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			Bleak House and Little Dorrit are often considered Dickens’s greatest works, but their dark qualitites have left them behind Great Expectations in popularity. Bernard Shaw in a memorable essay called it Dickens’s “most compactly perfect book.” To modern readers a novel of five hundred pages seems less than compact, but to Victorians, who purchased (or rented) their novels in three volumes or in monthly segments, the pace of Great Expectations was swift, and its close satisfying.

			Neither outcome was planned. Dickens was editor of All the Year Round, a weekly that published fiction in serial format. A novel begun there in August 1860, Charles Lever’s A Day’s Ride, A Life’s Romance, had failed to arouse reader enthusiam. Circulation lagged as much as did Lever’s sprawling narrative. By late in September Dickens realized that he would have to “strike in” and insert his own tale.

			Dickens had expected his novel to be serialized elsewhere, as usual, in twenty lucrative monthly parts, which would afford him the opportunity to gauge reader response for possible restructuring of plot or redefination of characterization. Instead, the story he had in mind would have to be recast in a form for weekly serialization, which meant filling, for six or seven months, about 150 of All the Year Round’s closely printed pages. He broke the bad news to Lever, and on October 27, 1860, announced the appearance of Great Expectations, to begin in the issue of December 1, pushing Lever’s unpopular story to the back pages. The new novel would run for thirty-six weeks, concluding on August 3, 1861. Relinquishing the monthly income from a better-paying magazine than his own was a financial blow, but he could not afford to bankrupt his publication by staying out of it.

			He was then maintaining three domiciles and needed all the earnings he could secure. The quintessential Victorian man of family values had separated from his wife, Catherine, in 1858 and lived apart while also maintaining a mistress with whom he was obsessively infatuated.

			Despite the first-person form of Great Expectations, few elements in the plot were closely autobiographical, as in his earlier novel David Copperfield. The atmosphere of Great Expectations, however, reflected his preoccupations at the time—his concerns with faithfulness and disloyalty, with money and gentility, with guilt and deceit.

			At the time the novel took shape, Ellen Ternan was the love of Dickens’s fading years—furtively visited, her affections purchased. Yet a life of gentility with her, given the social circumstances, remained an impossible dream. Although Ellen was transformed with a suggestive name into the beautiful Estella, playing opposite a projection of the novelist’s boyhood, Dickens’s haughty heroine may have much in her also of Maria Beadnell, who spurned him as a suitor when he was a young man with few expectations. His rejected wife, Catherine, was in some ways reflected in the new novel in Pip’s elder sister, with whom he lives, and her equally uncouth husband, Joe Gargery. While grown away, in sophistication, from Catherine after twenty-three years and seven living children, Dickens could have remained nominally with his family by maintaining the fiction of a legal address at his former domicile. The customary life of a gentleman of means, however self-made, was often maintained among others of his sex, with a wife kept apart and at home. Sometimes a kept woman was hidden away elsewhere. But Dickens’s obsession with Ellen overrode the Victorian familial code, prompting him to chance his unique public standing. What he risked was being found out—and losing his readers and his reputation. A gentleman of property might keep a music hall dancer, but not the respected limner of family sanctity who was invited into one’s home on the printed page.

			Almost as vicarious self-punishment, Dickens intended that his hero should be denied the woman he loved, but—working some weeks ahead—he decided to consult with his friend Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton, the novelist and playwright. A writer who always kept both his audience and his income in mind, Bulwer-Lytton warned against denying Pip the happiness that most readers craved for the characters with whom they identified. Restoring the original ending for a new edition in 1937 (in the present text the original ending follows the published one), Shaw wrote in his preface, “I will not go as far as to say that Dickens’s novels are full of melancholy intentions which he shrank from carrying through to their unhappy conclusions; but he gave us no vitally happy heroes and heroines after Pickwick…. Their happy endings are manufactured to make the books pleasant.”

			Dickens sent his rewritten concluding chapter to Bulwer-Lytton, explaining that his difficulty was “to avoid doing too much. My tendency, when I began to unwind the thread that I thought I had wound for ever, was to labour it and get it out of proportion.” He accomplished it, then, “in as few words as possible.” Whether he did an injustice to all the chapters that preceded the last remains for each reader to judge. Shaw thought that the rewritten ending was “psychologically wrong” yet “artistically more congruous,” even “beautifully touching and exactly right.” Dickens, deftly employing ambiguity, concludes with an intimation of darkness, “I saw no shadow of another parting from her.” Subtly, Dickens hints here of the opposite. Pip fails to see any shadow, but one may emerge. And the word itself—shadow—is darkly suggestive. In the ostensibly happy ending so desirable in the literary marketplace, Dickens touches his tale with art as well as commerce.

			Since his readership ranged from subscribers far his superior in formal learning to the barely literate, Dickens wrote for all levels of his clientele at once. It was his genius to be able, almost always, to achieve a multiple vision. Great Expectations, although memoir, mystery, and romance, never loses sight of the social ills of the time. Bernard Shaw, a confessed disciple, would observe that comedy was the jam that made the critical pill go down. Every novel by Dickens demonstrated that principle.

