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OUR MUTUAL FRIEND

CHARLES DICKENS was born at Portsmouth on 7 February 1812, the second of eight children. Dickens’s childhood experiences were similar to those depicted in David Copperfield. His father, who was a government clerk, was imprisoned for debt and Dickens was briefly sent to work in a blacking warehouse at the age of twelve. He received little formal education, but taught himself shorthand and became a reporter of parliamentary debates for the Morning Chronicle. He began to publish sketches in various periodicals, which were subsequently republished as Sketches by Boz. The Pickwick Papers was published in 1836–7 and after a slow start became a publishing phenomenon and Dickens’s characters the centre of a popular cult. Part of the secret of his success was the method of cheap serial publication which Dickens used for all his novels. He began Oliver Twist in 1837, followed by Nicholas Nickleby (1838) and The Old Curiosity Shop (1840–41). After finishing Barnaby Rudge (1841) Dickens set off for America; he went full of enthusiasm for the young republic but, in spite of a triumphant reception, he returned disillusioned. His experiences are recorded in American Notes (1842). Martin Chuzzlewit (1843–4) did not repeat its predecessors’ success but this was quickly redressed by the huge popularity of the Christmas Books, of which the first, A Christmas Carol, appeared in 1843. During 1844–6 Dickens travelled abroad and he began Dombey and Son while in Switzerland. This and David Copperfield (1849–50) were more serious in theme and more carefully planned than his early novels. In later works, such as Bleak House (1853) and Little Dorrit (1857), Dickens’s social criticism became more radical and his comedy more savage. In 1850 Dickens started the weekly periodical Household Words, succeeded in 1859 by All the Year Round; in these he published Hard Times (1854), A Tale of Two Cities (1859) and Great Expectations (1860–61). Dickens’s health was failing during the 1860s and the physical strain of the public readings which he began in 1858 hastened his decline, although Our Mutual Friend (1865) displays some of his strongest writing. His last novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, was never completed and he died on 9 June 1870. Public grief at his death was considerable and he was buried in the Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey.
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INTRODUCTION

Midway through this novel a bad piece of work is fished out of the Thames. There is excitement at the local tavern, where a doctor and four regulars work to reanimate the dank carcass. At the first signs of returning life, the rough fellows weep. They would not shed tears over the living man or his memory, in this world or the other, but ‘a striving human soul between the two’ is something else.

Most of the life in Dickens’s last completed novel tends to a state of suspended animation. Nothing seems certainly dead nor entirely alive. The wood that upholds the riverside tavern remembers the forests from which it derives. Silas Wegg’s leg forgets that it is ‘a timber fiction’ and behaves like a more fleshly member. At his friend Mr Venus’s shop the skeletons, stuffed animals and bottled babies make an attentive audience to the scenes they witness. The dolls dressed by Jenny Wren out of scraps and remnants are hard to distinguish from her models and patrons. The idea of a completely finished product is a fiction, and so is the idea of purely raw material. All matter has been used before and will be used again. Every thing and every body is partly composed of the dead-but-not-gone, which will in turn decompose and be shaped into new forms of matter. Meanwhile, what of the life it temporarily houses, its ‘soul’?

Our Mutual Friend shares with Dickens’s previous fiction the vision of a world in which the living and the dead, beings and things, matter and spirit, cannot be certainly sorted from each other. But the temper in which it anatomizes a corrupt society is more sombre, more muted and more appalled than ever before. In its vast scope and perilous ambitions it has much in common with Bleak House and Little Dorrit, but its manner is more stealthy, on edge, enigmatic. The light in it is fitful or guttering; movements are galvanic, spasmodic.

Its distinctive qualities owe something to the circumstances of Dickens’s personal life in the early 1860s, saddened and fired by estrangement from his wife and the secret affair with Ellen Ternan. He suffered a series of bereavements. In September 1863 his mother died (‘quite suddenly at last. Her condition was frightful,’ he wrote1); so too, far off in India, did his son Walter a few months later. He grieved sharply for the loss of old friends and associates such as Frank Stone, Arthur Smith, Thackeray, Augustus Egg, John Leech. There were more mundane pains to contemplate. He had passed fifty years of age and his body was beginning to protest at the strains on it. He was never happy unless he was free to walk, at large and at length and at speed, by day and by night. Even in the teeth of the dust. Get out of town, if you can, he told Forster in March 1864, even if he could not himself: ‘Yesterday (I walked long against the dust) was a day to fly from. Utterly abominable and unwholesome’ (Nonesuch, p. 384). Imagine the rage when he was laid up for several months the following spring with what he stubbornly insisted was a frost-bitten foot. Then on 9 June 1865, travelling back from Paris by rail with Nelly, he was nearly killed in the Staplehurst accident (see Postscript note 6). He told friends of the horror of working ‘for hours among the dying and the dead’ (Nonesuch III, pp. 423ff.). It required a violent summoning of his shaken energies to finish this novel by the beginning of September.

He was, to use his own word, ‘restless’. In a letter to Forster of June 1862 he harked back to the unhappiness of his childhood: ‘The never to be forgotten misery of that old time, bred a certain shrinking sensitiveness in a certain ill-clad ill-fed child, that I have found come back in the never to be forgotten misery of this later time’ (Nonesuch, p. 297). Some readers have been keen to find traces of Ellen Ternan in the women of his later fiction, but it is vain to search for her features here in his leading women, Bella Wilfer and Lizzie Hexam. More plausible to feel Dickens’s own misery being shot into his principal men, the shrinking John Harmon, the unfocused Eugene Wrayburn, the possessed Bradley Headstone, and the various emotions they display towards themselves, of pity, dissatisfaction, bewilderment, even hatred. In the summer of 1863 he confessed that he had been trying out in private the murder in Oliver Twist, ‘but have got something so horrible out of it that I am afraid to try it in public’ (Nonesuch, p. 353). He was about to create a new kind of murderer, whose violence is masked by a veneer of decency, as timely a terror to readers of the 1860s as Sikes had been twenty-five years earlier in the late 1830s.

The temper of the novel also owes much to the terms of anxious debate in the years following the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859), and the controversial Essays and Reviews by a group of theological liberals (i860). It is marked by a fresh kind of interest in human origins and ends, by the new metaphors drawn from evolutionary biology, the slime and ooze and swamp from which human life might have evolved, and the bird, reptile and animal life-forms, surviving and extinct, with which human being might prove to have even more in common than allegorical tradition had always insisted. The villains in this novel are jointly fathered by Ben Jonson and Darwin, by new science and old morality. And what of old religion? There is a quickened curiosity about the force of biblical tales and the credibility of their teachings. Indeed one of the most fraught questions about this novel is the status of its religious allusions and associations. Are they living or dead? Or are they, like so much else in this fictional world, suspended between the two?

