'Well, you're

just

three minutes an' three-quarters too late. P'r'aps it's a fortune

a-runnin' after you. He was a rum old party as inquired. Never

mind;

it's all in a life. There's fortunes lost every week by a good deal

less than three minutes when it's 'orses—eh, Mr. Squibbs?'








  

Mr.

Squibbs swore with emphasis.








  

The

little girl took her jug of beer and was turning away.








  

'Hollo!'

cried the barman. 'Where's the money, Jane?—if





  



    



you

  





  



don't mind.'








  

She

turned again in increased confusion, and laid coppers on the

counter.

Thereupon the man asked her where she lived; she named a house in

Clerkenwell Close, near at hand.








  

'Father

live there?'








  

She

shook her head.








  

'Mother?'








  

'I

haven't got one, sir.'








  

'Who

is it as you live with, then?'








  

'Mrs.

Peckover, sir.'








  

'Well,

as I was sayin', he was a queer old joker as arsted for the name of

Snowdon. Shouldn't wonder if you see him goin' round.'








  

And

he added a pretty full description of this old man, to which the

girl

listened closely. Then she went thoughtfully—a little sadly—on

her way.








  

In

the street, all but dark by this time, she cast anxious glances

onwards and behind, but no old man in an odd hat and cloak and with

white hair was discoverable. Linger she might not. She reached a

house of which the front-door stood open; it looked black and

cavernous within; but she advanced with the step of familiarity,

and

went downstairs to a front-kitchen. Through the half-open door came

a

strong odour and a hissing sound, plainly due to the frying of

sausages. Before Jane could enter she was greeted sharply in a

voice

which was young and that of a female, but had no other quality of

graciousness.








  

'You've

taken your time, my lady! All right! just wait till I've 'ad my

tea,

that's all! Me an' you'll settle accounts to-night, see if we

don't.

Mother told me as she owed you a lickin', and I'll pay it off, with

a

little on my own account too. Only wait till I've 'ad my tea,

that's

all. What are you standin' there for, like a fool? Bring that beer

'ere, an' let's see 'ow much you've drank.'








  

'I

haven't put my lips near it, miss; indeed I haven't,' pleaded the

child, whose face of dread proved both natural timidity and the

constant apprehension of ill-usage.








  

'Little

liar! that's what you always was, an' always will be.— Take

that!'








  

The

speaker was a girl of sixteen, tall, rather bony, rudely handsome;

the hand with which she struck was large and coarse-fibred, the

muscles that impelled it vigorous. Her dress was that of a

work-girl,

unsubstantial, ill-fitting, but of ambitious cut; her hair was very

abundant, and rose upon the back of her head in thick coils, an

elegant fringe depending in front. The fire had made her face

scarlet, and in the lamplight her large eyes glistened with many

joys.








  

First

and foremost, Miss Clementina Peckover rejoiced because she had

left

work much earlier than usual, and was about to enjoy what she would

have described as a 'blow out.' Secondly, she rejoiced because her

mother, the landlady of the house, was absent for the night, and

consequently she would exercise sole authority over the domestic

slave, Jane Snowdon—that is to say, would indulge to the uttermost

her instincts of cruelty in tormenting a defenceless creature.

Finally—a cause of happiness antecedent to the others, but less

vivid in her mind at this moment—in the next room lay awaiting

burial the corpse of Mrs. Peckover's mother-in-law, whose death six

days ago had plunged mother and daughter into profound delight,

partly because they were relieved at length from making a pretence

of

humanity to a bed-ridden old woman, partly owing to the fact that

the

deceased had left behind her a sum of seventy-five pounds,

exclusive

of moneys due from a burial-club.








  

'Ah!'

exclaimed Miss Peckover (who was affectionately known to her

intimates as 'Clem'), as she watched Jane stagger back from the

blow,

and hide her face in silent endurance of pain. 'That's just a

morsel

to stay your appetite, my lady! You didn't expect me back 'ome at

this time, did you? You thought as you was goin' to have the

kitchen

to yourself when mother went. Ha ha! ho ho!—These sausages is done;

now you clean that fryin'-pan; and if I can find a speck of dirt in

it as big as 'arlf a farden, I'll take you by the 'air of the 'ed

an'

clean it with your face,





  



    



that's

  





  



what I'll do I Understand? Oh, I mean what I say, my lady! Me an'

you's a-goin' to spend a evenin' together, there's no two ways

about

that. He ho! he he!'








  

The

frankness of Clem's brutality went far towards redeeming her

character. The exquisite satisfaction with which she viewed Jane's

present misery, the broad joviality with which she gloated over the

prospect of cruelties shortly to be inflicted, put her at once on a

par with the noble savage running wild in woods. Civilisation could

bring no charge against this young woman; it and she had no common

criterion. Who knows but this lust of hers for sanguinary

domination

was the natural enough issue of the brutalising serfdom of her

predecessors in the family line of the Peckovers? A thrall suddenly

endowed with authority will assuredly make bitter work for the

luckless creature in the next degree of thraldom.








  

A

cloth was already spread across one end of the deal table, with

such

other preparations for a meal as Clem deemed adequate. The

sausages—five in number—she had emptied from the frying-pan

directly on to her plate, and with them all the black rich juice

that

had exuded in the process of cooking—particularly rich, owing to

its having several times caught fire and blazed triumphantly. On

sitting down and squaring her comely frame to work, the first thing

Clem did was to take a long draught out of the beer-jug; refreshed

thus, she poured the remaining liquor into a glass. Ready at hand

was

mustard, made in a tea-cup; having taken a certain quantity of this

condiment on to her knife, she proceeded to spread each sausage

with

it from end to end, patting them in a friendly way as she finished

the operation. Next she sprinkled them with pepper, and after that

she constructed a little pile of salt on the side of the plate,

using

her fingers to convey it from the salt-cellar. It remained to cut a

thick slice of bread—she held the loaf pressed to her bosom whilst

doing this—and to crush it down well into the black grease beside

the sausages; then Clem was ready to begin.








  

For

five minutes she fed heartily, showing really remarkable skill in

conveying pieces of sausage to her mouth by means of the knife

alone.

Finding it necessary to breathe at last, she looked round at Jane.

The hand-maiden was on her knees near the fire, scrubbing very hard

at the pan with successive pieces of newspaper. It was a sight to

increase the gusto of Clem's meal, but of a sudden there came into

the girl's mind a yet more delightful thought. I have mentioned

that

in the back-kitchen lay the body of a dead woman; it was already

encoffined, and waited for interment on the morrow, when Mrs.

Peckover would arrive with a certain female relative from St.

Albans.

Now the proximity of this corpse was a ceaseless occasion of dread

and misery to Jane Snowdon; the poor child had each night to make

up

a bed for herself in this front-room, dragging together a little

heap

of rags when mother and daughter were gone up to their chamber, and

since the old woman's death it was much if Jane had enjoyed one

hour

of unbroken sleep. She endeavoured to hide these feelings, but

Clem,

with her Bed Indian scent, divined them accurately enough. She hit

upon a good idea.








  

'Go

into the next room,' she commanded suddenly, 'and fetch the matches

off of the mantel-piece. I shall want to go upstairs presently, to

see if you've scrubbed the bed-room well.'








  

Jane

was blanched; but she rose from her knees at once, and reached a

candlestick from above the fireplace.








  

'What's

that for?' shouted Clem, with her mouth full. 'You've no need of a

light to find the mantel-piece. If you're not off—'








  

Jane

hastened from the kitchen. Clem yelled to her to close the door,

and

she had no choice but to obey. In the dark passage outside there

was

darkness that might be felt. The child all but fainted with the

sickness of horror as she turned the handle of the other door and

began to grope her way. She knew exactly where the coffin was; she

knew that to avoid touching it in the diminutive room was all but

impossible. And touch it she did. Her anguish uttered itself, not

in

a mere sound of terror, but in a broken word or two of a prayer she

knew by heart, including a name which sounded like a charm against

evil. She had reached the mantel-piece; oh, she could not, could

not

find the matches I Yes, at last her hand closed on them. A blind

rush, and she was out again in the passage. She re-entered the

front-kitchen with limbs that quivered, with the sound of dreadful

voices ringing about her, and blankness before her eyes.








  

Clem

laughed heartily, then finished her beer in a long, enjoyable pull.

Her appetite was satisfied; the last trace of oleaginous matter had

disappeared from her plate, and now she toyed with little pieces of

bread lightly dipped into the mustard-pot. These





  



    



bonnes bouches

  





  



put her into excellent humour; presently she crossed her arms and

leaned back. There was no denying that Clem was handsome; at

sixteen

she had all her charms in apparent maturity, and they were of the

coarsely magnificent order. Her forehead was low and of great

width;

her nose was well shapen, and had large sensual apertures; her

cruel

lips may be seen on certain fine antique busts; the neck that

supported her heavy head was splendidly rounded. In laughing, she

became a model for an artist, an embodiment of fierce life

independent of morality. Her health was probably less sound than it

seemed to be; one would have compared her, not to some piece of

exuberant normal vegetation, but rather to a rank, evilly-fostered

growth. The putrid soil of that nether world yields other forms

besides the obviously blighted and sapless.








  

'Have

you done any work for Mrs. Hewett to-day?' she asked of her victim,

after sufficiently savouring the spectacle of terror.








  

'Yes,

miss; I did the front-room fireplace, an' fetched fourteen of

coals,

an' washed out a few things.'








  

'What

did she give you?'








  

'A

penny, miss. I gave it to Mrs. Peckover before she went.'








  

'Oh,

you did? Well, look 'ere; you'll just remember in future that all

you

get from the lodgers belongs to me, an' not to mother. It's a new

arrangement, understand. An' if you dare to give up a 'apenny to

mother, I'll lick you till you're nothin' but a bag o' bones.

Understand?'








  

Having

on the spur of the moment devised this ingenious difficulty for the

child, who was sure to suffer in many ways from such a conflict of

authorities, Clem began to consider how she should spend her

evening.

After all, Jane was too poor-spirited a victim to afford long

entertainment. Clem would have liked dealing with some one who

showed

fight—some one with whom she could try savage issue in real

tooth-and-claw conflict. She had in mind a really exquisite piece

of

cruelty, but it was a joy necessarily postponed to a late hour of

the

night. In the meantime, it would perhaps be as well to take a

stroll,

with a view of meeting a few friends as they came away from the

work-rooms. She was pondering the invention of some long and hard

task to be executed by Jane in her absence, when a knocking at the

house-door made itself heard. Clem at once went up to see who the

visitor was.








  

A

woman in a long cloak and a showy bonnet stood on the step,

protecting herself with an umbrella from the bitter sleet which the

wind was now driving through the darkness. She said that she wished

to see Mrs. Hewett.








  

'Second-floor

front,' replied Clem in the offhand, impertinent tone wherewith she

always signified to strangers her position in the house.








  

The

visitor regarded her with a look of lofty contempt, and, having

deliberately closed her umbrella, advanced towards the stairs. Clem

drew into the back regions for a few moments, but as soon as she

heard the closing of a door in the upper part of the house, she too

ascended, going on tip-toe, with a noiselessness which indicated

another side of her character. Having reached the room which the

visitor had entered, she brought her ear close to the keyhole, and

remained in that attitude for a long time—nearly twenty minutes, in

fact. Her sudden and swift return to the foot of the stairs was

followed by the descent of the woman in the showy bonnet.








  

'Miss

Peckover I' cried the latter when she had reached the foot of the

stairs.