			Great Expectations—the title itself suggests in Victorian terms a grand inheritance forthcoming—begins with the memoir and the mystery. Both are combined in the fear-some childhood experience of that characteristic Victorian type, the orphan, who recalls to us on the first page of his own story the brief lives of his parents, whose graves are accompanied by “five little stone lozenges,” each the tiny tombstone of a dead brother who “gave up…exceedingly early in that universal struggle.” In that bleak symbol of the harshness of early-nineteenth-century life, the weed-overgrown cemetery, within sight of the convict hulks anchored in a broad estuary, Pip will acquire, as yet un-knowingly, his surprising expectations. Dickens’s narrative advances on the momentum of the mystery while Pip matures into young manhood.

			Although the label Victorian is usually associated with the novel, Pip grows up in the earliest years of the nineteenth century. Writing the novel, Dickens recalled seeing unseaworthy convict ships—a grim solution to over-crowded prisons—in the Medway, south of the Thames, and onshore a line of felons bound together by iron chains, very likely destined for empty Australia. In 1860, the last hellish hulks were gone, penal transportation to New South Wales had ceased, and among the prison reforms was the rescinding of illegal return, Abel Magwitch’s offense, as a capital crime. An early date is also established by such remarks as that of Pip’s sister, exasperated at some unexpected scrubbing brush work, asking Joe Gargery (in chapter 12) “why he had not married a Negress slave.” The slave trade had been abolished by Parliament in 1807, and slavery became illegal in the colonies under British rule in 1834, long after it had fallen into disuse in England.

			Writing background notes about the ages of his characters before he plunged into the weekly pace of the serial, Dickens did not set down the actual year of the fateful Christmas eve in which Pip’s story begins, but the date is earlier than the author’s own beginnings in 1812. Throughout there are references to the English king, who could only be George III (yet not identified until chapter 46). Victoria would succeed, after George IV and William IV, only in 1837. Pip is age six when he encounters, in the village cemetery, the manacled convict who will alter his life. About seventeen years elapse in the bulk of the tale, for in chapter 39, when Magwitch returns in unlawful stealth, Pip is twenty-three. Midway through the following year Pip leaves England, the promise of wealth extinguished, to take up his job with the firm to which, in flush times, he had staked the loyal Herbert Pocket. In the epilogue, a December eleven years later, Pip revisits England and encounters Estella in Piccadilly some two years earlier than he would have in the cancelled ending, where “It was two years more before I saw herself.” Pip and Estella then, at thirty-five (they are the same age), are belatedly about to fulfill their long-thwarted destiny.

			In Dickens’s haste (one can perceive some intention, too, to relate the story more closely to the lives of his readers) he alludes to matters beyond his chronology. On Magwitch’s behalf, Pip pilfers his sister’s pantry (in chapter 2) in darkness, “for there was no getting a light by easy friction then”—an allusion to the invention of phosphorus (“lucifer”) matches in 1827. Dating the narrative by inference, Dickens alludes to the investigation of the sister’s bludgeoning by “Bow Street men from London—for, this happened in the days of the extinct red-waistcoated police” (chapter 16). Many of the novel’s earliest readers would remember the establishment, in 1829, by Sir Robert Peel, of the Metropolitan Police—“Bobbies” or “Peelers” after their founder. Fewer would be able to fix the story from Pip’s receiving, from a stranger at the Three Jolly Bargemen, representing the unidentified Magwitch, “two fat sweltering one-pound notes” (chapter 10), which were discontinued in 1821 and soon worn out. Later reference to “clean and new” one-pound notes (chapter 39) confuses matters—Dickens is too hasty here—for Pip is now just past twenty-three, and such notes could not have been issued in 1825. (A good guess for his birthdate is 1802.)

			In a specific dating, clearly Dickens’s intention, when Pip comes of age (chapter 36) he consults the shrewd if eccentric John Wemmick about using some of the money due then on the unfolding expectations to sponsor a business partnership for Herbert Pocket, and Wemmick is dubious. He scoffs that the investment would be like pitching the pounds off a bridge crossing the Thames, and he names the six spans upriver then as far as Chelsea Reach. Unnamed is New London Bridge, begun in 1824. Graphically setting time and place is a Dickens hallmark, but a few slips arose as he hurried to meet the deadlines he set himself as editor of his weekly. Since he painstakingly constructed his time frame, some anachronisms may be ruses to relate readers to their own experience, as when, on the very first page, Pip refers in his memory of the graveyard to “that universal struggle” to survive—almost certainly tipping the reader to Darwin’s controversial The Origin of Species, published in 1859, only the year before. Pip, then, is narrating his story at age fifty-seven or thereabouts.