Dickens had completed the writing of Great Expectations in the summer of 1861, but it was well over two years before he settled down to his next novel. It was to be a work in twenty monthly parts, a return to the form he had last used for Little Dorrit (1855–7), and for so many of his earlier works. He fixed on the title in the autumn of 1862, and the following spring he tried to get started, but it was only in October 1863 that he finally got under way. His Book of Memoranda2 contains a number of entries between 1862 and 1864 which relate to the genesis of the novel, names such as Tippins, Twemlow, Harmon, Lammle and Lightword [sic], and Rokesmith, Snigsworth, Podsnap, Boffin, Wilfer, Glibbery, Mulvey, Wegg, Kibble, Akershem, Riderhood. One entry describes a bill on the wall by the waterside, ‘Found Drowned’, which seems to date back to 1855 but which Dickens himself notes as ‘Done in Our Mutual’. There are others that point to the Hexams and Rogue Riderhood, to the Wilfers, the Lammles and the Veneerings. Most importantly, there is the note that Dickens himself refers to Rokesmith: ‘LEADING INCIDENT FOR A STORY. A man – young and eccentric?–feigns to be dead, and is dead to all intents and purposes external to himself, and… for years retains that singular view of life and character.’ There are also several jottings which relate to the ‘death’ of Wrayburn, the other leading man, including an early version of a speech on his sick-bed, or as it seems at this time, death-bed.

In Great Expectations he had explored the idea of a personal past. For its successor he would take a broader view of what it means to recycle old matter. This was an idea that he was to develop at various levels and often oblique angles, not only in the dust-heaps and corpses, the scavengers and cannibals that dominate the foreground, but also in the repetition of stories and forms derived from old scripture and prayer-book, new science, fairytale, nursery rhyme, popular ballad, theatre, newspaper, education. The very idea of repetition, endlessly varied, was to become the novel’s key-note.

After he had completed the first two numbers, Dickens told Wilkie Collins that the new story was ‘a combination of drollery with romance’; it required a deal of pains and ‘a perfect throwing away of points that might be amplified’ (Nonesuch, p. 378). A casual expression, yet one that will coincide with some of the novel’s deepest concerns about what it means to ‘throw away’ things. He confessed to feeling dazed at a return to ‘the large canvas and the big brushes’. It was like acting at the San Carlo after Tavistock House, a vast amphitheatre after the domestic stage of his London home of the 1850s. But Dickens always wanted everything. What he was after now was not only the old grand gestures but also a new kind of manner–elliptical, ‘throw-away’3 –for which an audience would require new ears.3 In the first number, for instance, there is a passing mention of a poster on the wall of the Hexam dwelling, about the drowning of a ‘drunken old chap, in a pair of list slippers and a nightcap’. When Lizzie Hexam much later asks her brother, ‘You remember the bills upon the walls at home?’, anyone reading the number for October 1864 would have to think back five months to recognize the connection in Lizzie’s mind, before weighing the pain that lies behind her broken speech: ‘Any compensation–restitution–never mind the word, you know my meaning. Father’s grave.’ Another instance might be the ‘father’s grave’ that lies no less heavily on John Harmon, along with his memory of the dead sister whose childish hand once pencilled her name beside his own on the wall of a neglected staircase. ‘We must take care of the names,’ Mr Boffin says quietly, twice.

A novelist who has to produce exactly thirty-two pages of printed matter each month, neither more nor less, is bound to have to do some throwing away. (Michael Cotsell has helpfully recorded some of the passages that Dickens cut out.4) On one notable occasion he postponed a whole chapter (now I ch. X5), and was forced to find something new to fill up the number (I ch. VII). Nothing like an emergency for inspiration. It is to this, and his illustrator Marcus Stone’s suggestion, that we owe the unforgettable Mr Venus. Later on in the writing Dickens confessed that he had under-written a number, ‘a thing I have not done since Pickwick!’ (see IV ch. II note 1). It was the old adrenalin that Dickens was after, daring himself over and over again to fill the space and meet the deadline. This was the challenge on which he had always thrived, the power and predicament of the editor, the janitor, the master-of-revels, who courts the voices that clamour for entry, then just stops them short from running amok. But here he was feeling his way towards a new kind of manner in which such power would be, in a sense, thrown away.

This is to revise an observation by one of Dickens’s best critics. Humphry House is himself reworking a well-known comment by G. H. Lewes, made shortly after Dickens’s death, about the hallucinatory power of his persons and scenes. House writes:

This idea is, I think, extremely useful in helping to explain the impression one gets from the books of isolated spells of intense imagination which then stop; it also helps to explain the feeling of isolation about the characters: one almost hallucinatory experience succeeded by another, the two being mutually exclusive. There was no comprehensive, constructive, master imagination which held the diverse experiences together, except in very rare instances, mostly to do with memories of childhood.6

In the decades since House wrote this, readers have become more tolerant of the supposed failure of such imaginative ‘mastery’. Many have learned not merely to doubt its possibility but to scorn its desirability. House’s way of putting it now seems too all-or-nothing. It spurns the possibility that Dickens’s imagination might be unendingly at strife with the matter it seeks to master, and that this sense of tumultuous rivalry might be exactly the source of readers’ absorption. But in Our Mutual Friend Dickens goes further towards concurring with House’s judgement than ever before. The imagination throws away a confession of its inevitable failure to master everything.

Not that there is anything new in itself about the ‘diversity’ of the novel’s persons and scenes, its map of a city crazed into fragments. By its mid-point at the end of Book the Second, a survey of its salient places and people would encompass the following. First, above all, the river: the monthly wrapper designed by Marcus Stone and approved by Dickens makes it hang over everything else (see Appendix I). Round its slimy margins in the east we find, amid the ‘accumulated scum of humanity’, the Hexams, father and daughter and son, the malignant Rogue Riderhood and his put-upon daughter, and the islands of law-and-order governed by the Night-Inspector and Miss Abbey Potterson, the Police Station and the Six Jolly Fellowship-Porters. In the West End there is the Veneerings’ ‘bran-new’ dinner-table, highly reflective but ‘a trifle sticky’, round which Society gathers at regular intervals to circulate gossip. We distinguish the voices of Twemlow, Lady Tippins, Podsnap, a mature young lady and gentleman (who turn into Sophronia and Alfred Lammle), and the dissident but indolent lawyers Mortimer Lightwood and Eugene Wrayburn: all under the unimpressed eye of a contemptuous butler, the Analytical Chemist. This cosy little wilderness leads us to others, to the Podsnaps’ ‘hideous solidity’ and their desperate daughter Georgiana, to the shady, strenuous Lammles and their recalcitrant dupe, Fascination Fledgeby. Up north in Holloway there is the Wilfer ménage and its threadbare gentility: the cherubic child-father and monumental mother, their fractious daughters Bella and Lavvy (and pathetic admirer George Sampson), their secretive lodger John Rokesmith. Between the Wilfers and the City, there is Boffin’s Bower, once Harmony Jail, site of the Dust Mounds: here the loyal old family servants, the Boffins, ‘a prey to prosperity’, ponder what to do with their fortune, before they move to the vacant mansion patronized by Silas Wegg, the literary man ‘with a wooden leg’, unabashed mangler of ballads and Gibbon, whom they lodge in the Bower. Wegg draws in his friend and accomplice Mr Venus, with his treasure-trove of skin and bones and little corpses who ‘show for an instant’, when you slam the door, ‘as if paralytically animated’. There are brief excursions: a desolate glimpse of the Lammles on the sands in the Isle of Wight, grimly coming to terms; and a sortie to a cottage in Brentford, on the advice of the Reverend and Mrs Milvey, to find an orphan for the childless Boffins, nurtured by old Betty Higden and guarded by the ungainly Sloppy. Several key figures are held back until Book the Second, most notably Jenny Wren the dolls’ dressmaker, Bradley Headstone the schoolteacher, Riah the good Jew and Fascination Fledgeby his unChristian master. Each of these four introduces a new location which contributes to the fiction’s changing topography. There is an increased urgency for asylum and escape. Riah’s roof-top garden and the Children’s Hospital are both associated with the relief of children in pain. Bella Wilfer and her Pa elope to Greenwich and Betty Higden walks out of the novel, or tries to, ‘away from paralysis and pauperism’. By the end of Book the Second auditions are over and the cast-list closed. There are the usual sprightly minor roles, for a Mr Dolls and a Miss Peecher, and the odd cameo performance is still likely to erupt, from an old Greenwich pensioner with two wooden legs, or a tiresome ‘marplot’ who plagues the Milveys, Mrs Sprodgkin. But only one significant location is still to be discovered in Volume II, up the river towards its source, around Plashwater Weir Mill Lock.