  

'Well,

what is it?' asked Clem, seeming to come up from the

kitchen.








  

'Will

you 'ave the goodness to go an' speak to Mrs. Hewett for a

hinstant?'

said the woman, with much affectation of refined speech.








  

'All

right! I will just now, if I've time.'








  

The

visitor tossed her head and departed, whereupon Clem at once ran

upstairs. In five minutes she was back in the kitchen.








  

'See

'ere,' she addressed Jane. 'You know where Mr. Kirkwood works in

St.

John's Square? You've been before now. Well, you're to go an' wait

at

the door till he comes out, and then you're to tell him to come to

Mrs. Hewett at wunst. Understand?—Why ain't these tea-things all

cleared away? All right Wait till you come back, that's all. Now be

off, before I skin you alive!'








  

On

the floor in a corner of the kitchen lay something that had once

been

a girl's hat. This Jane at once snatched up and put on her head.

Without other covering, She ran forth upon her errand.
























                

                


                

            


            

        




        

            

                

                

                    

                        CHAPTER II

                    


                    

                    

                        

                    


                    

                


                

                

                    

                



  



    



      

A

FRIEND IN REQUEST

    

  






  



    

It

was the hour of the unyoking of men. In the highways and byways of

Clerkenwell there was a thronging of released toilers, of young and

old, of male and female. Forth they streamed from factories and

workrooms, anxious to make the most of the few hours during which

they might live for themselves. Great numbers were still bent over

their labour, and would be for hours to come, but the majority had

leave to wend stablewards. Along the main thoroughfares the

wheel-track was clangorous; every omnibus that clattered by was

heavily laden with passengers; tarpaulins gleamed over the knees of

those who sat outside. This way and that the lights were blurred

into

a misty radiance; overhead was mere blackness, whence descended the

lashing rain. There was a ceaseless scattering of mud; there were

blocks in the traffic, attended with rough jest or angry curse;

there

was jostling on the crowded pavement. Public-houses began to

brighten

up, to bestir themselves for the evening's business. Streets that

had

been hives of activity since early morning were being abandoned to

silence and darkness and the sweeping wind.

  






  



    

At

noon to-day there was sunlight on the Surrey hills; the fields and

lanes were fragrant with the first breath of spring, and from the

shelter of budding copses many a primrose looked tremblingly up to

the vision of blue sky. But of these things Clerkenwell takes no

count; here it had been a day like any other, consisting of so many

hours, each representing a fraction of the weekly wage. Go where

you

may in Clerkenwell, on every hand are multiform evidences of toil,

intolerable as a nightmare. It is not as in those parts of London

where the main thoroughfares consist of shops and warehouses and

workrooms, whilst the streets that are hidden away on either hand

are

devoted in the main to dwellings Here every alley is thronged with

small industries; all but every door and window exhibits the

advertisement of a craft that is carried on within. Here you may

see

how men have multiplied toil for toil's sake, have wrought to

devise

work superfluous, have worn their lives away in imagining new forms

of weariness. The energy, the ingenuity daily put forth in these

grimy burrows task the brain's power of wondering. But that those

who

sit here through the livelong day, through every season, through

all

the years of the life that is granted them, who strain their

eyesight, who overtax their muscles, who nurse disease in their

frames, who put resolutely from them the thought of what

existence

  

  



    



      



might

    

  

  



    



be—that these do it all without prospect or hope of reward save the

permission to eat and sleep and bring into the world other

creatures

to strive with them for bread, surely that thought is yet more

marvellous.

  






  



    

Workers

in metal, workers in glass and in enamel, workers in weed, workers

in

every substance on earth, or from the waters under the earth, that

can be made commercially valuable. In Clerkenwell the demand is not

so much for rude strength as for the cunning fingers and the

contriving brain. The inscriptions on the house-fronts would make

you

believe that you were in a region of gold and silver and precious

stones. In the recesses of dim byways, where sunshine and free air

are forgotten things, where families herd together in dear-rented

garrets and cellars, craftsmen are for ever handling jewellery,

shaping bright ornaments for the necks and arms of such as are born

to the joy of life. Wealth inestimable is ever flowing through

these

workshops, and the hands that have been stained with gold-dust may,

as likely as not, some day extend themselves in petition for a

crust.

In this house, as the announcement tells you, business is carried

on

by a trader in diamonds, and next door is a den full of children

who

wait for their day's one meal until their mother has come home with

her chance earnings. A strange enough region wherein to wander and

muse. Inextinguishable laughter were perchance the fittest result

of

such musing; yet somehow the heart grows heavy, somehow the blood

is

troubled in its course, and the pulses begin to throb hotly.

  






  



    

Amid

the crowds of workpeople, Jane Snowdon made what speed she might.

It

was her custom, whenever dispatched on an errand, to run till she

could run no longer, then to hasten along panting until breath and

strength were recovered. When it was either of the Peckovers who

sent

her, she knew that reprimand was inevitable on her return, be she

ever so speedy; but her nature was incapable alike of rebellion and

of that sullen callousness which would have come to the aid of most

girls in her position. She did not serve her tyrants with

willingness, for their brutality filled her with a sense of

injustice; yet the fact that she was utterly dependent upon them

for

her livelihood, that but for their grace—as they were perpetually

reminding her—she would have been a workhouse child, had a

mitigating effect upon the bitterness she could not wholly

subdue.

  






  



    

There

was, however, another reason why she sped eagerly on her present

mission. The man to whom she was conveying Mrs. Hewett's message

was

one of the very few persons who had ever treated her with human

kindness. She had known him by name and by sight for some years,

and

since her mother's death (she was eleven when that happened) he had

by degrees grown to represent all that she understood by the word

'friend.' It was seldom that words were exchanged between them; the

opportunity came scarcely oftener than once a month; but whenever

it

did come, it made a bright moment in her existence. Once before she

had fetched him of an evening to see Mrs. Hewett, and as they

walked

together he had spoken with what seemed to her wonderful

gentleness,

with consideration inconceivable from a tall, bearded man,

well-dressed, and well to do in the world. Perhaps he would speak

in

the same way to-night; the thought of it made her regardless of the

cold rain that was drenching her miserable garment, of the wind

that

now and then, as she turned a corner, took away her breath, and

made

her cease from running.

  






  



    

She

reached St. John's Square, and paused at length by a door on which

was the inscription: 'H. Lewis, Working Jeweller.' It was just

possible that the men had already left; she waited for several

minutes with anxious mind. No; the door opened, and two workmen

came

forth. Jane's eagerness impelled her to address one of them.

  






  



    

'Please,

sir, Mr. Kirkwood hasn't gone yet, has he?'

  






  



    

'No,

he ain't,' the man answered pleasantly; and turning back, he called

to some one within the doorway; 'Hello, Sidney! here's your

sweetheart waiting for you.'

  






  



    

Jane

shrank aside; but in a moment she saw a familiar figure; she

advanced

again, and eagerly delivered her message.

  






  



    

'All

right, Jane! I'll walk on with you,' was the reply. And whilst the

other two men were laughing good-naturedly, Kirkwood strode away by

the girl's side. He seemed to be absent-minded, and for some

hundred

yards' distance was silent; then he stopped of a sudden and looked

down at his companion.

  






  



    

'Why,

Jane,' he said, 'you'll get your death, running about in weather

like

this.' He touched her dress. 'I thought so; you're wet

through.'

  






  



    

There

followed an inarticulate growl, and immediately he stripped off his

short overcoat.

  






  



    

'Here,

put this on, right over your head. Do as I tell you, child!'

  






  



    

He

seemed impatient to-night. Wasn't he going to talk with her as

before? Jane felt her heart sinking. With her hunger for kind and

gentle words, she thought nothing of the character of the night,

and

that Sidney Kirkwood might reasonably be anxious to get over the

ground as quickly as possible.

  






  



    

'How

is Mrs. Hewett?' Sidney asked, when they were walking on again.

'Still poorly, eh? And the baby?'

  






  



    

Then

he was again mute. Jane had something she wished to say to

him—wished

very much indeed, yet she felt it would have been difficult even if

he had encouraged her. As he kept silence and walked so quickly,

speech on her part was utterly forbidden. Kirkwood, however,

suddenly

remembered that his strides were disproportionate to the child's

steps. She was an odd figure thus disguised in his over-jacket; he

caught a glimpse of her face by a street lamp, and smiled, but with

a

mixture of pain.

  






  



    

'Feel

a bit warmer so?' he asked.

  






  



    

'Oh

yes, sir.'

  






  



    

'Haven't

you got a jacket, Jane?'

  






  



    

'It's

all to pieces, sir. They're goin' to have it mended, I

think.'

  






  



    

'They'

was the word by which alone Jane ventured to indicate her

aunt.

  






  



    

'Going

to, eh? I think they'd better be quick about it.'

  






  



    

Ha!

that was the old tone of kindness! How it entered into her blood

and

warmed it! She allowed herself one quick glance at him.

  






  



    

'Do

I walk too quick for you?'

  






  



    

'Oh

no, sir. Mr. Kirkwood, please, there's something I—'

  






  



    

The

sentence had, as it were, begun itself, but timidity cut it short.

Sidney stopped and looked at her.

  






  



    

'What?

Something you wanted to tell me, Jane?'

  






  



    

He

encouraged her, and at length she made her disclosure. It was of

what

had happened in the public-house. The young man listened with much

attention, walking very slowly. He got her to repeat her

second-hand

description of the old man who had been inquiring for people named

Snowdon.

  






  



    

'To

think that you should have been just too late!' he exclaimed with

annoyance. 'Have you any idea who he was?'

  






  



    

'I

can't think, sir,' Jane replied sadly.

  






  



    

Sidney

took a hopeful tone—thought it very likely that the inquirer would

pursue his search with success, being so near the house where

Jane's

parents had lived.

  






  



    

'I'll

keep my eyes open,' he said. 'Perhaps I might see him. He'd be easy

to recognise, I should think.'

  






  



    

'And

would you tell him, sir,' Jane asked eagerly.

  






  



    

'Why,

of course I would. You'd like me to, wouldn't you?'

  






  



    

Jane's

reply left small doubt on that score. Her companion looked down at

her again, and said with compassionate gentleness:

  






  



    

'Keep

a good heart, Jane. Things'll be better some day, no doubt.'

  






  



    

'Do

you think so, sir?'

  






  



    

The

significance of the simple words was beyond all that eloquence

could

have conveyed. Sidney muttered to himself, as he had done before,

like one who is angry. He laid his hand on the child's shoulder for

a

moment.

  






  



    

A

few minutes more, and they were passing along by the prison wall,

under the ghastly head, now happily concealed by darkness. Jane

stopped a little short of the house and removed the coat that had

so

effectually sheltered her.

  






  



    

'Thank

you, sir,' she said, returning it to Sidney.

  






  



    

He

took it without speaking, and threw it over his arm. At the door,

now

closed, Jane gave a single knock; they were admitted by Clem, who,

in

regarding Kirkwood, wore her haughtiest demeanour. This young man

had

never paid homage of any kind to Miss Peckover, and such neglect

was

by no means what she was used to. Other men who came to the house

took every opportunity of paying her broad compliments, and some

went

so far as to offer practical testimony of their admiration. Sidney

merely had a 'How do you do, miss?' at her service. Coquetry had

failed to soften him; Clem accordingly behaved as if he had given

her

mortal offence on some recent occasion. She took care, moreover, to

fling a few fierce words at Jane before the latter disappeared into

the house. Thereupon Sidney looked at her sternly; he said nothing,

knowing that interference would only result in harsher treatment

for

the poor little slave.