			When he declares (in chapter 4), “I moved the table, like a medium of the present day,” Dickens was writing, and Pip remembering, in the heyday of spiritualism in England; but when Pip’s sister calls young Pip “Rantipole” (chapter 13), the jibe may be intended only in the dictionary definition of an ill-behaved person, but that obscure meaning could only have occurred to Dickens because it was used in England as he was writing to refer to Napoleon III of France, a disturber of the peace. “Mrs. Joe” by then is long dead.

			Readers would have been untroubled by other stray lapses, such as an allusion to the penny post (chapter 57), which suggests 1840 or later, and it may seem an inadvertence to neglect giving “Mrs. Joe” a Christian name until the penultimate chapter (58), when her name, Georgiana Maria, is divulged to be that of her long-dead mother. The disclosure may be part of the piled-up mysteries cleared up in a rush as the novel closes, much as the sudden disappearance of Pip’s expectations, which vanish “like our own marsh mists before the sun.” His inheritance, legitimately earned in Australia by Magwitch, is lawfully confiscated as the fortune of a returned felon, leaving Pip penitent and too poor to pay his bills. The humble and hardworking Joe of the forge-blackened hands rescues him. Pip, whose un-earned gentlemanly leisure had been supported by Magwitch’s anonymous largesse, at long last learns humility and the Victorian satisfactions of work.

			While it may appear also an anachronism to plunge the now moneyless Pip into a sponging house (chapter 57) when he is arrested for his unpaid jeweler’s bill—Dickens choosing an expenditure identified with vanity—such alternatives to prison existed as long as did imprisonment for debt, something Dickens knew from his father’s experience. Such lodgings kept by a bailiff or sheriff’s officer as places of preliminary confinement for charged debtors until they paid up or were sentenced were profit-making sidelines that existed until imprisonment for debt was abolished only in 1869. Seemingly a pre-Victorian anomaly, they survived beyond Pip’s time, dying the year before Dickens himself.

			Dickens so loved the theater that into his ailing last days he regaled audiences with dramatic readings from his works. Great Expectations is itself filled with theatrical allusions. Mr. Wopsle forsakes his sexton’s job to chance the stage, and his favorite play is Hamlet. Even Pip dreams “miserably” of playing “Hamlet to Miss Havisham’s Ghost” (chapter 31), a foreshadowing, perhaps, of her death. The fiftyish Miss Havisham, revenge-seeking, still, like the murdered king in Shakespeare, and spectral in her decayed bridal lace (Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White is often suggested as a source), echoes the dead Ophelia in John Millais’s Pre-Raphaelite painting from Hamlet of 1852. There she lies drowned by her own hand when spurned as a bride, in a remarkable canvas that was a sensation at a Royal Academy exhibition in the decade before Dickens began his novel. A ghastly Ophelia, the dead hymeneal flowers still in her hair as in the celebrated picture, Miss Havisham nurses her grievances in the nightmarish setting of her aborted nuptials, her living death.

			Pip once imagines her as a suicide, too, hanging from a beam. But it is Millais’s echo from Shakespeare that in Dickens’s time memorably dramatized Ophelia’s death. The mid-Victorian years were the great era of such anecdotal art—a story within a frame, symbols within the dramatic images: the wretched Christmas dinner, Gargery’s glowing forge, the manacled convict in the marshes, the disintegrated birthday feast, Wemmick’s eccentric “castle” and his curious “Aged,” Pocket’s rooms in the dilapidated Barnard’s Inn, Pip’s being fitted at Trabb’s for a gentleman’s suit, Jaggers intimidating a jury at the Old Bailey, a convivial evening at the Three Jolly Bargemen, a dreary afternoon at Pumblechook’s, catching, in the mists of dawn, a morning coach at the Blue Boar.

			The fifty-nine chapters furnish at least that many mental pictures, some imbedding moralities about selflessness, usefulness, gentlemanliness, and the other Victorian virtues that are to prevail in the narrative over false values. Dickens’s penultimate completed novel (the last was Our Mutual Friend), Great Expectations encompassed all the themes of a writing life that began with Sketches by Boz and Pickwick Papers in 1835–36—about the time that this novel concludes. While Pip rediscovers himself, Dickens is revisiting himself, and through the writer’s artistry the reader inhabits both worlds.

			—Stanley Weintraub
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		Chapter 1
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		MY FATHER’S FAMILY NAME BEING PIRRIP, AND MY CHRISTIAN name Philip, my infant tongue could make of both names nothing longer or more explicit than Pip. So I called myself Pip, and came to be called Pip.

		I give Pirrip as my father’s family name on the authority of his tombstone and my sister—Mrs. Joe Gargery, who married the blacksmith. As I never saw my father or my mother, and never saw any likeness of either of them (for their days were long before the days of photographs), my first fancies regarding what they were like were unreasonably derived from their tombstones. The shape of the letters on my father’s gave me an odd idea that he was a square, stout, dark man, with curly black hair. From the character and turn of the inscription, “Also Georgiana Wife of the Above,” I drew a childish conclusion that my mother was freckled and sickly. To five little stone lozenges, each about a foot and a half long, which were arranged in a neat row beside their grave, and were sacred to the memory of five little brothers of mine—who gave up trying to get a living exceedingly early in that universal struggle—I am indebted for a belief I religiously entertained that they had all been born on their backs with their hands in their trousers pockets, and had never taken them out in this state of existence.