How might such a disparate array of people and places be connected together, by any stretch of the imagination? The reader’s attention is certainly arrested by the river and the dust-heaps. They are obviously the features of the fictional landscape most heavily infused with significance, actual and potential, material and economic, psychological and religious. All of the novel’s leading players are driven towards or into them, or cannot escape them. Through their association with the two dead fathers, Harmon and Hexam, they are the sites of original power and guilt. Strong presences, certainly, but while the river’s is inescapable, it is important that the Dust Mounds are eventually removed. The dirty inheritance that they represent is finally cleaned, as if, so the Boffins tell each other, old Harmon’s money has ‘turned bright again, after a long, long rust in the dark’. The innermost action of the novel is concerned with shining up the darkness, cleaning off the dirt, turning waste into true wealth.

The shifting topography of its action is determined by the figures of the two desirable daughters, Lizzie Hexam and Bella Wilfer, the heiress of the river and the heiress of the Mounds. Both are left harmed and hexed by the dirty money grubbed up by their fathers (Bella being effectively adopted by old Harmon). Both could easily go to the bad in familiar ways. Lizzie is threatened by stains from the men in her past and her future, by the stigma of her class origins and her sexual promise. At a more comfortable level, Bella is ripe for corruption by the airs and disgraces of moneyed, fashionable society. Both women need help. Lizzie tries to atone for her origins, but also to keep herself clean from the dirty desires of the new men she attracts, Eugene Wrayburn and Bradley Headstone. With Eugene in particular there is an old story waiting for her to act out. His name may mean ‘well-born’, but this is no guarantee that he will prove a real gentleman. His manner is ‘languid’ and he ‘saunters’. These are bad signs in Dickens, and his predecessors are not reassuring (Steerforth in David Copperfield, Harthouse in Hard Times, Gowan in Little Dorrit). Lizzie has a story all ready for her to step into (Little Em’ly’s, or even Martha’s), and she does not need to have read David Copperfield to recognize it. Bella too is on the brink of a familiar decline and fall, already half in thrall to the role old Harmon cast her in, when she first caught his eye as a child, stamping her foot and screaming.

These are old tales that good women would do well to avoid. But what are the alternatives? Dickens cannot find a new story for them, cannot find it in himself. But he can multiply some old stories, tempting readers to see them for the fictions that they are. It is to this end that he blatantly lifts the story-lines of two plays by the popular dramatist James Sheridan Knowles. In the first half of the novel, for the nub of the relations between Lizzie and her father, he raids The Daughter (1837), and in the second, for the relations between Bella and Boffin, he replays the main plot-device of The Hunchback (1832).7

In 1825 Hazlitt had hailed Knowles as the leading tragic writer of his age, on the strength of Virginius and William Tell These were major successes for Macready and their popularity continued up until the 1860s. But Knowles had his biggest hit in 1832 with The Hunchback, a drama starring himself, Charles and Fanny Kemble. He had other successes (though The Daughter was not one of them) and along with Bulwer-Lytton he was the most frequently performed living dramatist up until his death in November 1862, when Dickens was trying to get this novel under way. During his eighteen years at Sadler’s Wells from 1844 to 1862, Samuel Phelps revived six of Knowles’s plays, the most frequent being The Hunchback. Dickens himself possessed an 1832 copy, but in any case he could not have escaped knowing it. As he said himself in a letter of 1854, it was ‘the play of modern times best known to an audience’ (Letters VII, p. 446): an old chestnut.

Both The Hunchback and The Daughter revolve around the relations between a daughter and her father. In the former, the daughter is temporarily corrupted by London life, then cured by the good father in disguise (the hunchback, Master Walter). He deliberately mirrors her cupidity and snobbery until she revolts against it and him and the Bad Girl she has been. At which point he throws off his disguise and reveals himself as her father (and the true Earl of Rochdale, by the way, just for good measure). The early Victorian audiences loved it. They were less bowled over by The Daughter, which is stormier, as befits a play set on the coast of Cornwall among the wreckers who strip the corpses washed up by the sea. Here the daughter is good and the father is shady, though not shady enough to commit the murder with which the villain frames him so that he can get his hands on the daughter. The virtuous girl testifies against her father in court and finds herself at the mercy of the villain, but she is saved from marrying him at the eleventh hour by contrivances too flimsy to be worth describing.

Dickens’s borrowings are clear enough, not only for Lizzie and Gaffer and Bella and Boffin. In The Hunchback, the good man the daughter really loves has to work as a secretary when he loses his money, and Knowles actually wrote another play entitled The Secretary (1843), dedicated to Dickens’s friend Forster. It was not a success, despite the presence of Macready, Phelps and Helen Faucit in the principal roles, but it helps to confirm what Dickens was up to when he so openly invoked not just the plots but the very idea of Knowles’s drama. Like the other two plays the trouble in The Secretary starts with the father. In this case he suffers from being dead and politically disgraced, rather than being alive and accused of murder, or a hunchback in disguise. But in every case, the good new family is established when the name of the father is cleared and the daughter freed to become a bride. (Of course there is always a convenient villain to be exposed and expelled.) It is noticeable that the most popular version of this family romance stars the most virtuous and least threatening of the father-figures, the hunchback, Master Walter. He is also the one most in control, in virtually total control of the action.

Dickens was using these Knowles plots precisely because they were so familiar – and so theatrical. Neither of them fits squarely on to Lizzie’s story or Bella’s, but that too is their point. At the end of Book the Second Lizzie tries to escape from all the stories that are pressing in on her, like her namesake Betty Higden, and almost to escape from the novel itself. Knowles helps Dickens to organize some of the story-lines, but also to mark their staginess. All the hoary old tales about misers recycled from Merry weather, Kirby and Caulfield just add to the effect (see III ch. VI notes 7–16). It is as if Dickens were suspending these popular stories, holding them up for the reader to recognize and even to analyse. Not that the stories about misers require much reflection or exact much interest; only the simplest of villains such as Silas Wegg will get excited about such dirty money, and he can be left to his ‘pecuniary swoons’. No, the story that fascinates is the one that attaches the idea of money (or the lack of it) to the body of a desirable young woman: the one about the princess.

