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Chapter 1
Peg O'Neill Pays the Captain's Debts


A very odd thing happened to my uncle, Mr. Watson, of
Haddlestone; and to enable you to understand it, I must begin at
the beginning.

In the year 1822, Mr. James Walshawe, more commonly known as
Captain Walshawe, died at the age of eighty-one years. The Captain
in his early days, and so long as health and strength permitted,
was a scamp of the active, intriguing sort; and spent his days and
nights in sowing his wild oats, of which he seemed to have an
inexhaustible stock. The harvest of this tillage was plentifully
interspersed with thorns, nettles, and thistles, which stung the
husbandman unpleasantly, and did not enrich him.

Captain Walshawe was very well known in the neighborhood of
Wauling, and very generally avoided there. A "captain" by courtesy,
for he had never reached that rank in the army list. He had quitted
the service in 1766, at the age of twenty-five; immediately
previous to which period his debts had grown so troublesome, that
he was induced to extricate himself by running away with and
marrying an heiress.

Though not so wealthy quite as he had imagined, she proved a
very comfortable investment for what remained of his shattered
affections; and he lived and enjoyed himself very much in his old
way, upon her income, getting into no end of scrapes and scandals,
and a good deal of debt and money trouble.

When he married his wife, he was quartered in Ireland, at
Clonmel, where was a nunnery, in which, as pensioner, resided Miss
O'Neill, or as she was called in the country, Peg O'Neill—the
heiress of whom I have spoken.

Her situation was the only ingredient of romance in the affair,
for the young lady was decidedly plain, though good-humoured
looking, with that style of features which is termed
potato; and in figure she was a little too plump, and
rather short. But she was impressible; and the handsome young
English Lieutenant was too much for her monastic tendencies, and
she eloped.

In England there are traditions of Irish fortune-hunters, and in
Ireland of English. The fact is, it was the vagrant class of each
country that chiefly visited the other in old times; and a handsome
vagabond, whether at home or abroad, I suppose, made the most of
his face, which was also his fortune.

At all events, he carried off the fair one from the sanctuary;
and for some sufficient reason, I suppose, they took up their abode
at Wauling, in Lancashire.

Here the gallant captain amused himself after his fashion,
sometimes running up, of course on business, to London. I believe
few wives have ever cried more in a given time than did that poor,
dumpy, potato-faced heiress, who got over the nunnery garden wall,
and jumped into the handsome Captain's arms, for love.

He spent her income, frightened her out of her wits with oaths
and threats, and broke her heart.

Latterly she shut herself up pretty nearly altogether in her
room. She had an old, rather grim, Irish servant-woman in
attendance upon her. This domestic was tall, lean, and religious,
and the Captain knew instinctively she hated him; and he hated her
in return, often threatened to put her out of the house, and
sometimes even to kick her out of the window. And whenever a wet
day confined him to the house, or the stable, and he grew tired of
smoking, he would begin to swear and curse at her for a
diddled old mischief-maker, that could never be easy, and
was always troubling the house with her cursed stories, and so
forth.

But years passed away, and old Molly Doyle remained still in her
original position. Perhaps he thought that there must be somebody
there, and that he was not, after all, very likely to change for
the better.










Chapter 2
The Blessed Candle


He tolerated another intrusion, too, and thought himself a
paragon of patience and easy good nature for so doing. A Roman
Catholic clergyman, in a long black frock, with a low standing
collar, and a little white muslin fillet round his neck—tall,
sallow, with blue chin, and dark steady eyes—used to glide up and
down the stairs, and through the passages; and the Captain
sometimes met him in one place and sometimes in another. But by a
caprice incident to such tempers he treated this cleric
exceptionally, and even with a surly sort of courtesy, though he
grumbled about his visits behind his back.

I do not know that he had a great deal of moral courage, and the
ecclesiastic looked severe and self-possessed; and somehow he
thought he had no good opinion of him, and if a natural occasion
were offered, might say extremely unpleasant things, and hard to be
answered.

Well the time came at last, when poor Peg O'Neill—in an evil
hour Mrs. James Walshawe—must cry, and quake, and pray her last.
The doctor came from Penlynden, and was just as vague as usual, but
more gloomy, and for about a week came and went oftener. The cleric
in the long black frock was also daily there. And at last came that
last sacrament in the gates of death, when the sinner is traversing
those dread steps that never can be retraced; when the face is
turned for ever from life, and we see a receding shape, and hear a
voice already irrevocably in the land of spirits.

So the poor lady died; and some people said the Captain "felt it
very much." I don't think he did. But he was not very well just
then, and looked the part of mourner and penitent to
admiration—being seedy and sick. He drank a great deal of brandy
and water that night, and called in Farmer Dobbs, for want of
better company, to drink with him; and told him all his grievances,
and how happy he and "the poor lady up-stairs" might have been, had
it not been for liars, and pick-thanks, and tale-bearers, and the
like, who came between them—meaning Molly Doyle—whom, as he waxed
eloquent over his liquor, he came at last to curse and rail at by
name, with more than his accustomed freedom. And he described his
own natural character and amiability in such moving terms, that he
wept maudlin tears of sensibility over his theme; and when Dobbs
was gone, drank some more grog, and took to railing and cursing
again by himself; and then mounted the stairs unsteadily, to see
"what the devil Doyle and the other —— old witches were about in
poor Peg's room."