		Ours was the marsh country, down by the river, within, as the river wound, twenty miles of the sea. My first most vivid and broad impression of the identity of things seems to me to have been gained on a memorable raw afternoon towards evening. At such a time I found out for certain that this bleak place overgrown with nettles was the churchyard; and that Philip Pirrip, Late of this Parish, and Also Georgiana Wife of the Above, were dead and buried; and that Alexander, Bartholomew, Abraham, Tobias, and Roger, infant children of the aforesaid, were also dead and buried; and that the dark flat wilderness beyond the churchyard, intersected with dikes and mounds and gates, with scattered cattle feeding on it, was the marshes; and that the low leaden line beyond was the river; and that the distant savage lair from which the wind was rushing was the sea; and that the small bundle of shivers growing afraid of it all and beginning to cry was Pip.

		“Hold your noise!” cried a terrible voice, as a man started up from among the graves at the side of the church porch. “Keep still, you little devil, or I’ll cut your throat!”

		A fearful man, all in coarse grey, with a great iron on his leg. A man with no hat, and with broken shoes, and with an old rag tied round his head. A man who had been soaked in water, and smothered in mud, and lamed by stones, and cut by flints, and stung by nettles, and torn by briars; who limped, and shivered, and glared, and growled; and whose teeth chattered in his head, as he seized me by the chin.

		“Oh! Don’t cut my throat, sir,” I pleaded in terror. “Pray don’t do it, sir.”

		“Tell us your name!” said the man. “Quick!”

		“Pip, sir.”

		“Once more,” said the man, staring at me. “Give it mouth!”

		“Pip. Pip, sir.”

		“Show us where you live,” said the man. “Pint out the place!”

		I pointed to where our village lay, on the flat in-shore among the alder-trees and pollards, a mile or more from the church.

		The man, after looking at me for a moment, turned me upside down, and emptied my pockets. There was nothing in them but a piece of bread. When the church came to itself—for he was so sudden and strong that he made it go head over heels before me, and I saw the steeple under my feet—when the church came to itself, I say, I was seated on a high tombstone, trembling, while he ate the bread ravenously.

		“You young dog,” said the man, licking his lips, “what fat cheeks you ha’ got.”

		I believe they were fat, though I was at that time under-sized, for my years, and not strong.

		“Darn me if I couldn’t eat ‘em,” said the man, with a threatening shake of his head, “and if I han’t half a mind to’t!”

		I earnestly expressed my hope that he wouldn’t, and held tighter to the tombstone on which he had put me; partly to keep myself upon it; partly to keep myself from crying.

		“Now lookee here!” said the man. “Where’s your mother?”

		“There, sir!” said I.

		He started, made a short run, and stopped and looked over his shoulder.

		“There, sir!” I timidly explained. “Also Georgiana. That’s my mother.”

		“Oh!” said he, coming back. “And is that your father alonger your mother?”

		“Yes, sir,” said I; “him, too; late of this parish.”

		“Ha!” he muttered then, considering. “Who d’ye live with—supposin’ ye’re kindly let to live, which I han’t made up my mind about?”

		“My sister, sir—Mrs. Joe Gargery—wife of Joe Gargery, the blacksmith, sir.”

		“Blacksmith, eh?” said he. And looked down at his leg.

		After darkly looking at his leg and at me several times, he came closer to my tombstone, took me by both arms, and tilted me back as far as he could hold me, so that his eyes looked most powerfully down into mine, and mine looked most helplessly up into his.

		“Now lookee here,” he said, “the question being whether you’re to be let to live. You know what a file is?”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“And you know what wittles is?”

		“Yes, sir.”

		After each question he tilted me over a little more, so as to give me a greater sense of helplessness and danger.

		“You get me a file.” He tilted me again. “And you get me wittles.” He tilted me again. “You bring ‘em both to me.” He tilted me again. “Or I’ll have your heart and liver out.” He tilted me again.

		I was dreadfully frightened, and so giddy that I clung to him with both hands, and said, “If you would kindly please to let me keep upright, sir, perhaps I shouldn’t be sick, and perhaps I could attend more.”

		He gave me a most tremendous dip and roll, so that the church jumped over its own weathercock. Then he held me by the arms in an upright position on the top of the stone, and went on in these fearful terms:

		“You bring me, to-morrow morning early, that file and them wittles. You bring the lot to me at that old battery over yonder. You do it, and you never dare to say a word or dare to make a sign concerning your having seen such a person as me, or any person sumever, and you shall be let to live. You fail, or you go from my words in any partickler, no matter how small it is, and your heart and your liver shall be tore out, roasted, and ate. Now, I ain’t alone, as you may think I am. There’s a young man hid with me, in comparison with which young man I am a angel. That young man hears the words I speak. That young man has a secret way pecooliar to himself of getting at a boy, and at his heart, and at his liver. It is in wain for a boy to attempt to hide himself from that young man. A boy may lock his door, may be warm in bed, may tuck himself up, may draw the clothes over his head, may think himself comfortable and safe, but that young man will softly creep and creep his way to him and tear him open. I am a-keeping that young man from harming of you at the present moment with great difficulty. I find it wery hard to hold that young man off of your inside. Now, what do you say?”