How do you make the good family? You clean off the guilt inherited from the black fathers Harmon and Hexam; you kill the surviving bad fathers, Rogue Riderhood and Mr Dolls (Podsnap you must simply avoid, and thank God you are not his daughter); you hang on to the benign fathers, Boffin and Riah, despite their ugly disguises, in the hope that they will come clean. As for mothers, you weep over Betty Higden, laugh Mrs Wilfer to scorn, and trust to Mrs Boffin. But the key figure in the maze is the princess. Both Lizzie and Bella are notably guarded, the first by her child-mother Jenny Wren, the second by her child-father Rumty Wilfer. Jenny Wren’s needles are vestiges of the fairy-tale forest of thorns that protects the Sleeping Beauty (and her chopping jaw reminds us that her given name is Fanny Cleaver). Her weapons have comic echoes in the pin round Lavinia Wilfer’s waist that pricks George Sampson, and more pathetically, the needle Miss Peecher sticks through the dress where her heart would have been, had she been wearing it. Bella is much more accessible, but John Rokesmith/Harm on has almost no sexual presence with which to alarm her. The only forms in which men can express their force, sexual or physical, seem murky, oblique or dangerously suppressed. One thinks of Eugene Wrayburn and Gaffer Hexam toying with their knives at the table, of the stick that Boffin nurses in his arms, the cane that Alfred Lammle finally wields, the knuckles that Bradley Headstone barks on the graveyard wall. Only between Lizzie and Jenny, and Bella and Rumty, the guardians and wards, can anything like erotic tenderness or sensuality be found. In both cases one notes the attraction of playing with hair, as so often in Victorian writing, the precious means of legitimizing sexual fantasy. All in all, the sexuality in this novel seems nervously suspended between the cup and the lip, to use the title of Book the First.

It is a feature of this world that birds of a feather should be more freely drawn to each other as business partners than as sexual mates. They are often bound together by the hollowest of ‘mutual’ interests, from the snarling ‘pardners’ of the opening scene onwards, Gaffer Hexam and Rogue Riderhood. Wegg and Venus, Headstone and Charley, Headstone and Riderhood, Fledgeby and Riah, the Lammles with each other and with Fledgeby and Georgiana: these are all in their various ways predatory, treacherous alliances. Only a residual virtue in Mrs Lammle makes her back out of the plot when she sees a vestige of herself in her intended victim; more stoutly, Mr Venus proves impervious to his fellow-conspirator’s dodges and shops him to Boffin.

All these bad partnerships split apart. The most desolate is the haggard hell of the Lammles, whom we see going down a long street arm in arm, a painful parody of the ending to Little Dorrit. The trusting partnerships, which bring the good family together, by contrast proliferate connections. Signally influential in this respect are the helper figures so crucial to romance narrative. On Lizzie’s side of the story, the key figures are Jenny Wren and Riah, the female child and the old father who has lost all his children. The shreds of magical fantasy cling to them, slivers of association with fairy-tale and archaic memory, of Cinderella and ‘the ghost of a departed Time’. Lizzie’s penitence for her father’s guilt draws her to Jenny, who leads her in turn to Riah, who finds her a third more secure asylum up river to the west, where the good paper-mill that employs her washes away the stain she carries from the old mill from which she started out. On Bella’s side of the story, Jenny and Riah are matched by little Johnny and Betty Higden, the male child and the old bereaved mother. Their associations are not with fairy-tale but with the Bible and Christian belief, with Noah’s Ark and with the Cross.

The deaths of little Johnny and then of Betty Higden mark critical turning-points, and help to attract the principal figures to each other, especially Bella and Lizzie, the two figures of the ‘boofer lady’ whom the dying Betty Higden confuses. Little Johnny dies in the arms of his namesake John Harmon, for whom he is an explicit substitute; so too does Betty Higden in the arms of Lizzie (their names being of course different forms of Elizabeth). When one notices that Dickens’s work-plans for the novel’s first number (see Appendix 2) show him hovering between the names ‘Jenny’ and ‘Lizzie’ for Gaffer Hexam’s daughter one begins to sense some secret rapport between these four women, whose names incline to each others’: Lizzie, Jenny, Betty, Bella. It is death and the sick-bed that draw them powerfully together. For of all the rituals celebrated in the novel, both sacred and secular – birthdays, weddings, baptisms, catechisms, dinner-parties, inquests – it is the rites of death that unite the potential members of the good family: first little Johnny’s, then Betty Higden’s, and climactically Eugene Wrayburn’s. This is how the crimes and guilts of the dead fathers must be atoned for. The good family may not after all be the happy one. So at least the sombre match between Lizzie and Eugene suggests. Their twilit union at the western edge of the novel balances the jaunty one between John and Bella on its eastern borders, with its ‘bright old song’ about love making the world go round. But perhaps it is death that makes the world go round. And death who is our mutual friend.

Old songs are just what Silas Wegg contributes to the novel, but they cannot be described as bright. They might have been once, these popular ballads of romantic love and manly heroism, but not after Wegg has bungled their words and shattered their rhythm. His nonchalance with them is as callous as Dick Swiveller’s had once been loving, and his conviviality as false as Dick’s had been true. Wegg’s ballads serve to revive with a chilly irony some congenial features of the world of The Old Curiosity Shop, yet he can still command a certain affection. We can rely on him after all, as we can rely on Mrs Wilfer, to provide some precious moments of respite. And his endless ballads serve a further purpose in the hollow complement they provide to the whole ethos of Knowles’s drama: one which encourages an audience to believe in all the bright old stories about love, fidelity, honour and virtue winning out in the end.

Wegg’s ballads may be a relief but they are no comfort. Fairy-tales provide some comfort but no relief. Jenny Wren clings to them with a special neediness, this ‘child – dwarf – girl – something’, who embodies so much of the novel’s own desire for magical change. Yet the role played by fairy-tale allusions at large here is not encouraging. Cinderella, Jack and the Beanstalk, Sleeping Beauty, Beauty and the Beast, Blue Beard, Little Red Riding-Hood: the dark threats they harbour seem more likely to come true than the bright promises. Lizzie Hexam’s association with Little Red Riding-Hood seems particularly ominous, surrounded as she is by wolves. At one startling moment the river itself becomes the figure of the Wolf, an engulfing mother/father who eats up its own. Elsewhere in nooks and crannies the fairy-tale wish seems a desperate spasm, like Miss Peecher’s vain hope that a watering-can will turn her plants into a beanstalk. Or it expresses a momentary glee, such as Bella enjoys at Mrs Wilfer’s absence from the feast of the three hobgoblins, and the relegation of her mother’s glare to the two brass knobs of an iron safe in the corner, ‘like the eyes of some dull dragon’ (see III ch. XVI note 3). Jenny Wren may ask Riah to tap the pavement with his stick and start up a coach and six, but her deeper wish is for her bad child-father to receive a tap that would ‘change him altogether’. Only Sloppy seems able to retain some limited magical force. He is suddenly endowed with a startling comparison to the many-eyed monster Argus (see II ch. X note 3). Then right at the end Jenny Wren welcomes him, quite calmly, as the giant in the land of Beanstalk who wanted Jack for supper. But Sloppy’s force is virtually the only form licensed by the novel, and he ends up with a good job as the security man on the door of the Boffin/Harmon fairy-tale mansion.