  






  



    

'You

know your way upstairs, I b'lieve,' said Clem, as if he were all

but

a stranger.

  






  



    

'Thank

you, I do,' was Sidney's reply.

  






  



    

Indeed

he had climbed these stairs innumerable times during the last three

years; the musty smells were associated with ever so many bygone

thoughts and states of feeling; the stains on the wall (had it been

daylight), the irregularities of the bare wooden steps, were

remembrancers of projects and hopes and disappointments. For many

months now every visit had been with heavier heart; his tap at the

Hewetts' door had a melancholy sound to him.

  






  



    

A

woman's voice bade him enter. He stepped into a room which was not

disorderly or unclean, but presented the chill discomfort of

poverty.

The principal, almost the only, articles of furniture were a large

bed, a wash-hand stand; a kitchen table, and two or three chairs,

of

which the cane seats were bulged and torn. A few meaningless

pictures

hung here and there, and on the mantel-piece, which sloped forward

somewhat, stood some paltry ornaments, secured in their places by a

piece of string stretched in front of them. The living occupants

were

four children and their mother. Two little girls, six and seven

years

old respectively, were on the floor near the fire; a boy of four

was

playing with pieces of fire-wood at the table. The remaining child

was an infant, born but a fortnight ago, lying at its mother's

breast. Mrs. Hewett sat on the bed, and bent forward in an attitude

of physical weakness. Her age was twenty-seven, but she looked

several years older. At nineteen she had married; her husband, John

Hewett, having two children by a previous union. Her face could

never

have been very attractive, but it was good-natured, and wore its

pleasantest aspect as she smiled on Sidney's entrance. You would

have

classed her at once with those feeble-willed, weak-minded, yet

kindly-disposed women, who are only too ready to meet affliction

half-way, and who, if circumstances be calamitous, are more harmful

than an enemy to those they hold dear. She was rather wrapped up

than

dressed, and her hair, thin and pale-coloured, was tied in a ragged

knot. She wore slippers, the upper parts of which still adhered to

the soles only by miracle. It looked very much as if the same

relation subsisted between her frame and the life that informed it,

for there was no blood in her cheeks, no lustre in her eye. The

baby

at her bosom moaned in the act of sucking; one knew not how the

poor

woman could supply sustenance to another being.

  






  



    

The

children were not dirty nor uncared for, but their clothing hung

very

loosely upon them; their flesh was unhealthy, their voices had an

unnatural sound.

  






  



    

Sidney

stepped up to the bed and gave his hand.

  






  



    

'I'm

so glad you've come before Clara,' said Mrs. Hewett. 'I hoped you

would. But she can't be long, an' I want to speak to you first.

It's

a bad night, isn't it? Yes, I feel it in my throat, and it goes

right

through my chest—just 'ere, look! And I haven't slep' not a hour a

night this last week; it makes me feel that low. I want to get to

the

Orspital, if I can, in a day or two.'

  






  



    

'But

doesn't the doctor come still?' asked Sidney, drawing a chair near

to

her.

  






  



    

'Well,

I didn't think it was right to go on payin' him, an' that's the

truth. I'll go to the Orspital, an' they'll give me somethin'. I

look

bad, don't I, Sidney?'

  






  



    

'You

look as if you'd no business to be out of bed,' returned the young

man in a grumbling voice.

  






  



    

'Oh,

I

  

  



    



      



can't

    

  

  



    



lie still, so it's no use talkin'! But see, I want to speak about

Clara. That woman Mrs. Tubbs has been here to see me, talkin' an'

talkin'. She says she'll give Clara five shillin' a week, as well

as

board an' lodge her. I don't know what to do about it, that I

don't.

Clara, she's that set on goin', an' her father's that set against

it.

It seems as if it 'ud be a good thing, don't it, Sidney? I

know

  

  



    



      



you

    

  

  



    



don't want her to go, but what's to be done? What

  

  



    



      



is

    

  

  



    



to be done?'

  






  



    

Her

wailing voice caused the baby to wail likewise. Kirkwood looked

about

the room with face set in anxious discontent.

  






  



    

'Is

it no use, Mrs. Hewett?' he exclaimed suddenly, turning to her.

'Does

she mean it? Won't she ever listen to me?'

  






  



    

The

woman shook her head miserably; her eyes filled with tears.

  






  



    

'I've

done all I could,' she replied, half sobbing. 'I have; you know I

have, Sidney! She's that 'eadstrong, it seems as if she wouldn't

listen to nobody—at least nobody as we knows anything

about.'

  






  



    

'What

do you mean by that?' he inquired abruptly. 'Do you think there's

any

one else?'

  






  



    

'How

can I tell? I've got no reason for thinkin' it, but how can I tell?

No, I believe it's nothin' but her self-will an' the fancies she's

got into her 'ead. Both her an' Bob, there's no doin' nothin' with

them. Bob, he's that wasteful with his money; an' now he talks

about

goin' an' gettin' a room in another 'ouse, when he might just as

well

make all the savin' he can. But no, that ain't his idea, nor yet

his

sister's. I suppose it's their mother as they take after, though

their father he won't own to it, an' I don't blame him for not

speakin' ill of her as is gone. I should be that wretched if I

thought my own was goin' to turn out the same. But there's John, he

ain't a wasteful man; no one can't say it of him. He's got his

fancies, but they've never made him selfish to others, as well you

know, Sidney. He's been the best 'usband to me as ever a poor woman

had, an' I'll say it with my last breath.'

  






  



    

She

cried pitifully for a few moments. Sidney, mastering his own

wretchedness, which he could not altogether conceal, made attempts

to

strengthen her.

  






  



    

'When

things are at the worst they begin to mend,' he said. 'It can't be

much longer before he gets work. And look here, Mrs. Hewett, I

won't

hear a word against it; you must and shall let me lend you

something

to go on with!'

  






  



    

'I

dursn't, I dursn't, Sidney! John won't have it. He's always

a-saying:

"Once begin that, an' it's all up; you never earn no more of

your own." It's one of his fancies, an' you know it is. You'll

only make trouble, Sidney.'

  






  



    

'Well,

all I can say is, he's an unreasonable and selfish man!'

  






  



    

'No,

no; John ain't selfish! Never say that! It's only his fancies,

Sidney.'

  






  



    

'Well,

there's one trouble you'd better get rid of, at all events. Let

Clara

go to Mrs. Tubbs. You'll never have any peace till she does, I can

see that. Why shouldn't she go, after all? She's seventeen; if she

can't respect herself now, she never will, and there's no help for

it. Tell John to let her go.'

  






  



    

There

was bitterness in the tone with which he gave this advice; he threw

out his hands impatiently, and then flung himself back, so that the

cranky chair creaked and tottered.

  






  



    

'An'

if 'arm comes to her, what then?' returned Mrs. Hewett plaintively.

'We know well enough why Mrs. Tubbs wants her; it's only because

she's good-lookin', an' she'll bring more people to the bar. John

knows that, an' it makes him wild. Mind what I'm tellin' you,

Sidney;

if any 'arm comes to that girl, her father'll go out of his 'ead. I

know he will! I know he will! He worships the ground as she walks

on,

an' if it hadn't been for that, she'd never have given him the

trouble as she is doin'. It 'ud a been better for her if she'd had

a

father like mine, as was a hard, careless man. I don't wish to say

no

'arm of him as is dead an' buried, an' my own father too, but he

was

a hard father to us, an' as long as he lived we dursn't say not a

word as he didn't like. He'd a killed me if I'd gone on like Clara.

It was a good thing as he was gone, before—'

  






  



    

'Don't,

don't speak of that,' interposed Kirkwood, with kindly firmness.

'That's long since over and done with and forgotten.'

  






  



    

'No,

no; not forgotten. Clara knows, an' that's partly why she makes so

little of me; I know it is.'

  






  



    

'I

don't believe it! She's a good-hearted girl—'

  






  



    

A

heavy footstep on the stairs checked him. The door was thrown open,

and there entered a youth of nineteen, clad as an artisan. He was a

shapely fellow, though not quite so stout as perfect health would

have made him, and had a face of singular attractiveness,

clear-complexioned, delicate featured, a-gleam with intelligence.

The

intelligence was perhaps even too pronounced; seen in profile, the

countenance had an excessive eagerness; there was selfish force

about

the lips, moreover, which would have been better away. His noisy

entrance indicated an impulsive character, and the nod with which

he

greeted Kirkwood was self-sufficient.

  






  



    

'Where's

that medal I cast last night, mother?' he asked, searching in

various

corners of the room and throwing things about.

  






  



    

'Now,

do mind what you're up to, Bob!' remonstrated Mrs. Hewett. 'You'll

find it on the mantel in the other room. Don't make such a

noise.'

  






  



    

The

young man rushed forth, and in a moment returned. In his hand,

which

was very black, and shone as if from the manipulation of metals, he

held a small bright medal. He showed it to Sidney, saying, 'What

d'you think o' that?'

  






  



    

The

work was delicate and of clever design; it represented a racehorse

at

full speed, a jockey rising in the stirrups and beating it with

orthodox brutality.

  






  



    

'That's

"Tally-ho" at the Epsom Spring Meetin',' he said. 'I've got

money on him!'

  






  



    

And,

with another indifferent nod, he flung out of the room.

  






  



    

Before

Mrs. Hewett and Kirkwood could renew their conversation, there was

another step at the door, and the father of the family presented

himself.
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A

SUPERFLUOUS FAMILY

    

  






  



    

Kirkwood's

face, as he turned to greet the new-comer, changed suddenly to an

expression of surprise.

  






  



    

'Why,

what have you been doing to your hair?' he asked abruptly.

  






  



    

A

stranger would have seen nothing remarkable in John Hewett's hair,

unless he had reflected that, being so sparse, it had preserved its

dark hue and its gloss somewhat unusually. The short beard and

whiskers were also of richer colour than comported with the rest of

the man's appearance. Judging from his features alone, one would

have

taken John for sixty at least; his years were in truth not quite

two-and-fifty. He had the look of one worn out with anxiety and

hardship; the lines engraven upon his face were of extraordinary

depth and frequency; there seemed to be little flesh between the

dry

skin and the bones which sharply outlined his visage. The lips

were,

like those of his son, prominent and nervous, but none of Bob's

shrewdness was here discoverable; feeling rather than intellect

appeared to be the father's characteristic. His eyes expressed

self-will, perhaps obstinacy, and he had a peculiarly dogged manner

of holding his head. At the present moment he was suffering from

extreme fatigue; he let himself sink upon a chair, threw his hat on

to the floor, and rested a hand on each knee. His boots were

thickly

covered with mud; his corduroy trousers were splashed with the

same.

Rain had drenched him; it trickled to the floor from all his

garments.

  






  



    

For

answer to Sidney's question, he nodded towards his wife, and said

in

a thick voice, 'Ask her.'

  






  



    

'He's

dyed it,' Mrs. Hewett explained, with no smile. 'He thought one of

the reasons why he couldn't get work was his lookin' too

old.'

  






  



    

'An'

so it was,' exclaimed Hewett, with an angry vehemence which at once

declared his position and revealed much of his history. 'So it was.

My hair was a bit turned, an' nowadays there's no chance for old

men.