		I said that I would get him the file, and I would get him what broken bits of food I could, and I would come to him at the battery, early in the morning.

		“Say, Lord strike you dead if you don’t!” said the man.

		I said so, and he took me down.

		“Now,” he pursued, “you remember what you’ve undertook, and you remember that young man, and you get home!”

		“Goo-good night, sir,” I faltered.

		“Much of that!” said he, glancing about him over the cold wet flat. “I wish I was a frog. Or a eel!”

		At the same time, he hugged his shuddering body in both his arms—clasping himself, as if to hold himself together—and limped towards the low church wall. As I saw him go, picking his way among the nettles, and among the brambles that bound the green mounds, he looked in my young eyes as if he were eluding the hands of the dead people, stretching up cautiously out of their graves to get a twist upon his ankle and pull him in.

		When he came to the low church wall, he got over it like a man whose legs were numbed and stiff, and then turned round to look for me. When I saw him turning, I set my face towards home, and made the best use of my legs. But presently I looked over my shoulder, and saw him going on again towards the river, still hugging himself in both arms, and picking his way with his sore feet among the great stones dropped into the marshes here and there for stepping-places when the rains were heavy, or the tide was in.

		The marshes were just a long black horizontal line then, as I stopped to look after him; and the river was just another horizontal line, not nearly so broad nor yet so black; and the sky was just a row of long angry red lines and dense black lines intermixed. On the edge of the river I could faintly make out the only two black things in all the prospect that seemed to be standing upright; one of these was the beacon by which the sailors steered—like an un-hooped cask upon a pole—an ugly thing when you were near it; the other a gibbet, with some chains hanging to it which had once held a pirate. The man was limping on towards this latter, as if he were the pirate come to life, and come down, and going back to hook himself up again. It gave me a terrible turn when I thought so, and as I saw the cattle lifting their heads to gaze after him, I wondered whether they thought so, too. I looked all round for the horrible young man, and could see no signs of him. But now I was frightened again, and ran home without stopping.

	
		Chapter 2
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		MY SISTER, MRS. JOE GARGERY, WAS MORE THAN TWENTY years older than I, and had established a great reputation with herself and the neighbours because she had brought me up “by hand.” Having at that time to find out for myself what the expression meant, and knowing her to have a hard and heavy hand, and to be much in the habit of laying it upon her husband as well as upon me, I supposed that Joe Gargery and I were both brought up by hand.

		She was not a good-looking woman, my sister, and I had a general impression that she must have made Joe Gargery marry her by hand. Joe was a fair man, with curls of flaxen hair on each side of his smooth face, and with eyes of such a very undecided blue that they seemed to have somehow got mixed with their own whites. He was a mild, good-natured, sweet-tempered, easy-going, foolish, dear fellow—a sort of Hercules in strength, and also in weakness.

		My sister, Mrs. Joe, with black hair and eyes, had such a prevailing redness of skin that I sometimes used to wonder whether it was possible she washed herself with a nutmeg-grater instead of soap. She was tall and bony, and almost always wore a coarse apron, fastened over her figure behind with two loops, and having a square impregnable bib in front that was stuck full of pins and needles. She made it a powerful merit in herself, and a strong reproach against Joe, that she wore this apron so much. Though I really see no reason why she should have worn it at all: or why, if she did wear it at all, she should not have taken it off every day of her life.

		Joe’s forge adjoined our house, which was a wooden house, as many of the dwellings in our country were—most of them, at that time. When I ran home from the churchyard, the forge was shut up, and Joe was sitting alone in the kitchen. Joe and I being fellow-sufferers, and having confidences as such, Joe imparted a confidence to me the moment I raised the latch of the door and peeped in at him opposite to it, sitting in the chimney-corner.

		“Mrs. Joe has been out a dozen times, looking for you, Pip. And she’s out now, making it a baker’s dozen.”

		“Is she?”

		“Yes, Pip,” said Joe; “and what’s worse, she’s got Tickler with her.”

		At this dismal intelligence, I twisted the only button on my waistcoat round and round, and looked in great depression at the fire. Tickler was a wax-ended piece of cane, worn smooth by collision with my tickled frame.

		“She sot down,” said Joe, “and she got up, and she made a grab at Tickler, and she ram-paged out. That’s what she did,” said Joe, slowly clearing the fire between the lower bars with the poker, and looking at it; “she ram-paged out, Pip.”

		“Has she been gone long, Joe?” I always treated him as a larger species of child, and as no more than my equal.