Jenny Wren’s fantasies are not only of Cinderella, but also of angels. Recent years have seen sharply opposed accounts of the uses to which Dickens puts his religious allusions, from critics including Welsh, Walder, Sanders, Larson and Wheeler (see Further Reading). This is not surprising. For some modern readers allusions to the Bible and the Book of Common Prayer are still rich in meaning and value, for others they are empty, and for others still they are unrecognizable (while for many, something between all three). It is not much use asking which category Dickens himself fell into, given the number of ways in which a complex text such as this can speak beyond the control of its author. And it is certainly vain to speak with confidence of the response of his first readers (which readers?), given the turmoil of beliefs in the 1860s. Jenny Wren’s vision of the angels is disturbing as well as disturbed. When Lizzie Hexam lifts Betty Higden’s weather-stained grey head ‘as high as Heaven’, one should hesitate to declare this an empty gesture (by Lizzie, by her author). The repeated images of baptism and rebirth point towards religious beliefs no less than psychological realities. These are old stories, like others out of which the text is woven, and the reader must decide how bright they are. For its own part, the novel lifts them up, holds them high, throws them away.

There is plenty of evidence that the novel knows its own dilemmas and is passing them on to the reader. What does it mean to read, or be able to read? Boffin gets Wegg to read Gibbon to him, and Betty has Sloppy read the newspaper. At an elementary level, the question of literacy is given explicit prominence. There is a feverish passage about Charley Hexam’s experience at one of the Ragged Schools in which Dickens took such a keen and critical interest (see II ch. I note 1). Meanwhile Eugene Wrayburn buys private tuition for Charley’s sister Lizzie and Jenny Wren. This means that by the time Betty Higden collapses into her arms, Lizzie can read the letter that links the old woman to the Boffins (as Riderhood cannot), and write the letter that brings her face to face with Bella and the Secretary. This seems a good thing. But the distinction with which the novel is most concerned is not between those who can read and those who cannot, important as that is for the splintering of the Hexam family. It is between two kinds of reading, one passive and mechanical, the other active and performative. Mere rote-learning is not just devoid of value; it positively hollows and drains the life from language (see II ch. I note 7). It is what Wegg does to Gibbon, what Headstone has learned for himself and passes on to his pupils, what Podsnap demands from the arts: mindless repetition. The difference between the two kinds of reading is marked by the change that overtakes Boffin’s relations to literature. In the first volume, he is entirely at the mercy of Gibbon and Wegg, aghast and perplexed at what to believe. In the second volume, he takes control, using the tales of misers for his own purposes, directing their interpretation, playing a role. That reading is or should be a matter of active interpretation is signalled in a gratuitous parenthesis uttered by Eugene Wrayburn, after listening to Mortimer’s ‘reading’ of his weaknesses.

(By-the-by, that very word, Reading, in its critical use, always charms me. An actress’s Reading of a chambermaid, a dancer’s Reading of a hornpipe, a singer’s Reading of a song, a marine-painter’s Reading of the sea, the kettle-drum’s Reading of an instrumental passage, are phrases ever youthful and delightful.) (III ch. X)

Thrown away as it is, this carries a vital recommendation to the reader, that analysis, interpretation and performance are all bound up in the true sense of reading, which is ‘ever youthful and delightful’. And as playful and plural as Eugene’s list of instances.

There are all sorts of figures in the text to model the reader’s own activities, and the writer’s. Twemlow, for instance, who spends most of the novel in a state of bewilderment. ‘I–I–am getting lost,’ he wails at one point. Volume I closes with him sitting with his hand to his forehead and ‘his head in a whirl’, an epitome of the well-meaning reader who just cannot cope. One of the novel’s pleasant little surprises is the new leaf he turns over, right at the end, when he defies Society’s reading of Eugene’s marriage to a female waterman, and more specifically Podsnap’s reading of what it means to be a gentleman. (The last headline Dickens supplied was: ‘What Does Mr. Twemlow Say?’8) He strikes up a promising alliance with Mortimer Lightwood, who has at last found his own way of reading the tales that he tells. Light and tremulous as they have been, the two men round the novel off with a firm little flourish.

As for the writer, we can find his agents and deputies scattered through the text: in an Analytical Chemist, a Night-Inspector, a tavern-keeper, a doctor (or two), a dolls’ dressmaker, an articulator of bones, a mangler, a Secretary. In their different ways they make something of the world immediately around them. They try to make sense of it, to make toys or skeletons out of it, to revive it or ease its pain, to give it just the right amount of alcohol, to clean it, to put its papers in order. If you put them all in charge, they would make a reasonable governing body. Yet it would be wrong to claim too much for them. Their roles are strictly limited, and for all their good intentions their impact on the outside world is negligible. Mr Venus never seems to finish his French gentleman, and his only customer, apart from Wegg, is an urchin who short-changes him for a stuffed canary. The virtues of these orderly figures allow them to survive with honour, but little more than that.

The good that writing does in the novel also seems to be limited. There are the letters that Rokesmith and Lizzie Hexam write, to speak for Betty Higden. There are the well-kept books of the Night-Inspector and the order Rokesmith brings to Boffin’s papers. And the good Secretary can keep a secret. Eugene also finds a ‘Secrétaire’ to put his bills in, though he has no intention of paying them. Poor sleepless Miss Peecher has only a ‘little work-box of thoughts, fitted with no gloomy and dark recesses’. Can Dickens be imagining that his novel is like the very desk on which he is writing it? We delve into one of its happiest corners at the Six Jolly Fellowship-Porters, when Riah and Jenny Wren bring Miss Abbey the document that proves Gaffer Hexam innocent of the novel’s opening crime. Riah stands ‘at the little desk in the corner where Miss Abbey filed her receipts and kept her sample phials’, and he writes out a copy with ‘his methodical penmanship’, while the dolls’ dressmaker sits in her golden bower by the fire. It is an idyllic, dream-like moment out of time (III ch. II). Then another body is dragged in from the river, as if the novel were starting all over again. More rubbish, another dirty business. It is symptomatic that this moment of writing should be an act of clearing and cleaning a name.

This brings us back to the dank carcass with which we began, Rogue Riderhood’s brush with death. His is not the first nor the last body to fall into the river. Nothing much happens just once in this novel. The Rogue himself will fall in again. Is there any principle or intention or design that governs which bodies are saved and which lives are changed, and which are not? Can one believe in a body politic, to which each of these particular lives and deaths contributes? If so, is it mortified beyond recall in too many limbs and organs and faculties? Or is the very idea of such a collective body just a noxious old fiction, to be dumped on a dust-heap or flushed out to sea?

Dickens’s last completed novel asks some large questions about the life and soul of the society it represents, and it returns various answers. These do not always agree with each other. Some of the truths embodied in the secondary figures carry more force than the fictions held up by the supposedly leading characters and their plot, especially the Boffins, John Harmon and Bella. The novel returns again and again to the scenes of symbolic power about which so many critics have written: the river and the dust-heaps. Solvent and preservative, they disseminate ideas of waste, dirt and decomposition, but also of cleaning, baptism and rebirth. Somewhere, perhaps, an elusive treasure. Yet this is also the novel of Dickens’ that is most selfconscious of its own processes. It presents visions of terror and desire, good dreams and bad – but especially the latter, nightmares of paralysis, atrophy, regression. And all the while it secretes a new spirit of wry inquiry into the credibility of the metaphors and story-forms that supposedly organize it.