Ask any one you like. Why, there's Sam Lang couldn't even get a job

at gardenin' 'cause his hair was a bit turned. It was him as told

me

what to do. "Dye your hair, Jack," he says; "it's what

I've had to myself," he says. "They won't have old men

nowadays, at no price." Why, there's Jarvey the painter; you

know him, Sidney. His guvnor sent him on a job to Jones's place,

an'

they sent him back. "Why, he's an old man," they says.

"What good's a man of that age for liftin' ladders about?"

An' Jarvey's no older than me.'

  






  



    

Sidney

knitted his brows. He had heard the complaint from too many men to

be

able to dispute its justice.

  






  



    

'When

there's twice too many of us for the work that's to be done,'

pursued

John, 'what else can you expect? The old uns have to give way, of

course. Let 'em beg; let 'em starve! What use are they?'

  






  



    

Mrs.

Hewett had put a kettle on the fire, and began to arrange the table

for a meal.

  






  



    

'Go

an' get your wet things off, John,' she said. 'You'll be havin'

your

rheumatics again.'

  






  



    

'Never

mind me, Maggie. What business have you to be up an' about? You

need

a good deal more takin' care of than I do. Here, let Amy get the

tea.'

  






  



    

The

three children, Amy, Annie, and Tom, had come forward, as only

children do who are wont to be treated affectionately on their

father's return. John had a kiss and a caress for each of them;

then

he stepped to the bed and looked at his latest born. The baby was

moaning feebly; he spoke no word to it, and on turning away glanced

about the room absently. In the meantime his wife had taken some

clothing from a chest of drawers, and at length he was persuaded to

go into the other room and change. When he returned, the meal was

ready. It consisted of a scrap of cold steak, left over from

yesterday, and still upon the original dish amid congealed fat; a

spongy half-quartern loaf, that species of baker's bread of which a

great quantity can be consumed with small effect on the appetite; a

shapeless piece of something purchased under the name of butter,

dabbed into a shallow basin; some pickled cabbage in a tea-cup;

and,

lastly, a pot of tea, made by adding a teaspoonful or two to the

saturated leaves which had already served at breakfast and mid-day.

This repast was laid on a very dirty cloth. The cups were unmatched

and chipped, the knives were in all stages of decrepitude; the

teapot

was of dirty tin, with a damaged spout.

  






  



    

Sidney

began to affect cheerfulness. He took little Annie on one of his

knees, and Tom on the other. The mature Amy presided. Hewett ate

the

morsel of meat, evidently without thinking about it; he crumbled a

piece of bread, and munched mouthfuls in silence. Of the vapid

liquor

called tea he drank cup after cup.

  






  



    

'What's

the time?' he asked at length. 'Where's Clara?'

  






  



    

'I

daresay she's doin' overtime,' replied his wife. 'She won't be much

longer.'

  






  



    

The

man was incapable of remaining in one spot for more than a few

minutes. Now he went to look at the baby; now he stirred the fire;

now he walked across the room aimlessly. He was the embodiment of

worry. As soon as the meal was over, Amy, Annie, and Tom were sent

off to bed. They occupied the second room, together with Clara; Bob

shared the bed of a fellow-workman upstairs. This was great

extravagance, obviously; other people would have made two rooms

sufficient for all, and many such families would have put up with

one. But Hewett had his ideas of decency, and stuck to them with

characteristic wilfulness.

  






  



    

'Where

do you think I've been this afternoon?' John began, when the three

little ones were gone, and Mrs. Hewett had been persuaded to lie

down

upon the bed. 'Walked to Enfleld an' back. I was told of a job out

there; but it's no good; they're full up. They say exercise is good

for the 'ealth. I shall be a 'ealthy man before long, it seems to

me.

What do

  

  



    



      



you

    

  

  



    



think?'

  






  



    

'Have

you been to see Corder again?' asked Sidney, after reflecting

anxiously.

  






  



    

'No,

I haven't!' was the angry reply; 'an' what's more, I ain't goin'

to!

He's one o' them men I can't get on with. As long as you make

yourself small before him, an' say "sir" to him with every

other word, an' keep tellin' him as he's your Providence on earth,

an' as you don't know how ever you'd get on without him—well, it's

all square, an' he'll keep you on the job. That's just what

I

  

  



    



      



can't

    

  

  



    



do—never could, an' never shall. I should have to hear them

children cryin' for food before I could do it. So don't speak to me

about Corder again. It makes me wild!'

  






  



    

Sidney

tapped the floor with his foot. Himself a single man, without

responsibilities, always in fairly good work, he could not

invariably

sympathise with Hewett's sore and impracticable pride. His own

temper

did not err in the direction of meekness, but as he looked round

the

room he felt that a home such as this would drive him to any degree

of humiliation. John knew what the young man's thoughts were; he

resumed in a voice of exasperated bitterness.

  






  



    

'No,

I haven't been to Corder—I beg his pardon;

  

  



    



      



Mister

    

  

  



    



Corder—James Corder, Esquire. But where do you think I went this

mornin'? Mrs. Peckover brought up a paper an' showed me an

advertisement. Gorbutt in Goswell Bead wanted a man to clean

windows

an' sweep up, an' so on;—offered fifteen bob a week. Well, I went.

Didn't I, mother? Didn't I go after that job? I got there at

half-past eight; an' what do you think I found? If there was one

man

standin' at Gorbutt's door,

  

  



    



      



there was five hundred

    

  

  



    

!

Don't you believe me? You go an' ask them as lives about there. If

there was one, there was five hundred! Why, the p'lice had to come

an' keep the road clear. Fifteen bob! What was the use o' me

standin'

there, outside the crowd? What was the use, I say? Such a lot o'

poor

starvin' devils you never saw brought together in all your life.

There they was, lookin' ready to fight with one another for the

fifteen bob a week. Didn't I come back and tell you about it,

mother?

An' if they'd all felt like me, they'd a turned against the shop

an'

smashed it up—ay, an' every other shop in the street! What use?

Why, no use; but I tell you that's how I felt. If any man had said

as

much as a rough word to me, I'd a gone at him like a bulldog. I

felt

like a beast. I wanted to fight, I tell you—to fight till the life

was kicked an' throttled out of me!'

  






  



    

'John,

don't, don't go on in that way,' cried his wife, sobbing miserably.

'Don't let him go on like that, Sidney.'

  






  



    

Hewett

jumped up and walked about.

  






  



    

'What's

the time?' he asked the next moment. And when Sidney told him that

it

was half-past nine, he exclaimed, 'Then why hasn't Clara come 'ome?

What's gone with her?'

  






  



    

'Perhaps

she's at Mrs. Tubbs's,' replied his wife, in a low voice, looking

at

Kirkwood.

  






  



    

'An'

what call has she to be there? Who gave her leave to go

there?'

  






  



    

There

was another exchange of looks between Sidney and Mrs. Hewett; then

the latter with hesitation and timidity told of Mrs. Tubbs's visit

to

her that evening, and of the proposals the woman had made.

  






  



    

'I

won't hear of it:' cried John. 'I won't have my girl go for a

barmaid, so there's an end of it. I tell you she shan't go!'

  






  



    

'I

can understand you, Mr. Hewett,' said Sidney, in a tone of argument

softened by deference; 'but don't you think you'd better make a few

inquiries, at all events? You see, it isn't exactly a barmaid's

place. I mean to say, Mrs. Tubbs doesn't keep a public-house where

people stand about drinking all day. It is only a luncheon-bar, and

respectable enough.'

  






  



    

John

turned and regarded him with astonishment.

  






  



    

'Why,

I thought you was as much set against it as me? What's made you

come

round like this? I s'pose you've got tired of her, an' that's made

you so you don't care.'

  






  



    

The

young man's eyes flashed angrily, but before he could make a

rejoinder Mrs. Hewett interposed.

  






  



    

'For

shame o' yourself, John If you can't talk better sense than that,

don't talk at all. He don't mean it, Sidney. He's half drove off

his

head with trouble.'

  






  



    

'If

he does think it,' said Kirkwood, speaking sternly but with

self-command, 'let him say what he likes. He can't say worse than I

should deserve.'

  






  



    

There

was an instant of silence. Hewett's head hung with more than the

usual doggedness. Then he addressed Sidney, sullenly, but in a tone

which admitted his error.

  






  



    

'What

have you got to say? Never mind me. I'm only the girl's father, an'

there's not much heed paid to fathers nowadays. What have you got

to

say about Clara? If you've changed your mind about her goin' there,

just tell me why.'

  






  



    

Sidney

could not bring himself to speak at once, but an appealing look

from

Mrs. Hewett decided him.

  






  



    

'Look

here, Mr. Hewett,' he began, with blunt earnestness. If any harm

came

to Clara I should feel it every bit as much as you, and that you

ought to know by this time. All the same, what I've got to say is

this: Let her go to Mrs. Tubbs for a month's trial. If you persist

in

refusing her, mark my words, you'll be sorry. I've thought it all

over, and I know what I'm talking about. The girl can't put up with

the work room any longer. It's ruining her health, for one thing,

anybody can see that, and it's making her so discontented, she'll

soon get reckless. I understand your feeling well enough, but I

understand her as well; at all events, I believe I do. She wants a

change; she's getting tired of her very life.'

  






  



    

'Very

well,' cried the father in shrill irritation, 'why doesn't she take

the change that's offered to her? She's no need to go neither to

workroom nor to bar. There's a good home waiting for her, isn't

there? What's come to the girl? She used to go on as if she liked

you

well enough.'

  






  



    

'A

girl alters a deal between fifteen and seventeen,' Sidney replied,

forcing himself to speak with an air of calmness, of impartiality.

'She wasn't old enough to know her own mind. I'm tired of plaguing

her. I feel ashamed to say another word to her, and that's the

truth.

She only gets more and more set against me. If it's ever to come

right, it'll have to be by waiting; we won't talk about that any

more. Think of her quite apart from me, and what I've been hoping.

She's seventeen years old. You can't deal with a girl of that age

like you can with Amy and Annie. You'll have to trust her, Mr.

Hewett. You'll have to, because there's no help for it. We're

working

people, we are; we're the lower orders; our girls have to go out

and

get their livings. We teach them the best we can, and the devil

knows

they've got examples enough of misery and ruin before their eyes to

help them to keep straight. Rich people can take care of their

daughters as much as they like; they can treat them like children

till they're married; people of our kind can't do that, and it has

to

be faced.'

  






  



    

John

sat with dark brow, his eyes staring on vacancy.

  






  



    

'It's

right what Sidney says, father,' put in Mrs. Hewett; 'we can't help

it.'

  






  



    

'You

may perhaps have done harm when you meant only to do good,' pursued

Sidney. 'Always being so anxious, and showing what account you make

of her, perhaps you've led her to think a little too much of

herself.

She knows other fathers don't go on in that way. And now she wants

more freedom, she feels it worse than other girls do when you begin

to deny her. Talk to her in a different way; talk as if you trusted

her. Depend upon it, it's the only hold you have upon her. Don't be

so much afraid. Clara has her faults—see them as well as any

one—but I'll never believe she'd darken your life of her own free

will.'

  






  



    

There

was an unevenness, a jerky vehemence, in his voice, which told how

difficult it was for him to take this side in argument. He often

hesitated, obviously seeking phrases which should do least injury

to

the father's feelings. The expression of pain on his forehead and

about his lips testified to the sincerity with which he urged his

views, at the same time to a lurking fear lest impulse should be

misleading him. Hewett kept silence, in aspect as far as ever from

yielding. Of a sudden he raised his hand, and said, 'Husht!' There

was a familiar step on the stairs. Then the door opened and

admitted

Clara.