		“Well,” said Joe, glancing up at the Dutch clock, “she’s been on the ram-page, this last spell, about five minutes, Pip. She’s a-coming! Get behind the door, old chap, and have the jack-towel betwixt you.”

		I took the advice. My sister, Mrs. Joe, throwing the door wide open, and finding an obstruction behind it, immediately divined the cause, and applied Tickler to its further investigation. She concluded by throwing me—I often served as a connubial missile—at Joe, who, glad to get hold of me on any terms, passed me on into the chimney and quietly fenced me up there with his great leg.

		“Where have you been, you young monkey?” said Mrs. Joe, stamping her foot. “Tell me directly what you’ve been doing to wear me away with fret and fright and worrit, or I’d have you out of that corner if you was fifty Pips, and he was five hundred Gargerys.”

		“I have only been to the churchyard,” said I from my stool, crying and rubbing myself.

		“Churchyard!” repeated my sister. “If it warn’t for me, you’d have been to the churchyard long ago, and stayed there. Who brought you up by hand?”

		“You did,” said I.

		“And why did I do it, I should like to know?” exclaimed my sister.

		I whimpered, “I don’t know.”

		“I don’t!” said my sister. “I’d never do it again! I know that. I may truly say I’ve never had this apron of mine off, since born you were. It’s bad enough to be a blacksmith’s wife (and him a Gargery) without being your mother.”

		My thoughts strayed from that question as I looked disconsolately at the fire. For the fugitive out on the marshes with the ironed leg, the mysterious young man, the file, the food, and the dreadful pledge I was under to commit a larceny on those sheltering premises rose before me in the avenging coals.

		“Hah!” said Mrs. Joe, restoring Tickler to his station. “Churchyard, indeed! You may well say churchyard, you two.” One of us, by-the-bye, had not said it at all. “You’ll drive me to the churchyard betwixt you, one of these days, and oh, a pr-r-recious pair you’d be without me!”

		As she applied herself to set the tea-things, Joe peeped down at me over his leg, as if he were mentally casting me and himself up, and calculating what kind of pair we practically should make, under the grievous circumstances foreshadowed. After that, he sat feeling his right-side flaxen curls and whisker, and following Mrs. Joe about with his blue eyes, as his manner always was at squally times.

		My sister had a trenchant way of cutting our bread-and-butter for us that never varied. First, with her left hand she jammed the loaf hard and fast against her bib—where it sometimes got a pin into it, and sometimes a needle, which we afterwards got into our mouths. Then she took some butter (not too much) on a knife and spread it on the loaf, in an apothecary kind of way, as if she were making a plaster—using both sides of the knife with a slapping dexterity, and trimming and moulding the butter off round the crust. Then she gave the knife a final smart wipe on the edge of the plaster, and then sawed a very thick round off the loaf; which she finally, before separating from the loaf, hewed into two halves, of which Joe got one, and I the other.

		On the present occasion, though I was hungry, I dared not eat my slice. I felt that I must have something in reserve for my dreadful acquaintance and his ally, the still more dreadful young man. I knew Mrs. Joe’s housekeeping to be of the strictest kind, and that my larcenous researches might find nothing available in the safe. Therefore I resolved to put my hunk of bread-and-butter down the leg of my trousers.

		The effort of resolution necessary to the achievement of this purpose I found to be quite awful. It was as if I had to make up my mind to leap from the top of a high house, or plunge into a great depth of water. And it was made the more difficult by the unconscious Joe. In our already-mentioned freemasonry as fellow-sufferers, and in his good-natured companionship with me, it was our evening habit to compare the way we bit through our slices by silently holding them up to each other’s admiration now and then—which stimulated us to new exertions. To-night, Joe several times invited me, by the display of his fast-diminishing slice, to enter upon our usual friendly competition; but he found me, each time, with my yellow mug of tea on one knee and my untouched bread-and-butter on the other. At last, I desperately considered that the thing I contemplated must be done, and that it had best be done in the least improbable manner consistent with the circumstances. I took advantage of a moment when Joe had just looked at me, and got my bread-and-butter down my leg.

		Joe was evidently made uncomfortable by what he supposed to be my loss of appetite, and took a thoughtful bite out of his slice, which he didn’t seem to enjoy. He turned it about in his mouth much longer than usual, pondering over it a good deal, and after all gulped it down like a pill. He was about to take another bite, and had just got his head on one side for a good purchase on it, when his eye fell on me, and he saw that my bread-and-butter was gone.

		The wonder and consternation with which Joe stopped on the threshold of his bite and stared at me were too evident to escape my sister’s observation.

		“What’s the matter now?” said she smartly, as she put down her cup.

		“I say, you know!” muttered Joe, shaking his head at me in a very serious remonstrance. “Pip, old chap! You’ll do yourself a mischief. It’ll stick somewhere. You can’t have chawed it, Pip.”

		“What’s the matter now?” repeated my sister more sharply than before.