In the end the waiting seems at least as important as the outcomes. An odd thing to say if a man’s life is hanging in the balance, let alone his eternal salvation, or the redemption of his whole society. Our Mutual Friend has not renounced the interest in great questions taken by its large-scale predecessors. There are moments at which Carlyle’s thunderous old voice can still be heard, challenging the world to save itself or be damned, right now. There is certainly one character who suffers a distinctly Carlylean apocalypse, the end of a world. Eugene Wrayburn must die to his old self and be truly ‘well-born’.

Eugene’s crisis has its own resolution, but it remains shadowed by that of his dark double, Bradley Headstone. Like all Dickens’s fiction, this one tries hard to gather the virtuous together and find a little paradise or at least an ark for them to be safe in; and of course to punish and expel the villains – the Lammles, Fledgeby, Wegg and Headstone. But there is a ruinous power in Headstone, as many readers have felt. The novelist enjoys a god-like power to pass judgement, to save and to destroy, with which readers can jubilantly, guiltily identify. But he can also be seduced by his own creatures, and betray his readers into sharing the hell of the man who is damned. He can make them feel that the ice and snow, the ooze and scum amid which Headstone meets his end, are not just his private element but infernal components that cannot be eliminated from a whole world’s weather and matter.

Our Mutual Friend boasts less confidence than earlier works in its own last judgements. It finds a truer sense of its deepest attention in the moments of suspense. As if the writer and his readers were poised, like a doctor and his attendants, over the body of a world, the soul of which seems to hover and flicker, between renewal and extinction. The doctor who seeks to revive the dank corpse is only one of the writer’s possible guises. There is another doctor who gently eases the passage of a dying child out of this world. And there is plenty of other work to be done over corpses, for coroners and pathologists, for ministers of religion and articulators of bones.

We know that T. S. Eliot’s ear was caught by the wonderful thing Mrs Higden says about Sloppy, and that he entertained it as a possible epigraph for The Waste Land: ‘He do the Police in different voices’. If one had to find an epigraph for the novel itself from among its own voices, one might think of the announcement blurted out by Bob Gliddery, the strong-arm man who guards the door of the riverside tavern as Sloppy guards the Boffins’ mansion: ‘There’s ever so many people in the river’.

Or simply: ‘They were all shivering, and everything about them seemed to be shivering.’


NOTES

1. The Letters of Charles Dickens, ed. Walter Dexter, Nonesuch Edition, vol. III, 1858–1870 (1938), p. 362 (hereafter referred to in the text as Nonesuch). This will be superseded by the forthcoming volumes of The Pilgrim Edition of the Letters of Charles Dickens (1965–), the already published volumes of which are used here when available (referred to as Letters).

2. Charles Dickens’Book of Memoranda, ed. Fred Kaplan (1981).

3. The specifically theatrical meaning of the verb and adjective was not yet available to Dickens, it seems. The earliest date offered by the OED is 1934 for the sense: ‘To deliver (lines) in a casual manner; to underemphasize or play down (usually for increased dramatic effect).’

4. Michael Cotsell, The Companion to Our Mutual Friend (1986), and his World’s Classics edition of the novel (1989).

5. References to the text of this novel are to book and chapter number.

6. Humphry House, ‘The Macabre Dickens’, All in Due Time (1955), reprinted in The Dickens Critics, ed. George H. Ford and Lauriat Lane, Jr. (1961), p. 195.

7. The debt to Knowles was first noted by Earle Davis, The Flint and the Flame: The Artistry of Charles Dickens (1964).

8. Dickens himself provided the descriptive headlines for each right-hand page that are a distinctive feature of the Charles Dickens edition of 1867–8.

A DICKENS CHRONOLOGY








	1812     
	7 February Charles John Huffam Dickens born at Portsmouth, where his father is a clerk in the Navy Pay Office. The eldest son in a family of eight, two of whom die in childhood.



	1817
	Family move to Chatham.



	1822
	Family move to London.



	1824
	Dickens’s father in Marshalsea Debtors’ Prison for three months. Dickens employed in a blacking warehouse, labelling bottles. Attends Wellington House Academy, a private school, 1824–7.



	1827
	Becomes a solicitor’s clerk.



	1832
	Becomes a parliamentary reporter after mastering shorthand. In love with Maria Beadnell, 1830–33.



	1833
	First published story, ‘A Dinner at Poplar Walk’, in the Monthly Magazine. Further stories and sketches in this and other periodicals, 1834–5.



	1834
	Becomes reporter on the Morning Chronicle.



	1835
	Engaged to Catherine Hogarth, daughter of editor of the Evening Chronicle.



	1836
	Sketches by Boz, First and Second Series, published. Marries Catherine Hogarth. Meets John Forster, his literary adviser and future biographer.



	1837
	The Pickwick Papers published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1836–7). Birth of a son, the first often children. Death of Mary Hogarth, Dickens’s sister-in-law. Edits Bentley s Miscellany, 1837–9.



	1838
	Oliver Twist published in three volumes (serialized monthly in Bentley’s Miscellany, 1837–9). Visits Yorkshire schools of the Dotheboys type.



	1839
	Nicholas Nickleby published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1838–9).



	1841
	Declines invitation to stand for Parliament. The Old Curiosity Shop and Barnaby Rudge published in separate volumes after appearing in weekly numbers in Master Humphrey’s Clock, 1840–41. Public dinner in his honour at Edinburgh.



	1842
	January–June First visit to North America, described in American Notes, two volumes. A Christmas Carol appears in December.



	1844
	Martin Chuzzlewit published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1843–4). Dickens and family leave for Italy, Switzerland and France. Dickens returns to London briefly to read The Chimes to friends before its publication in December.



	1845
	Dickens and family return from Italy. The Cricket on the Hearth published at Christmas. Writes autobiographical fragment, ?1845 6, not published until included in Forster’s Life (three volumes, 1872–4).



	1846
	Becomes first editor of the Daily News but resigns after seventeen issues. Pictures from Italy published. Dickens and family in Switzerland and Paris. The Battle of Life published at Christmas.



	1847
	Returns to London. Helps Miss Burdett Coutts to set up, and later to run, a ‘Home for Homeless Women’.



	1848
	Dombey and Son published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1846–8). Organizes and acts in charity performances of The Merry Wives of Windsor and Every Man in His Humour in London and elsewhere. The Haunted Man published at Christmas.



	1850
	Household Words, a weekly journal ‘Conducted by Charles Dickens’, begins in March and continues until 1859. Dickens makes speech at first meeting of Metropolitan Sanitary Association. David Copperfield published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1849–50).



	1851
	Death of Dickens’s father. Further theatrical activities in aid of the Guild of Literature and Art, including a performance before Queen Victoria. A Child’s History of England appears at intervals in Household Words, published in three volumes (1852, 1853, 1854).



	1853
	Bleak House published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1852–3). Dickens gives first public readings (from A Christmas Carol).



	1854
	Visits Preston, Lancashire, to observe industrial unrest. Hard Times appears weekly in Household Words and is published in book form.