When he pushed open the door, he found some half-dozen crones,
chiefly Irish, from the neighbouring town of Hackleton, sitting
over tea and snuff, etc., with candles lighted round the corpse,
which was arrayed in a strangely cut robe of brown serge. She had
secretly belonged to some order—I think the Carmelite, but I am not
certain—and wore the habit in her coffin.

"What the d—— are you doing with my wife?" cried the Captain,
rather thickly. "How dare you dress her up in this —— trumpery,
you—you cheating old witch; and what's that candle doing in her
hand?"

I think he was a little startled, for the spectacle was grisly
enough. The dead lady was arrayed in this strange brown robe, and
in her rigid fingers, as in a socket, with the large wooden beads
and cross wound round it, burned a wax candle, shedding its white
light over the sharp features of the corpse. Moll Doyle was not to
be put down by the Captain, whom she hated, and accordingly, in her
phrase, "he got as good as he gave." And the Captain's wrath waxed
fiercer, and he chucked the wax taper from the dead hand, and was
on the point of flinging it at the old serving-woman's head.

"The holy candle, you sinner!" cried she.

"I've a mind to make you eat it, you beast," cried the
Captain.

But I think he had not known before what it was, for he subsided
a little sulkily, and he stuffed his hand with the candle (quite
extinct by this time) into his pocket, and said he—

"You know devilish well you had no business going on with
y-y-your d—— witch-craft about my poor wife, without my
leave—you do—and you'll please take off that d—— brown pinafore,
and get her decently into her coffin, and I'll pitch your devil's
waxlight into the sink."

And the Captain stalked out of the room.

"An' now her poor sowl's in prison, you wretch, be the mains o'
ye; an' may yer own be shut into the wick o' that same candle, till
it's burned out, ye savage."

"I'd have you ducked for a witch, for two-pence," roared the
Captain up the staircase, with his hand on the banisters, standing
on the lobby. But the door of the chamber of death clapped angrily,
and he went down to the parlour, where he examined the holy candle
for a while, with a tipsy gravity, and then with something of that
reverential feeling for the symbolic, which is not uncommon in
rakes and scamps, he thoughtfully locked it up in a press, where
were accumulated all sorts of obsolete rubbish—soiled packs of
cards, disused tobacco pipes, broken powder flasks, his military
sword, and a dusky bundle of the "Flash Songster," and other
questionable literature.

He did not trouble the dead lady's room any more. Being a
volatile man it is probable that more cheerful plans and
occupations began to entertain his fancy.










Chapter 3 My
Uncle Watson Visits Wauling


So the poor lady was buried decently, and Captain Walshawe
reigned alone for many years at Wauling. He was too shrewd and too
experienced by this time to run violently down the steep hill that
leads to ruin. So there was a method in his madness; and after a
widowed career of more than forty years, he, too, died at last with
some guineas in his purse.

Forty years and upwards is a great edax rerum, and a
wonderful chemical power. It acted forcibly upon the gay Captain
Walshawe. Gout supervened, and was no more conducive to temper than
to enjoyment, and made his elegant hands lumpy at all the small
joints, and turned them slowly into crippled claws. He grew stout
when his exercise was interfered with, and ultimately almost
corpulent. He suffered from what Mr. Holloway calls "bad legs," and
was wheeled about in a great leathern-backed chair, and his
infirmities went on accumulating with his years.

I am sorry to say, I never heard that he repented, or turned his
thoughts seriously to the future. On the contrary, his talk grew
fouler, and his fun ran upon his favourite sins, and his temper
waxed more truculent. But he did not sink into dotage. Considering
his bodily infirmities, his energies and his malignities, which
were many and active, were marvellously little abated by time. So
he went on to the close. When his temper was stirred, he cursed and
swore in a way that made decent people tremble. It was a word and a
blow with him; the latter, luckily, not very sure now. But he would
seize his crutch and make a swoop or a pound at the offender, or
shy his medicine-bottle, or his tumbler, at his head.

It was a peculiarity of Captain Walshawe, that he, by this time,
hated nearly everybody. My uncle, Mr. Watson, of Haddlestone, was
cousin to the Captain, and his heir-at-law. But my uncle had lent
him money on mortgage of his estates, and there had been a treaty
to sell, and terms and a price were agreed upon, in "articles"
which the lawyers said were still in force.

I think the ill-conditioned Captain bore him a grudge for being
richer than he, and would have liked to do him an ill turn. But it
did not lie in his way; at least while he was living.

My uncle Watson was a Methodist, and what they call a
"classleader"; and, on the whole, a very good man. He was now near
fifty—grave, as beseemed his profession—somewhat dry—and a little
severe, perhaps—but a just man.

A letter from the Penlynden doctor reached him at Haddlestone,
announcing the death of the wicked old Captain; and suggesting his
attendance at the funeral, and the expediency of his being on the
spot to look after things at Wauling. The reasonableness of this
striking my good uncle, he made his journey to the old house in
Lancashire incontinently, and reached it in time for the
funeral.

My uncle, whose traditions of the Captain were derived from his
mother, who remembered him in his slim, handsome youth—in shorts,
cocked-hat and lace, was amazed at the bulk of the coffin which
contained his mortal remains; but the lid being already screwed
down, he did not see the face of the bloated old sinner.
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