  






  



    

The

girl could not but be aware that the conversation she interrupted

had

reference to herself. Her father gazed fixedly at her; Sidney

glanced

towards her with self-consciousness, and at once averted his eyes;

Mrs. Hewett examined her with apprehension. Having carelessly

closed

the door with a push, she placed her umbrella in the corner and

began

to unbutton her gloves. Her attitude was one of affected unconcern;

she held her head stiffly, and let her eyes wander to the farther

end

of the room. The expression of her face was cold, preoccupied; she

bit her lower lip so that the under part of it protruded.

  






  



    

'Where

have you been, Clara?' her father asked.

  






  



    

She

did not answer immediately, but finished drawing off her gloves and

rolled them up by turning one over the other. Then she said

indifferently:

  






  



    

'I've

been to see Mrs. Tubbs.'

  






  



    

'And

who gave you leave?' asked Hewett with irritation.

  






  



    

'I

don't see that I needed any leave. I knew she was coming here to

speak to you or mother, so I went, after work, to ask what you'd

said.'

  






  



    

She

was not above the middle stature of women, but her slimness and

erectness, and the kind of costume she wore made her seem tall as

she

stood in this low-ceiled room. Her features were of very uncommon

type, at once sensually attractive and bearing the stamp of

intellectual vigour. The profile was cold, subtle, original; in

full

face, her high cheekbones and the heavy, almost horizontal line of

her eyebrows were the points that first drew attention, conveying

an

idea of force of character. The eyes themselves were

hazel-coloured,

and, whatever her mood, preserved a singular pathos of expression,

a

look as of self-pity, of unconscious appeal against some injustice.

In contrast with this her lips were defiant, insolent,

unscrupulous;

a shadow of the naivete of childhood still lingered upon them, but,

though you divined the earlier pout of the spoilt girl, you felt

that

it must have foretold this danger-signal in the mature woman. Such

cast of countenance could belong only to one who intensified in her

personality an inheritance of revolt; who, combining the temper of

an

ambitious woman with the forces of a man's brain, had early learnt

that the world was not her friend nor the world's law.

  






  



    

Her

clothing made but poor protection against the rigours of a London

winter. Its peculiarity (bearing in mind her position) was the lack

of any pretended elegance. A close-fitting, short jacket of plain

cloth made evident the grace of her bust; beneath was a brown dress

with one row of kilting. She wore a hat of brown felt, the crown

rising from back to front, the narrow brim closely turned up all

round. The high collar of the jacket alone sheltered her neck. Her

gloves, though worn, were obviously of good kid; her

boots—strangest

thing of all in a work-girl's daily attire—were both strong and

shapely. This simplicity seemed a declaration that she could not

afford genuine luxuries and scorned to deck herself with

shams.

  






  



    

The

manner of her reply inflamed Hewett with impotent wrath. He smote

the

table violently, then sprang up and flung his chair aside.

  






  



    

'Is

that the way you've learnt to speak to your father?' he shouted.

'Haven't I told you you're not to go nowhere without my leave or

your

mother's? Do you pay no heed to what I bid you? If so, say it! Say

it

at once, and have done with it.'

  






  



    

Clara

was quietly removing her hat. In doing so, she disclosed the one

thing which gave proof of regard for personal appearance. Her hair

was elaborately dressed. Drawn up from the neck, it was disposed in

thick plaits upon the top of her head; in front were a few rows of

crisping. She affected to be quite unaware that words had been

spoken

to her, and stood smoothing each side of her forehead.

  






  



    

John

strode forward and laid his hands roughly upon her

shoulders.

  






  



    

'Look

at me, will you? Speak, will you?'

  






  



    

Clara

jerked herself from his grasp and regarded him with insolent

surprise. Of fear there was no trace upon her countenance; she

seemed

to experience only astonishment at such unwonted behaviour from her

father, and resentment on her own behalf. Sidney Kirkwood had

risen,

and advanced a step or two, as if in apprehension of harm to the

girl, but his interference was unneeded. Hewett recovered his

self-control as soon as Clara repelled him. It was the first time

he

had ever laid a hand upon one of his children other than gently;

his

exasperation came of over-tried nerves, of the experiences he had

gone through in search of work that day, and the keen suffering

occasioned by his argument with Sidney. The practical confirmation

of

Sidney's warning that he must no longer hope to control Clara like

a

child stung him too poignantly; he obeyed an unreasoning impulse to

recover his authority by force.

  




 












  



    

The

girl's look entered his heart like a stab; she had never faced him

like this before, saying more plainly than with words that she

defied

him to control her. His child's face, the face he loved best of

all!

yet at this moment he was searching it vainly for the lineaments

that

were familiar to him. Something had changed her, had hardened her

against him, in a moment. It seemed impossible that there should

come

such severance between them. John revolted against it, as against

all

the other natural laws that visited him harshly.

  






  



    

'What's

come to you, my girl?' he said in a thick voice. 'What's wrong

between us, Clara? Haven't I always done my best for you? If I was

the worst enemy you had, you couldn't look at me crueller.'

  






  



    

'I

think it's me that should ask what's come to

  

  



    



      



you

    

  

  



    

,

father,' she returned with her former self-possession. 'You treat

me

as if I was a baby. I want to know what you're going to say about

Mrs. Tubbs. I suppose mother's told you what she offers me?'

  






  



    

Sidney

had not resumed his chair. Before Hewett could reply he

said:

  






  



    

'I

think I'll leave you to talk over this alone.'

  






  



    

'No;

stay where you are,' said John gruffly. 'Look here, Clara. Sidney's

been talkin' to me; he's been sayin' that I ought to let you have

your own way in this. Yes, you may well look as if it surprised

you.'

Clara had just glanced at the young man, slightly raising her

eyebrows, but at once looked away again with a careless movement of

the head. 'He says what it's hard an' cruel for me to believe,

though

I half begin to see that he's right; he says you won't pay no more

heed to what

  

  



    



      



I

    

  

  



    



wish, an' it's me now must give way to you. I didn't use to think

me

an' Clara would come to that; but it looks like it—it looks like

it.'

  






  



    

The

girl stood with downcast eyes. Once more her face had suffered a

change; the lips were no longer malignant, her forehead had relaxed

from its haughty frown. The past fortnight had been a period of

contest between her father's stubborn fears and her own

determination

to change the mode of her life. Her self-will was only intensified

by

opposition. John had often enough experienced this, but hitherto

the

points at issue had been trifles, matters in which the father could

yield for the sake of pleasing his child. Serious resistance

brought

out for the first time all the selfish forces of her nature. She

was

prepared to go all lengths rather than submit, now the question of

her liberty had once been broached. Already there was a plan in her

mind for quitting home, regardless of all the misery she would

cause,

reckless of what future might be in store for herself. But the

first

sign of yielding on her father's part touched the gentler elements

of

her nature. Thus was she constituted; merciless in egotism when put

to the use of all her weapons, moved to warmest gratitude as soon

as

concession was made to her. To be on ill terms with her father had

caused her pain, the only effect of which, however, was to heighten

the sullen impracticability of her temper. At the first glimpse of

relief from overstrained emotions, she desired that all angry

feeling

should be at an end. Having gained her point, she could once more

be

the affectionately wilful girl whose love was the first necessity

of

John Hewett's existence.

  






  



    

'Well,'

John pursued, reading her features eagerly, 'I'll say no more about

that, and I won't stand in the way of what you've set your mind on.

But understand, Clara, my girl! It's because Sidney persuaded me.

Sidney answers for it, mind you that!'

  






  



    

His

voice trembled, and he looked at the young man with something like

anger in his eyes.

  






  



    

'I'm

willing to do that, Mr. Hewett,' said Kirkwood in a low but firm

voice, his eyes turned away from Clara. 'No human being can answer

for another in the real meaning of the word; but I take upon myself

to say that Clara will bring you no sorrow. She hears me say it.

They're not the kind of words that a man speaks without thought of

what they mean.'

  






  



    

Clara

had seated herself by the table, and was moving a finger along the

pattern of the dirty white cloth. She bit her under-lip in the

manner

already described, seemingly her habit when she wished to avoid any

marked expression of countenance.

  






  



    

'I

can't see what Mr. Kirkwood's got to do with it at all,' she said,

with indifference, which now, however, was rather good-humoured

than

the reverse. 'I'm sure I don't want anybody to answer for

  

  



    



      



me

    

  

  



    

.'

A slight toss of the head. 'You'd have let me go in any case,

father;

so I don't see you need bring Mr. Kirkwood's name in.'

  






  



    

Hewett

turned away to the fireplace and hung his head. Sidney, gazing

darkly

at the girl, saw her look towards him, and she smiled. The strange

effect of that smile upon her features! It gave gentleness to the

mouth, and, by making more manifest the intelligent light of her

eyes, emphasised the singular pathos inseparable from their regard.

It was a smile to which a man would concede anything, which would

vanquish every prepossession, which would inspire pity and

tenderness

and devotion in the heart of sternest resentment.

  






  



    

Sidney

knew its power only too well; he averted his face. Then Clara rose

again and said:

  






  



    

'I

shall just walk round and tell Mrs. Tubbs. It isn't late, and she'd

like to know as soon as possible.'

  






  



    

'Oh,

surely it'll do in the mornin'!' exclaimed Mrs. Hewett, who had

followed the conversation in silent anxiety.

  






  



    

Clara

paid no attention, but at once put on her hat again. Then she said,

'I won't be long, father,' and moved towards the door.

  






  



    

Hewett

did not look round.

  






  



    

'Will

you let me walk part of the way with you?' Sidney asked

abruptly.

  






  



    

'Certainly,

if you like.'

  






  



    

He

bade the two who remained' Good-night,' and followed Clara

downstairs.
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CLARA

AND JANE

    

  






  



    

Rain

no longer fell, but the gusty and bitter wind still swept about the

black streets. Walking side by side without speech, Clara and her

companion left the neighbourhood of the prison, and kept a

northward

direction till they reached the junction of highways where stands

the

'Angel.' Here was the wonted crowd of loiterers and the press of

people waiting for tramcar or omnibus—east, west, south, or north;

newsboys, eager to get rid of their last batch, were crying as

usual,

'Ech-ow! Exteree speciul! Ech-ow! Steendard!' and a brass band was

blaring out its saddest strain of merry dance-music. The lights

gleamed dismally in rain-puddles and on the wet pavement. With the

wind came whiffs of tobacco and odours of the drinking-bar.

  






  



    

They

crossed, and walked the length of Islington High Street, then a

short

way along its continuation, Upper Street. Once or twice Clara had

barely glanced at Kirkwood, but his eyes made no reply, and his

lips

were resolutely closed. She did not seem offended by this silence;

on

the contrary, her face was cheerful, and she smiled to herself now

and then. One would have imagined that she found pleasure in the

sombreness of which she was the cause.

  






  



    

She

stopped at length, and said:

  






  



    

'I

suppose you don't want to go in with me?'

  






  



    

'No.'

  






  



    

'Then

I'll say good-night. Thank you for coming so far out of your

way.'

  






  



    

'I'll

wait. I may as well walk back with you, if you don't mind.'

  






  



    

'Oh,

very well. I shan't be many minutes.'

  






  



    

She

passed on and entered the place of refreshment that was kept by

Mrs.