	1855
	Speech in support of the Administrative Reform Association.



	1856
	Dickens buys Gad’s Hill Place, near Rochester.



	1857
	Little Dorrit published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1855–7). Dickens acts in Wilkie Collins’s melodrama The Frozen Deep and falls in love with the young actress Ellen Ternan. The Lazy Tour of Two Idle Apprentices, written jointly with Wilkie Collins about a holiday in Cumberland, appears in Household Words.



	1858
	Publishes Reprinted Pieces (articles from Household Words). Separation from his wife followed by statement in Household Words. Dickens household now largely run by his sister-in-law Georgina.



	1859
	All the Year Round, a weekly journal again ‘Conducted by Charles Dickens’, begins. A Tale of Two Cities, serialized both in All the Year Round and in monthly parts, appears in one volume.



	1860
	Dickens sells London house and moves family to Gad’s Hill.



	1861
	Great Expectations published in three volumes after appearing weekly in All the Year Round(1860–61). The Uncommercial Traveller (papers from All the Year Round) appears: expanded edition, 1868. Further public readings, 1861–3.



	1863
	Death of Dickens’s mother, and of his son Walter (in India). Reconciled with Thackeray, with whom he had quarrelled, shortly before the latter’s death. Publishes ‘Mrs Lirriper’s Lodgings’ in Christmas number of All the Year Round.



	1865
	Our Mutual Friend published in two volumes (issued in monthly parts, 1864–5). Dickens severely shocked after a train accident when returning from France with Ellen Ternan and her mother.



	1866
	Begins another series of readings. Takes a house for Ellen at Slough. ‘Mugby Junction’ appears in Christmas number of All the Year Round.



	1867
	Moves Ellen to Peckham. Second journey to America. Gives readings in Boston, New York, Washington and elsewhere, despite increasing ill-health. ‘George Silverman’s Explanation’ appears in Atlantic Monthly (then in All the Year Round, 1868).



	1868
	Returns to England. Readings now include the sensational ‘Sikes and Nancy’ from Oliver Twist; Dickens’s health further undermined.



	1870
	Farewell readings in London. The Mystery of Edwin Drood issued in six monthly parts, intended to be completed in twelve. 9 June Dies, after collapse at Gad’s Hill, aged fifty-eight. Buried in Westminster Abbey.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

The novel was first published by Chapman and Hall in twenty parts over nineteen months from May 1864 to November 1865, the last two as usual in a double number. The part-divisions were as follows:












	I
	May 1864
	Book the First
	chs. I – IV



	II
	June 1864
	”
	chs. V – VII



	III
	July 1864
	”
	chs. VIII – X



	IV
	August 1864
	”
	chs. XI – XIII



	V
	September 1864
	”
	chs. XIV – XVII



	VI
	October 1864
	Book the Second
	chs. I – III



	VII
	November 1864
	”
	chs. IV – VI



	VIII
	December 1864
	”
	chs. VII – X



	IX
	January 1865
	”
	chs. XI – XIII



	X
	February 1865
	”
	chs. XIV – XVI



	XI
	March 1865
	Book the Third
	chs. I – IV



	XII
	April 1865
	”
	chs. V – VII



	XIII
	May 1865
	”
	chs. VIII – X



	XIV
	June 1865
	”
	chs. XI – XIV



	XV
	July 1865
	”
	chs. XV – XVII



	XVI
	August 1865
	Book the Fourth
	chs. I – IV



	XVII
	September 1865
	”
	chs. V – VII



	XVIII
	October 1865
	”
	chs. VIII – XI



	XIX & XX
	November 1865
	”
	chs. XII – Last







Dickens had to make cuts to meet the constraints of space in a monthly number consisting of exactly thirty-two pages. Some of the passages deleted from manuscript have been printed by Michael Cotsell in The Companion to Our Mutual Friend (1986) and in his World’s Classics edition (1989). The wrapper design and illustrations (two for each number) were by Marcus Stone (see Appendix 1).

The novel was first published in two volumes in 1865, the first in February, the second in November. It appeared in various further forms during Dickens’s lifetime, in Britain, America and Europe, including the Cheap and Library editions. The Charles Dickens edition of 1867–8 is the last for which Dickens could be held responsible. His hand is present in the added head-lines above each right-hand page, but it is not clear that his contribution extended to more than this. For a description of the writer’s dealings with Chapman and Hall over this novel, including sales figures and earnings, see Robert L. Patten, Charles Dickens and his Publishers (1978).

The text of this edition is based on the first two-volume edition of 1865; minor typographical errors have been corrected, and one misplaced illustration (‘Miss Wren Fixes her Idea’) has been re-positioned.
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THIS BOOK


IS INSCRIBED BY ITS AUTHOR


TO


SIR JAMES EMERSON TENNENT1


AS


A MEMORIAL OF FRIENDSHIP

BOOK THE FIRST

The Cup and the Lip1

CHAPTER I.

On the Look Out.

IN these times of ours, though concerning the exact year there is no need to be precise, a boat of dirty and disreputable appearance, with two figures in it, floated on the Thames, between Southwark Bridge which is of iron, and London Bridge which is of stone, as an autumn evening was closing in.

The figures in this boat were those of a strong man with ragged grizzled hair and a sun-browned face, and a dark girl of nineteen or twenty, sufficiently like him to be recognizable as his daughter. The girl rowed, pulling a pair of sculls very easily; the man, with the rudder-lines slack in his hands, and his hands loose in his waistband, kept an eager look out. He had no net, hook, or line, and he could not be a fisherman; his boat had no cushion for a sitter, no paint, no inscription, no appliance beyond a rusty boathook and a coil of rope, and he could not be a waterman; his boat was too crazy and too small to take in cargo for delivery, and he could not be a lighterman1 or river-carrier; there was no clue to what he looked for, but he looked for something, with a most intent and searching gaze. The tide, which had turned an hour before, was running down, and his eyes watched every little race and eddy in its broad sweep, as the boat made slight head-way against it, or drove stern foremost before it, according as he directed his daughter by a movement of his head. She watched his face as earnestly as he watched the river. But, in the intensity of her look there was a touch of dread or horror.

Allied to the bottom of the river rather than the surface, by reason of the slime and ooze with which it was covered, and its sodden state, this boat and the two figures in it obviously were doing something that they often did, and were seeking what they often sought. Half savage as the man showed, with no covering on his matted head, with his brown arms bare to between the elbow and the shoulder, with the loose knot of a looser kerchief lying low on his bare breast in a wilderness of beard and whisker, with such dress as he wore seeming to be made out of the mud that begrimed his boat, still there was business-like usage in his steady gaze. So with every lithe action of the girl, with every turn of her wrist, perhaps most of all with her look of dread or horror; they were things of usage.

“Keep her out, Lizzie. Tide runs strong here. Keep her well afore the sweep of it.”

Trusting to the girl’s skill and making no use of the rudder, he eyed the coming tide with an absorbed attention. So the girl eyed him. But, it happened now, that a slant of light from the setting sun glanced into the bottom of the boat, and, touching a rotten stain there which bore some resemblance to the outline of a muffled human form, coloured it as though with diluted blood. This caught the girl’s eye, and she shivered.

“What ails you?” said the man, immediately aware of it, though so intent on the advancing waters; “I see nothing afloat.”