		“If you can cough any trifle on it up, Pip, I’d recommend you to do it,” said Joe, all aghast. “Manners is manners, but still your ‘elth’s your ‘elth.”

		By this time, my sister was quite desperate, so she pounced on Joe, and, taking him by the two whiskers, knocked his head for a little while against the wall behind him—while I sat in the corner, looking guiltily on.

		“Now, perhaps you’ll mention what’s the matter,” said my sister, out of breath, “you staring great stuck pig.”

		Joe looked at her in a helpless way, then took a helpless bite, and looked at me again.

		“You know, Pip,” said Joe solemnly, with his last bite in his cheek, and speaking in a confidential voice, as if we two were quite alone, “you and me is always friends, and I’d be the last to tell upon you, any time. But such a”—he moved his chair, and looked about the floor between us, and then again at me—“such a most uncommon bolt as that!”

		“Been bolting his food, has he?” cried my sister.

		“You know, old chap,” said Joe, looking at me, and not at Mrs. Joe, with his bite still in his cheek, “I bolted, myself, when I was your age—frequent—and as a boy I’ve been among a many bolters; but I never see your bolting equal yet, Pip, and it’s a mercy you ain’t bolted dead.”

		My sister made a dive at me, and fished me up by the hair: saying nothing more than the awful words, “You come along and be dosed.”

		Some medical beast had revived tar-water in those days as a fine medicine, and Mrs. Joe always kept a supply of it in the cupboard, having a belief in its virtues correspondent to its nastiness. At the best of times, so much of this elixir was administered to me as a choice restorative that I was conscious of going about smelling like a new fence. On this particular evening, the urgency of my case demanded a pint of this mixture, which was poured down my throat, for my greater comfort, while Mrs. Joe held my head under her arm, as a boot would be held in a boot-jack. Joe got off with half a pint, but was made to swallow that (much to his disturbance, as he sat slowly munching and meditating before the fire) “because he had had a turn.” Judging from myself, I should say he certainly had a turn afterwards, if he had had none before.

		Conscience is a dreadful thing when it accuses man or boy, but when, in the case of a boy, that secret burden co-operates with another secret burden down the leg of his trousers, it is (as I can testify) a great punishment. The guilty knowledge that I was going to rob Mrs. Joe—I never thought I was going to rob Joe, for I never thought of any of the housekeeping property as his—united to the necessity of always keeping one hand on my bread-and-butter as I sat, or when I was ordered about the kitchen on any small errand, almost drove me out of my mind. Then, as the marsh winds made the fire glow and flare, I thought I heard the voice outside of the man with the iron on his leg who had sworn me to secrecy, declaring that he couldn’t and wouldn’t starve until to-morrow, but must be fed now. At other times, I thought, What if the young man who was with so much difficulty restrained from imbruing his hands in me should yield to a constitutional impatience, or should mistake the time, and should think himself accredited to my heart and liver to-night, instead of to-morrow! If ever anybody’s hair stood on end with terror, mine must have done so then. But, perhaps, nobody’s ever did?

		It was Christmas Eve, and I had to stir the pudding for next day with a copper-stick, from seven to eight by the Dutch clock. I tried it with the load upon my leg (and that made me think afresh of the man with the load on his leg), and found the tendency of exercise to bring the bread-and-butter out at my ankle quite unmanageable. Happily I slipped away, and deposited that part of my conscience in my garret bedroom.

		“Hark!” said I, when I had done my stirring, and was taking a final warm in the chimney-corner before being sent up to bed; “was that great guns, Joe?”

		“Ah!” said Joe. “There’s another conwict off.”

		“What does that mean, Joe?” said I.

		Mrs. Joe, who always took explanations upon herself, said snappishly, “Escaped. Escaped,” administering the definition like tar-water.

		While Mrs. Joe sat with her head bending over her needlework, I put my mouth into the forms of saying to Joe, “What’s a convict?” Joe put his mouth into the forms of returning such a highly elaborate answer that I could make out nothing of it but the single word, “Pip.”

		“There was a conwict off last night,” said Joe, aloud, “after sunset-gun. And they fired warning of him. And now it appears they’re firing warning of another.”

		“Who’s firing?” said I.

		“Drat that boy,” interposed my sister, frowning at me over her work, “what a questioner he is. Ask no questions, and you’ll be told no lies.”

		It was not very polite to herself, I thought, to imply that I should be told lies by her, even if I did ask questions. But she never was polite, unless there was company.

		At this point, Joe greatly augmented my curiosity by taking the utmost pains to open his mouth very wide, and to put it into the form of a word that looked to me like “sulks.” Therefore, I naturally pointed to Mrs. Joe, and put my mouth into the form of saying “her?” But Joe wouldn’t hear of that at all, and again opened his mouth very wide, and shook the form of a most emphatic word out of it. But I could make nothing of the word.

		“Mrs. Joe,” said I, as a last resort. “I should like to know—if you wouldn’t much mind—where the firing comes from.”