Tubbs. Till recently it had been an ordinary eating-house or

coffee-shop; but having succeeded in obtain a license to sell

strong

liquors, Mrs. Tubbs had converted the establishment into one of a

more pretentious kind. She called it 'Imperial Restaurant and

Luncheon Bar.' The front shone with vermilion paint; the interior

was

aflare with many gas-jets; in the window was disposed a tempting

exhibition of 'snacks' of fish, cold roast fowls, ham-sandwiches,

and

the like; whilst farther back stood a cooking-stove, whereon

frizzled

and vapoured a savoury mess of sausages and onions.

  






  



    

Sidney

turned away a few paces. The inclemency of the night made Upper

Street—the promenade of a great district on account of its spacious

pavement—less frequented than usual; but there were still numbers

of people about, some hastening homewards, some sauntering hither

and

thither in the familiar way, some gathered into gossiping groups.

Kirkwood was irritated by the conversation and laughter that fell

on

his ears, irritated by the distant strains of the band, irritated

above all by the fume of frying that pervaded the air for many

yards

about Mrs. Tubbs's precincts. He observed that the customers

tending

that way were numerous. They consisted mainly of lads and young men

who had come forth from neighbouring places of entertainment. The

locality and its characteristics had been familiar to him from

youth

upwards; but his nature was not subdued to what it worked in, and

the

present fit of disgust was only an accentuation of a mood by which

he

was often possessed. To the Hewetts he had spoken impartially of

Mrs.

Tubbs and her bar; probably that was the right view; but now there

came back upon him the repugnance with which he had regarded

Clara's

proposal when it was first made.

  






  



    

It

seemed to him that he had waited nearly half an hour when Clara

came

forth again. In silence she walked on beside him. Again they

crossed

by the 'Angel' and entered St. John Street Road.

  






  



    

'You've

made your arrangements?' Sidney said, now that there were few

people

passing.

  






  



    

'Yes;

I shall go on Monday.'

  






  



    

'You're

going to live there altogether?'

  






  



    

'Yes;

it'll be more convenient, and then it'll give them more room at

home.

Bob can sleep with the children, and save money.'

  






  



    

'To

be sure!' observed the young man with bitter irony.

  






  



    

Clara

flashed a glance at him. It was a new thing for Sidney to take this

tone with her; not seldom he had expressed unfavourable judgments

by

silence, but he had never spoken to her otherwise than with

deference

and gentleness.

  






  



    

'You

don't seem in a very good temper to-night, Mr. Kirkwood.' she

remarked in a suave tone.

  






  



    

He

disregarded her words, but in a few moments turned upon her and

said

scornfully:

  






  



    

'I

hope you'll enjoy the pleasant, ladylike work you've found! I

should

think it'll improve your self-respect to wait on the gentlemen of

Upper Street!'

  






  



    

Irony

is not a weapon much in use among working people; their wits in

general are too slow. With Sidney, however, it had always been a

habit of speech in indignant criticism, and sympathy made him aware

that nothing would sting Clara more acutely. He saw that he was

successful when she turned her head away and moved it

nervously.

  






  



    

'And

do you suppose I go there because the place pleases me?' she asked

in

a cold, hostile voice. 'You make a great mistake, as you always do

when you pretend to know anything about me. Wait till I've learned

a

little about the business; you won't find me in Upper Street

then.'

  






  



    

'I

understand.'

  






  



    

Again

they walked on in silence. They were nearing Clerkenwell Close, and

had to pass a corner of the prison in a dark lane, where the wind

moaned drearily. The line of the high blank wall was relieved in

colourless gloom against a sky of sheer night. Opposite, the shapes

of poverty-eaten houses and grimy workshops stood huddling in the

obscurity. From near at hand came shrill voices of children chasing

each other about—children playing at midnight between slum and

gaol!

  






  



    

'We're

not likely to see much of each other after to-night,' said Sidney,

stopping.

  






  



    

'The

less the better, I should say, if this is how you're going to talk

to

me.'

  






  



    

'The

less the better, perhaps—at all events for a time. But there's one

or two things on my mind, and I'll say them now. I don't know

whether

you think anything about it, but you must have seen that things are

getting worse and worse at home. Your mother—'

  






  



    

'She's

no mother of mine!' broke in Clara angrily.

  






  



    

'She's

been a mother to you in kindness, that's certain, and you've repaid

her almost as ill as you could have done. Another girl would have

made her hard life a bit easier. No; you've only thought of

yourself.

Your father walks about day after day trying to get work, and how

do

you meet him when he comes home? You fret him and anger him; you

throw him back ill-tempered words when he happens to think

different

from you; you almost break his heart, because you won't give way in

things that he only means for your good—he that would give his life

for you! It's as well you should hear the truth for once, and hear

it

from me, too. Anyone else might speak from all sorts of motives; as

for me, it makes me suffer more to say such things than it ever

could

you to hear them. Laugh if you like! I don't ask you to pay any

heed

to what

  

  



    



      



I

    

  

  



    

've

wished and hoped; but just give a thought to your father, and the

rest of them at home. I told him to-night he'd only to trust you,

that you never could do anything to make him ashamed of you. I said

so, and I believe it. Look, Clara! with all my heart I believe it.

But now you've got your way, think of them a little.'

  






  



    

'It

isn't your fault if I don't know how bad I am,' said the girl with

a

half-smile. That she did not resent his lecture more decidedly was

no

doubt due to its having afforded new proof of the power she had

over

him. Sidney was shaken with emotion; his voice all but failed him

at

the last.

  






  



    

'Good-bye,'

he said, turning away.

  






  



    

Clara

hesitated, looked at him, but finally also said 'Good-bye,' and

went

on alone.

  






  



    

She

walked with bent head, and almost passed the house-door in absence

of

thought. On the threshold was standing Miss Peckover; she drew

aside

to let Clara pass. Between these two was a singular rivalry. Though

by date a year younger than Clara, Clem gave no evidence of being

physically less mature. In the matter of personal charms she

regarded

herself as by far Miss Hewett's superior, and resented vigorously

the

tone of the latter's behaviour to her. Clara, on the other hand,

looked down upon Miss Peckover as a mere vulgar girl; she despised

her brother Bob because he' had allowed himself to be inveigled by

Clem; in intellect, in social standing, she considered herself out

of

all comparison with the landlady's daughter. Clem had the obvious

advantage of being able to ridicule the Hewetts' poverty, and did

so

without sparing. Now, for instance, when Clara was about to pass

with

a distant 'Good-night,' Clem remarked:

  






  



    

'It's

cold, ain't it? I wonder you don't put on a ulster, a night like

this.'

  






  



    

'Thank

you,' was the reply. 'I shan't consult you about how I'm to

dress.'

  






  



    

Clem

laughed, knowing she had the best of the joke.

  






  



    

The

other went upstairs, and entered the back-room, where it was quite

dark.

  






  



    

'That

you, Clara?' asked Amy's voice. 'The candle's on the

mantel-shelf.'

  






  



    

'Why

aren't you asleep?' Clara returned sharply. But the irritation

induced by Clem's triumph quickly passed in reflection on Sidney's

mode of leave-taking. That had not at all annoyed her, but it had

made her thoughtful. She lit the candle. Its light disclosed a room

much barer than the other one. There was one bed, in which Amy and

Annie lay (Clara had to share it with them), and a mattress placed

on

the floor, where reposed little Tom; a low chest of drawers with a

very small looking-glass upon it, a washstand, a few boxes.

Handsome

girls, unfortunate enough to have brains to boot, do not cultivate

the patient virtues in chambers of this description.

  






  



    

There

was a knock at the door. Clara found her father standing

there.

  






  



    

'Have

you anything to tell me, my girl?' he asked in a subdued voice,

furtively regarding her.

  






  



    

'I

shall go on Monday.'

  






  



    

He

drew back a step, and seemed about to return to the other

room.

  






  



    

'Father,

I shall have to give Mrs. Tubbs the five shillings for a few weeks.

She's going to let me have a new dress.'

  






  



    

'Your

earnin's is your own, Clara.'

  






  



    

'Yes;

but I hope very soon to be able to give you something. It's hard

for

you, having no work.'

  






  



    

John

brightened wonderfully.

  






  



    

'Don't

you trouble, my dear. That's all right. Things'll come round

somehow.

You're a good girl. Good-night, my darlin'!'

  






  



    

He

kissed her, and went consoled to his rest.

  






  



    

Miss

Peckover kept going up and down between the kitchen and the

front-door. Down below, Jane was cleaning a copper kettle. Clem,

who

had her sweetest morsel of cruelty yet in store, had devised this

pleasant little job as a way of keeping the child employed till all

was quiet.

  






  



    

She

had just come down to watch the progress of the work, and to give a

smart rap or two on the toiling fingers, when a heavy footstep in

the

passage caused her to dart upstairs again. It was Bob Hewett,

returned from his evening recreations.

  






  



    

'Oh,

that's you, is it?' cried Clem. 'Come down; I want to speak to

you.'

  






  



    

'Wait

till to-morrow,' answered Bob, advancing towards the stairs.

  






  



    

'Wait!

we'll see about that!'

  






  



    

She

sprang forward, and with a prompt exertion of muscle, admirable in

its way, whirled Bob round and dragged him to the head of the

kitchen

flight. The young fellow took it in good part, and went down with

her.

  






  



    

'You

go up into the passage,' said Clem to her servant, and was

immediately obeyed.

  






  



    

'Now,'

resumed Miss Peckover, when she had closed the door, 'who have you

been goin' about with to-night?'

  






  



    

'What

are you talking about?' returned Bob, who had seated himself on the

table, and was regarding Clem jocosely. 'I've been with some pals,

that's all.'

  






  



    

'Pals!

what sort o' pals? Do you call Pennyloaf Candy one o' your

pals?'

  






  



    

She

stood before him in a superb attitude, her head poised fiercely,

her

arms quivering at her sides, all the stature and vigour of her

young

body emphasised by muscular strain.

  






  



    

'Pennyloaf

Candy!' Bob repeated, as if in scorn of the person so named. 'Get

on

with you! I'm sick of hearing you talk about her. Why I haven't

seen

her not these three weeks.'

  






  



    

'It's

a —— lie!' Clem's epithet was too vigorous for reproduction.

'Sukey Jollop saw you with her down by the meat-market, an' Jeck

Bartley saw you too.'

  






  



    

'Jeck

did?' He laughed with obstreperous scorn. 'Why, Jeck's gone to

Homerton to his mother till Saturday night. Don't be such a

bloomin'

fool! Just because Suke Jollop's dead nuts on me, an' I won't have

nothin' to say to her, she goes tellin' these bloomin' lies. When I

see her next, I'll make her go down on her marrow-bones an' beg my

pardon. See if I don't just!'

  






  



    

There

was an engaging frankness in Bob's way of defending himself which

evidently impressed Miss Peckover, though it did not immediately

soothe her irritation. She put her arms a-kimbo, and examined him

with a steady suspicion which would have disconcerted most young

men.

Bob, however, only laughed more heartily. The scene was prolonged.

Bob had no recourse to tenderness to dismiss the girl's jealousy.

His

self-conceit was supreme, and had always stood him in such stead

with

the young ladies who, to use his own expression, were 'dead nuts on

him,' that his love-making, under whatever circumstances, always

took

the form of genial banter

  

  



    



      



de haut en bas

    

  

  



    

.

'Don't be a bloomin' fool!' was the phrase he deemed of most

efficacy

in softening the female heart; and the result seemed to justify

him,

for after some half-hour's wrangling, Clem abandoned her hostile

attitude, and eyed him with a savage kind of admiration.

  






  



    

'When

are you goin' to buy me that locket, Bob, to put a bit of your 'air

in?' she inquired pertinently.