The red light was gone, the shudder was gone, and his gaze, which had come back to the boat for a moment, travelled away again. Wheresoever the strong tide met with an impediment, his gaze paused for an instant. At every mooring-chain and rope, at every stationary boat or barge that split the current into a broad-arrowhead,at the offsets from the piers of Southwark Bridge, at the paddles of the river steamboats as they beat the filthy water, at the floating logs of timber lashed together lying off certain wharves, his shining eyes darted a hungry look. After a darkening hour or so, suddenly the rudder-lines tightened in his hold, and he steered hard towards the Surrey shore.

Always watching his face, the girl instantly answered to the action in her sculling; presently the boat swung round, quivered as from a sudden jerk, and the upper half of the man was stretched out over the stern.

The girl pulled the hood of a cloak she wore, over her head and over her face, and, looking backward so that the front folds of this hood were turned down the river, kept the boat in that direction going before the tide. Until now, the boat had barely held her own, and had hovered about one spot; but now, the banks changed swiftly, and the deepening shadows and the kindling lights of London Bridge were passed, and the tiers of shipping lay on either hand.

It was not until now that the upper half of the man came back into the boat. His arms were wet and dirty, and he washed them over the side. In his right hand he held something, and he washed that in the river too. It was money. He chinked it once, and he blew upon it once, and he spat upon it once, – “for luck,” he hoarsely said – before he put it in his pocket.

“Lizzie!”

The girl turned her face towards him with a start, and rowed in silence. Her face was very pale. He was a hook-nosed man, and with that and his bright eyes and his ruffled head, bore a certain likeness to a roused bird of prey.

“Take that thing off your face.”

She put it back.

“Here! and give me hold of the sculls. I’ll take the rest of the spell.”

“No, no, father! No! I can’t indeed. Father! – I cannot sit so near it!”

He was moving towards her to change places, but her terrified expostulation stopped him and he resumed his seat.

“What hurt can it do you?”

“None, none. But I cannot bear it.”

“It’s my belief you hate the sight of the very river.”

“I – I do not like it, father.”

“As if it wasn’t your living! As if it wasn’t meat and drink to you!”

At these latter words the girl shivered again, and for a moment paused in her rowing, seeming to turn deadly faint. It escaped his attention, for he was glancing over the stern at something the boat had in tow.

“How can you be so thankless to your best friend, Lizzie? The very fire that warmed you when you were a babby, was picked out of the river alongside the coal barges. The very basket that you slept in, the tide washed ashore. The very rockers that I put it upon to make a cradle of it, I cut out of a piece of wood that drifted from some ship or another.”

Lizzie took her right hand from the scull it held, and touched her lips with it, and for a moment held it out lovingly towards him; then, without speaking, she resumed her rowing, as another boat of similar appearance, though in rather better trim, came out from a dark place and dropped softly alongside.

“In luck again, Gaffer?” said a man with a squinting leer, who sculled her and who was alone. “I know’d you was in luck again, by your wake as you come down.”

“Ah!” replied the other, drily. “So you’re out, are you?”

“Yes, pardner.”

There was now a tender yellow moonlight on the river, and the new comer, keeping half his boat’s length astern of the other boat, looked hard at its track.

“I says to myself,” he went on, “directly you hove in view, Yonder’s Gaffer, and in luck again, by George if he ain’t! Scull it is, pardner – don’t fret yourself – I didn’t touch him.” This was in answer to a quick impatient movement on the part of Gaffer: the speaker at the same time unshipping his scull on that side, and laying his hand on the gunwale of Gaffer’s boat and holding to it.

“He’s had touches enough not to want no more, as well as I make him out, Gaffer! Been a knocking about with a pretty many tides, ain’t he pardner? Such is my out-of-luck ways, you see! He must have passed me when he went up last time, for I was on the look-out below bridge here. I a’most think you’re like the wulturs, pardner, and scent ’em out.”

He spoke in a dropped voice, and with more than one glance at Lizzie who had pulled on her hood again. Both men then looked with a weird unholy interest at the wake of Gaffer’s boat.

“Easy does it, betwixt us. Shall I take him aboard, pardner?”

“No,” said the other. In so surly a tone that the man, after a blank stare, acknowledged it with the retort:

“– Arn’t been eating nothing as has disagreed with you, have you, pardner?”

“Why, yes, I have,” said Gaffer. “I have been swallowing too much of that word, Pardner. I am no pardner of yours.”

“Since when was you no pardner of mine, Gaffer Hexam Esquire?”

“Since you was accused of robbing a man. Accused of robbing a live man!” said Gaffer, with great indignation.

“And what if I had been accused of robbing a dead man, Gaffer?”

“YOU COULDN’T do it.”

“Couldn’t you, Gaffer?”

“No. Has a dead man any use for money?2 Is it possible for a dead man to have money? What world does a dead man belong to? ’Tother world. What world does money belong to? This world. How can money be a corpse’s? Can a corpse own it, want it, spend it, claim it, miss it? Don’t try to go confounding the rights and wrongs of things in that way. But it’s worthy of the sneaking spirit that robs a live man.”

“I’ll tell you what it is—”

“No you won’t. I’ll tell you what it is. You’ve got off with a short time of it for putting your hand in the pocket of a sailor, a live sailor. Make the most of it and think yourself lucky, but don’t think after that to come over me with your pardners. We have worked together in time past, but we work together no more in time present nor yet future. Let go. Cast off!”

“Gaffer! If you think to get rid of me this way—”

“If I don’t get rid of you this way, I’ll try another, and chop you over the fingers with the stretcher, or take a pick at your head with the boat-hook. Cast off! Pull you, Lizzie. Pull home, since you won’t let your father pull.”

Lizzie shot ahead, and the other boat fell astern. Lizzie’s father, composing himself into the easy attitude of one who had asserted the high moralities and taken an unassailable position, slowly lighted a pipe, and smoked, and took a survey of what he had in tow. What he had in tow, lunged itself at him sometimes in an awful manner when the boat was checked, and sometimes seemed to try to wrench itself away, though for the most part it followed submissively. A neophyte might have fancied that the ripples passing over it were dreadfully like faint changes of expression on a sightless face; but Gaffer was no neophyte and had no fancies.


CHAPTER II.

The Man from Somewhere.

MR. and Mrs. Veneering were bran-new people in a bran-new house in a bran-new quarter of London. Everything about the Veneerings was spick and span new. All their furniture was new, all their friends were new, all their servants were new, their plate was new, their carriage was new, their harness was new, their horses were new, their pictures were new, they themselves were new, they were as newly married as was lawfully compatible with their having a bran-new baby, and if they had set up a great-grandfather, he would have come home in matting from the Pantechnicon,1 without a scratch upon him, French polished to the crown of his head.

For, in the Veneering establishment, from the hall-chairs with the new coat of arms, to the grand pianoforte with the new action, and upstairs again to the new fire-escape, all things were in a state of high varnish and polish. And what was observable in the furniture, was observable in the Veneerings – the surface smelt a little too much of the workshop2 and was a trifle stickey.

There was an innocent piece of dinner-furniture that went upon easy castors and was kept over a livery stable-yard in Duke Street, Saint James’s, when not in use, to whom the Veneerings were a source of blind confusion. The name of this article was Twemlow. Being first cousin to Lord Snigs-worth, he was in frequent requisition, and at many houses might be said to represent the dining-table in its normal state
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