  






  



    

'You

just wait, can't you? There's a event coming off next week. I won't

say nothing, but you just wait.'

  






  



    

'I'm

tired o' waitin'. See here; you ain't goin' to best me out of

it?'

  






  



    

'Me

best you? Don't be a bloomin' fool, Clem!'

  






  



    

He

laughed heartily, and in a few minutes allowed himself to be

embraced

and sent off to his chamber at the top of the house.

  






  



    

Clem

summoned her servant from the passage. At the same moment there

entered another lodger, the only one whose arrival Clem still

awaited. His mode of ascending the stairs was singular; one would

have imagined that he bore some heavy weight, for he proceeded very

slowly, with a great clumping noise, surmounting one step at a time

in the manner of a child. It was Mr. Marple, the cab-driver, and

his

way of going up to bed was very simply explained by the fact that a

daily sixteen hours of sitting on the box left his legs in a numb

and

practically useless condition.

  






  



    

The

house was now quiet. Clem locked the front-door and returned to the

kitchen, eager with anticipation of the jest she was going to carry

out. First of all she had to pick a quarrel with Jane; this was

very

easily managed. She pretended to look about the room for a minute,

then asked fiercely:

  






  



    

'What's

gone with that sixpence I left on the dresser?'

  






  



    

Jane

looked up in terror. She was worn almost to the last point of

endurance by her day and night of labour and agitation. Her face

was

bloodless, her eyelids were swollen with the need of sleep.

  






  



    

'Sixpence!'

she faltered, 'I'm sure I haven't seen no sixpence, miss.'

  






  



    

'You

haven't? Now, I've caught you at last. There's been nobody 'ere but

you. Little thief! We'll see about this in the mornin', an'

to-night

  

  



    



      



you shall sleep in the back-kitchen

    

  

  



    

!'

  






  



    

The

child gasped for breath. The terror of sudden death could not have

exceeded that which rushed upon her heart when she was told that

she

must pass her night in the room where lay the coffin.

  






  



    

'An'

you shan't have no candle, neither,' proceeded Clem, delighted with

the effect she was producing. 'Come along! I'm off to bed, an' I'll

see you safe locked in first, so as no one can come an' hurt

you.'

  






  



    

'Miss!

please!—I can't, I durstn't!'

  






  



    

Jane

pleaded in inarticulate anguish. But Clem had caught her by the

arm,

was dragging her on, on, till she was at the very door of that

ghastly death-cellar. Though thirteen years old, her slight frame

was

as incapable of resisting Clem Peckover's muscles as an infant's

would have been. The door was open, but at that moment Jane uttered

a

shriek which rang and echoed through the whole house. Startled,

Clem

relaxed her grasp. Jane tore herself away, fled up the kitchen

stairs, fled upwards still, flung herself at the feet of someone

who

had come out on to the landing and held a light.

  






  



    

'Oh,

help me! Don't let her! Help me!'

  






  



    

'What's

up with you, Jane?' asked Clara, for it was she who, not being yet

in

bed, had come forth at once on hearing the scream.

  






  



    

Jane

could only cling to her garment, pant hysterically, repeat the same

words of entreaty again and again. Another door opened, and John

Hewett appeared half-dressed.

  






  



    

'What's

wrong?' he cried. 'The 'ouse o' fire? Who yelled out like

that?'

  






  



    

Clem

was coming up; she spoke from the landing below.

  






  



    

'It's

that Jane, just because I gave her a rap as she deserved. Send her

down again.'

  






  



    

'Oh,

no!' cried the poor girl. 'Miss Hewett! be a friend to me! She's

goin' to shut me up all night with the coffin. Don't let her, miss!

I

durstn't! Oh, be a friend to me!'

  






  



    

'Little

liar!' shouted Clem. 'Oh, that bloomin' little liar! when I never

said a word o' such a thing!'

  






  



    

'I'll

believe her a good deal sooner than you,' returned Clara sharply.

'Why, anybody can see she's tellin' the truth—can't they, father?

She's half-scared out of her life. Come in here, Jane; you shall

stay

here till morning.'

  






  



    

By

this time all the grown-up people in the house were on the

staircase;

the clang of tongues was terrific. Clem held her ground stoutly,

and

in virulence was more than a match for all her opponents. Even Bob

did not venture to take her part; he grinned down over the

banisters,

and enjoyed the entertainment immensely. Dick Snape, whose room Bob

shared, took the opportunity of paying off certain old scores he

had

standing against Clem. Mr. Marple, the cab-driver, was very loud

and

very hoarse in condemnation of such barbarity. Mrs. Hewett, looking

as if she had herself risen from a coffin, cried shame on the

general

heartlessness with which Jane was used.

  






  



    

Clara

held to her resolve. She led Jane into the bedroom, then, with a

parting shot at Miss Peckover, herself entered and locked the

door.

  






  



    

'Drink

some water, Jane,' she said, doing her best to reassure the child.

'You're safe for to-night, and we'll see what Mrs. Peckover says

about this when she comes back to-morrow.'

  






  



    

Jane

looked at her rescuer with eyes in which eternal gratitude mingled

with fear for the future. She could cry now, poor thing, and so

little by little recover herself. Words to utter her thanks she had

none; she could only look something of what she felt. Clara made

her

undress and lie down with little Tom on the mattress. In a quarter

of

an hour the candle was extinguished, and but for the wind, which

rattled sashes and doors, and made ghostly sounds in the chimneys,

there was silence throughout the house.

  






  



    

Something

awoke Clara before dawn. She sat up, and became aware that Jane was

talking and crying wildly, evidently re-acting in her sleep the

scene

of a few hours ago. With difficulty Clara broke her slumber.

  






  



    

'Don't

you feel well, Jane?' she asked, noticing a strangeness in the

child's way of replying to her.

  






  



    

'Not

very, miss. My head's bad, an' I'm so thirsty. May I drink out of

the

jug, miss?'

  






  



    

'Stay

where you are. I'll bring it to you.'

  






  



    

Jane

drank a great deal. Presently she fell again into slumber, which

was

again broken in the same way. Clara did not go to sleep, and as

soon

as it was daylight she summoned her father to come and look at the

child. Jane was ill, and, as everyone could see, rapidly grew

worse.
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JANE

IS VISITED

    

  






  



    

At

ten o'clock next morning Mrs. Peckover reached home. She was a

tall,

big-boned woman of fifty, with an arm like a coalheaver's. She had

dark hair, which shone and was odorous with unguents; a sallow,

uncomely face, and a handsome moustache. Her countenance was more

difficult to read than Clem's; a coarse, and most likely brutal,

nature was plain enough in its lines, but there was also a

suggestion

of self-restraint, of sagacity, at all events of cunning—qualities

which were decidedly not inherited by her daughter. With her came

the

relative whose presence had been desired at the funeral to-day.

This

was Mrs. Gully, a stout person with a very red nose and bleared

eyes.

The credit of the family demanded that as many relatives as

possible

should follow the hearse, and Mrs. Peckover's reason for conducting

Mrs. Gully hither was a justifiable fear lest, if she came alone,

the

latter would arrive in too manifest a state of insobriety. A

certain

amount of stimulant had been permitted on the way, just enough to

assist a genteel loquacity, for which Mrs. Gully had a reputation.

She had given her word to abstain from further imbibing until after

the funeral.

  






  



    

The

news which greeted her arrival was anything but welcome to Mrs.

Peckover. In the first place, there would be far more work than

usual

to be performed in the house to-day, and Jane could be ill spared.

Worse than that, however, Clara Hewett, who was losing half a day's

work on Jane's account, made a very emphatic statement as to the

origin of the illness, and said that if anything happened to Jane,

there would be disagreeable facts forthcoming at a coroner's

inquest.

Having looked at the sick child, Mrs. Peckover went downstairs and

shut herself up with Clem. There was a stormy interview.

  






  



    

'So

you thought you'd have yer fling, did you, just because I wasn't

'ere? You must go makin' trouble, just to suit yer own fancies!

I'll

pay you, my lady! Gr-r-r!'

  






  



    

Whereupon

followed the smack of a large hand on a fleshy cheek, so vigorous

and

unexpected a blow that even the sturdy Clem staggered back.

  






  



    

'You

leave me alone, will you?' she roared out, her smitten cheek in a

flame. 'Do that again, an' I'll give you somethin' for yerself! See

if I don't! You just try it on!'

  






  



    

The

room rang with uproarious abuse, with disgusting language, with the

terrific threats which are such common flowers of rhetoric in that

world, and generally mean nothing whatever. The end of it all was

that Clem went to fetch a doctor; one in whom Mrs. Peckover could

repose confidence. The man was, in fact, a druggist, with a shop in

an obscure street over towards St. Luke's; in his window was

exhibited a card which stated that a certain medical man could be

consulted here daily. The said medical man had, in fact, so much

more

business than he could attend to—his name appearing in many

shops—that the druggist was deputed to act as his assistant, and

was considerately supplied with death-certificates, already signed,

and only needing to be filled in with details. Summoned by Mrs.

Peckover, whose old acquaintance he was, the druggist left the shop

in care of his son, aged fifteen, and sped to Clerkenwell Close. He

made light of Jane's ailment. 'A little fever, that was all—soon

pull her round. Any wounds, by-the-by? No? Oh, soon pull her round.

Send for medicines.'

  






  



    

'We'll

have her down in the back-kitchen as soon as the corffin's away,'

said Mrs. Peckover to Mrs. Hewett. 'Don't you upset yerself about

it,

my dear; you've got quite enough to think about. Yer 'usband got

anythink yet? Dear, dear! Don't you put yerself out. I'm sure it

was

a great kindness of you to let the troublesome thing lay 'ere all

night.'

  






  



    

Funeral

guests were beginning to assemble. On arriving, they were conducted

first of all into the front-room on the ground-floor, the

Peckovers'

parlour. It was richly furnished. In the centre stood a round

table,

which left small space for moving about, and was at present covered

with refreshments. A polished sideboard supported a row of

dessert-plates propped on their edges, and a number of glass

vessels,

probably meant for ornament alone, as they could not possibly have

been put to any use. A low cupboard in a recess was surmounted by a

frosted cardboard model of St. Paul's under a glass case, behind

which was reared an oval tray painted with flowers.. Over the

mantel-piece was the regulation mirror, its gilt frame enveloped in

coarse yellow gauze; the mantel-piece itself bore a 'wealth' of

embellishments in glass and crockery. On each side of it hung a

framed silhouette, portraits of ancestors. Other pictures there

were

many, the most impressive being an ancient oil-painting, of which

the

canvas bulged forth from the frame; the subject appeared to be a

ship, but was just as likely a view of the Alps. Several German

prints conveyed instruction as well as delight; one represented the

trial of Strafford in Westminster Hall; another, the trial of

William

Lord Russell, at the Old Bailey. There was also a group of engraved

portraits, the Royal Family of England early in the reign of Queen

Victoria; and finally, 'The Destruction of Nineveh,' by John

Martin.

Along the window-sill were disposed flower-pots containing

artificial

plants; one or other was always being knocked down by the curtains

or

blinds.

  






  



    

Each

guest having taken a quaff of ale or spirits or what was called

wine,

with perhaps a mouthful of more solid sustenance, was then led down

into the back-kitchen to view the coffin and the corpse. I mention

the coffin first, because in everyone's view this was the main

point

of interest. Could Mrs. Peckover have buried the old woman in an

orange-crate, she would gladly have done so for the saving of

expense; but with relatives and neighbours to consider, she drew a

great deal of virtue out of necessity, and dealt so very handsomely

with the undertaker, that this burial would be the talk of the

Close

for some weeks. The coffin was inspected inside and out, was

admired

and appraised, Mrs. Peckover being at hand to check the estimates.

At

the same time every most revolting detail of the dead woman's last

illness was related and discussed and mused over and exclaimed

upon.

'A lovely corpse, considerin' her years,' was the general opinion.

Then all went upstairs again, and once more refreshed themselves.

The

house smelt like a bar-room.

  






  



    

'Everythink

most respectable, I'm sure!' remarked the female mourners to each

other, as they crowded together in the parlour.

  






  



    

'An'

so it had ought to be!' exclaimed one, in an indignant tone, such

as

is reserved for the expression of offence among educated people,

but

among the poor—the London poor, least original and least articulate

beings within the confines of civilisation—has also to do duty for

friendly emphasis. 'If Mrs. Peckover can't afford to do things

respectable, who can?'

  






  



    

And

the speaker looked defiantly about her, as if daring contradiction.

But only approving murmurs replied. Mrs. Peckover had, in fact, the

reputation of being wealthy; she was always inheriting, always

accumulating what her friends called 'interess,' never expending as

other people needs must. The lodgings she let enabled her to live

rent-free and rate-free. Clem's earnings at an artificial-flower

factory more than paid for that young lady's board and clothing,

and

all other outlay was not worth mentioning as a deduction from the

income created by her sundry investments. Her husband—ten years

deceased—had been a 'moulder'; he earned on an average between

three and four pounds a week, and was so prudently disposed that,

for

the last decade of his life, he made it a rule never to spend a

farthing of his wages. Mrs. Peckover at that time kept a small

beer-shop in Rosoman Street—small and unpretending in appearance,

but through it there ran a beery Pactolus. By selling the business

shortly after her husband's death, Mrs. Peckover realised a

handsome

capital. She retired into private life, having a strong sense of

personal dignity, and feeling it necessary to devote herself to the

moral training of her only child.

  






  



    

At

half-past eleven Mrs. Peckover was arrayed in her mourning

robes—new,

dark-glistening. During her absence Clem had kept guard over Mrs.

Gully, whom it was very difficult indeed to restrain from the

bottles

and decanters; the elder lady coming to relieve, Clem could rush

away

and don her own solemn garments. The undertaker with his men

arrived;

the hearse and coaches drove up; the Close was in a state of

excitement. 'Now that's what I call a respectable turn-out!' was

the

phrase passed from mouth to mouth in the crowd gathering near the

door. Children in great numbers had absented themselves from school

for the purpose of beholding this procession. 'I do like to see

spirited 'orses at a funeral!' remarked one of the mourners, who

had

squeezed his way to the parlour window. 'It puts the finishin'

touch,

as you may say, don't it?' When the coffin was borne forth, there

was

such a press in the street that the men with difficulty reached the

hearse. As the female mourners stepped across the pavement with

handkerchiefs held to their mouths, a sigh of satisfaction was

audible throughout the crowd; the males were less sympathetically

received, and some jocose comments from a costermonger, whose

business was temporarily interrupted, excited indulgent

smiles.

  






  



    

The

procession moved slowly away, and the crowd, unwilling to disperse

immediately, looked about for some new source of entertainment.

They

were fortunate, for at this moment came round the corner an

individual notorious throughout Clerkenwell as 'Mad Jack.' Mad he

presumably was—at all events, an idiot. A lanky, raw-boned,

red-beaded man, perhaps forty years old; not clad, but hung over

with

the filthiest rags; hatless, shoeless. He supported himself by

singing in the streets, generally psalms, and with eccentric

modulations of the voice which always occasioned mirth in hearers.

Sometimes he stood at a corner and began the delivery of a passage

of

Scripture in French; how, where, or when he could have acquired

this

knowledge was a mystery, and Jack would throw no light on his own

past. At present, having watched the funeral coaches pass away, he

lifted up his voice in a terrific blare, singing, 'All ye works of

the Lord, bless ye the Lord, praise Him and magnify Him for ever.'

Instantly he was assailed by the juvenile portion of the throng,

was

pelted with anything that came to hand, mocked mercilessly,

buffeted

from behind. For a while he persisted in his psalmody, but at

length,

without warning, he rushed upon his tormentors, and with angry

shrieks endeavoured to take revenge. The uproar continued till a

policeman came and cleared the way. Then Jack went off again,

singing, 'All ye works of the Lord.' With his voice blended that of

the costermonger, 'Penny a bundill!'

  






  



    

Up

in the Hewetts' back-room lay Jane Snowdon, now seemingly asleep,

now

delirious. When she talked, a name was constantly upon her lips;

she

kept calling for 'Mr. Kirkwood.' Amy was at school; Annie and Tom

frequently went into the room and gazed curiously at the sick girl.

Mrs. Hewett felt so ill to-day that she could only lie on the bed

and

try to silence her baby's crying.

  






  



    

The

house-door was left wide open between the departure and return of

the

mourners; a superstition of the people demands this. The Peckovers

brought back with them some half a dozen relatives and friends,

invited to a late dinner. The meal had been in preparation at an

eating-house close by, and was now speedily made ready in the

parlour. A liberal supply of various ales was furnished by the

agency

of a pot-boy (Jane's absence being much felt), and in the course of

half an hour or so the company were sufficiently restored to

address

themselves anew to the bottles and decanters. Mrs. Gully was now

permitted to obey her instincts; the natural result could be

attributed to overstrung feelings.

  






  



    

Just

when the mourners had grown noisily hilarious, testifying thereby

to

the respectability with which things were being conducted to the

very

end, Mrs. Peckover became aware of a knocking at the front-door.

She

bade her daughter go and see who it was. Clem, speedily returning,

beckoned her mother from among the guests.

  






  



    

'It's

somebody wants to know if there ain't somebody called Snowdon

livin'

'ere,' she whispered in a tone of alarm. 'An old man.'

  






  



    

Mrs.

Peckover never drank more than was consistent with the perfect

clearness of her brain. At present she had very red cheeks, and her

cat-like eyes gleamed noticeably, but any kind of business would

have

found her as shrewdly competent as ever.

  






  



    

'What

did you say?' she whispered savagely

  






  



    

'Said

I'd come an' ask.'

  






  



    

'You

stay 'ere. Don't say nothink.'

  






  



    

Mrs.

Peckover left the room, closed the door behind her, and went along

the passage. On the doorstep stood a man with white hair, wearing

an

unusual kind of cloak and a strange hat. He looked at the landlady

without speaking.

  






  



    

'What

was you wantin', mister?'

  






  



    

'I

have been told,' replied the man in a clear, grave voice, 'that a

child of the name of Snowdon lives in your house, ma'am.'

  






  



    

'Eh?

Who told you that?'

  






  



    

'The

people next door but one. I've been asking at many houses in the

neighbourhood. There used to be relations of mine lived somewhere

here; I don't know the house, nor the street exactly. The name

isn't

so very common. If you don't mind, I should like to ask you who the

child's parents was.'

  






  



    

Mrs.

Peckover's eyes were searching the speaker with the utmost

closeness.

  






  



    

'I

don't mind tellin' you,' she said, 'that there

  

  



    



      



is

    

  

  



    



a child of that name in the 'ouse, a young girl, at least. Though I

don't rightly know her age, I take her for fourteen or

fifteen.'

  






  



    

The

old man seemed to consult his recollections.

  






  



    

'If

it's anyone I'm thinking of,' he said slowly, 'she can't be quite

as

old as that.'

  






  



    

The

woman's face changed; she looked away for a moment.

  






  



    

'Well,

as I was sayin', I don't rightly know her age. Any way, I'm

responsible for her. I've been a mother to her, an' a good

mother—though I say it myself—these six years or more. I look on

her now as a child o' my own. I don't know who you may be, mister.

P'r'aps you've come from abroad?'

  






  



    

'Yes,

I have. There's no reason why I shouldn't tell you that I'm trying

to

find any of my kin that are still alive, There was a married son of

mine that once lived somewhere about here. His name was Joseph

James

Snowdon. When I last heard of him, he was working at a

'lectroplater's in Clerkenwell. That was thirteen years ago. I deal

openly with you; I shall thank you if you'll do the like with

me.'

  






  



    

'See,

will you just come in? I've got a few friends in the front-room;

there's been a death in the 'ouse, an' there's sickness, an' we're

out of order a bit, I'll ask you to come downstairs.'

  






  



    

It

was late in the afternoon, and though lights were not yet required

in

the upper rooms, the kitchen would have been all but dark save for

the fire. Mrs. Peckover lit a lamp and bade her visitor be seated.

Then she re-examined his face, his attire, his hands. Everything

about him told of a life spent in mechanical labour. His speech was

that of an untaught man, yet differed greatly from the tongue

prevailing in Clerkenwell; he was probably not a Londoner by birth,

and—a point of more moment—he expressed himself in the tone of

one who is habitually thoughtful, who, if the aid of books has been

denied to him, still has won from life the kind of knowledge which

develops character. Mrs. Peckover had small experience of faces

which

bear the stamp of simple sincerity. This man's countenance put her

out. As a matter of course, he wished to overreach her in some way,

but he was obviously very deep indeed. And then she found it so

difficult to guess his purposes. How would he proceed if she gave

him

details of Jane's history, admitting that she was the child of

Joseph

James Snowdon? What, again, had he been told by the people of whom

he

had made inquiries? She needed time to review her position.

  






  



    

'As

I was sayin',' she resumed, poking the fire, 'I've been a mother to

her these six years or more, an' I feel I done the right thing by

her. She was left on my 'ands by them as promised to pay for her

keep; an' a few months, I may say a few weeks, was all as ever I

got.

Another woman would a sent the child to the 'Ouse; but that's

always

the way with me; I'm always actin' against my own

interesses.'

  






  



    

'You

say that her parents went away and left her?' asked the old man,

knitting his brows.

  






  



    

'Her

father did. Her mother, she died in this very 'ouse, an' she was

buried from it. He gave her a respectable burial, I'll say that

much

for him. An' I shouldn't have allowed anything but one as was

respectable to leave this 'ouse; I'd sooner a paid money out o' my

own pocket. That's always the way with me. Mr. Willis, he's my

undertaker; you'll find him at Number 17 Green Passage. He buried

my

'usband; though that wasn't from the Close; but I never knew a job

turned out more respectable. He was 'ere to-day; we've only just

buried my 'usband's mother. That's why I ain't quite

myself—see?'

  






  



    

Mrs.

Peckover was not wont to be gossippy. She became so at present,

partly in consequence of the stimulants she had taken to support

her

through a trying ceremony, partly as a means of obtaining time to

reflect. Jane's unlucky illness made an especial difficulty in her

calculations. She felt that the longer she delayed mention of the

fact, the more likely was she to excite suspicion; on the other

hand,

she could not devise the suitable terms in which to reveal it. The

steady gaze of the old man was disconcerting. Not that he searched

her face with a cunning scrutiny, such as her own eyes expressed;

she

would have found that less troublesome, as being familiar. The

anxiety, the troubled anticipation, which her words had aroused in

him, were wholly free from shadow of ignoble motive; he was pained,

and the frequent turning away of his look betrayed that part of the

feeling was caused by observation of the woman herself, but every

movement visible on his features was subdued by patience and

mildness. Suffering was a life's habit with him, and its fruit in

this instance that which (spite of moral commonplace) it least

often

bears—self-conquest.
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