		“Lord bless the boy!” exclaimed my sister, as if she didn’t quite mean that, but rather the contrary. “From the Hulks!”

		“Oh-h!” said I, looking at Joe. “Hulks!”

		Joe gave a reproachful cough, as much as to say, “Well, I told you so.”

		“And please, what’s Hulks?” said I.

		“That’s the way with this boy!” exclaimed my sister, pointing me out with her needle and thread, and shaking her head at me. “Answer him one question, and he’ll ask you a dozen directly. Hulks are prison-ships, right ‘cross th’ meshes.” We always used that name for marshes in our country.

		“I wonder who’s put into prison-ships, and why they’re put there?” said I, in a general way, and with quiet desperation.

		It was too much for Mrs. Joe, who immediately rose. “I tell you what, young fellow,” said she, “I didn’t bring you up by hand to badger people’s lives out. It would be blame to me, and not praise, if I had. People are put in the Hulks because they murder, and because they rob, and forge, and do all sorts of bad; and they always begin by asking questions. Now you get along to bed!”

		I was never allowed a candle to light me to bed, and, as I went upstairs in the dark, with my head tingling—from Mrs. Joe’s thimble having played the tambourine upon it, to accompany her last words—I felt fearfully sensible of the great convenience that the Hulks were handy for me. I was clearly on my way there. I had begun by asking questions, and I was going to rob Mrs. Joe.

		Since that time, which is far enough away now, I have often thought that few people know what secrecy there is in the young, under terror. No matter how unreasonable the terror, so that it be terror. I was in mortal terror of the young man who wanted my heart and liver; I was in mortal terror of my interlocutor with the iron leg; I was in mortal terror of myself, from whom an awful promise had been extracted; I had no hope of deliverance through my all-powerful sister, who repulsed me at every turn; I am afraid to think of what I might have done on requirement, in the secrecy of my terror.

		If I slept at all that night, it was only to imagine myself drifting down the river on a strong spring-tide, to the Hulks; a ghostly pirate calling out to me through a speaking-trumpet, as I passed the gibbet-station, that I had better come ashore and be hanged there at once, and not put it off. I was afraid to sleep, even if I had been inclined, for I knew that at the first faint dawn of morning I must rob the pantry. There was no doing it in the night, for there was no getting a light by easy friction then; to have got one, I must have struck it out of flint and steel, and have made a noise like the very pirate himself rattling his chains.

		As soon as the great black velvet pall outside my little window was shot with grey, I got up and went downstairs; every board upon the way, and every crack in every board, calling after me, “Stop thief!” and “Get up, Mrs. Joe!” In the pantry, which was far more abundantly supplied than usual, owing to the season, I was very much alarmed by a hare hanging up by the heels, whom I rather thought I caught, when my back was half-turned, winking. I had no time for verification, no time for selection, no time for anything, for I had no time to spare. I stole some bread, some rind of cheese, about half a jar of mincemeat (which I tied up in my pocket-handkerchief with my last night’s slice), some brandy from a stone bottle (which I decanted into a glass bottle I had secretly used for making that intoxicating fluid, Spanish liquorice-water, up in my room, diluting the stone bottle from a jug in the kitchen cupboard), a meat bone with very little on it, and a beautiful round compact pork-pie. I was nearly going away without the pie, but I was tempted to mount upon a shelf, to look what it was that was put away so carefully in a covered earthenware dish in a corner, and I found it was the pie, and I took it, in the hope that it was not intended for early use, and would not be missed for some time.

		There was a door in the kitchen communicating with the forge; I unlocked and unbolted that door, and got a file from among Joe’s tools. Then I put the fastenings as I had found them, opened the door at which I had entered when I ran home last night, shut it, and ran for the misty marshes.

	
		Chapter 3

		[image: ]

		IT WAS A RIMY MORNING, AND VERY DAMP. I HAD SEEN THE damp lying on the outside of my little window, as if some goblin had been crying there all night, and using the window for a pocket-handkerchief. Now I saw the damp lying on the bare hedges and spare grass, like a coarser sort of spiders’ webs, hanging itself from twig to twig and blade to blade. On every rail and gate, wet lay clammy, and the marsh-mist was so thick that the wooden finger on the post directing people to our village—a direction which they never accepted, for they never came there—was invisible to me until I was quite close under it. Then, as I looked up at it, while it dripped, it seemed to my oppressed conscience like a phantom devoting me to the Hulks.

		The mist was heavier yet when I got out upon the marshes, so that instead of my running at everything, everything seemed to run at me. This was very disagreeable to a guilty mind. The gates and dikes and banks came bursting at me through the mist, as if they cried as plainly as could be, “A boy with somebody else’s pork pie! Stop him!” The cattle came upon me with like suddenness, staring out of their eyes, and steaming out of their nostrils, “Halloa, young thief!” One black ox, with a white cravat on—who even had to my awakened conscience something of a clerical air—fixed me so obstinately with his eyes, and moved his blunt head round in such an accusatory manner as I moved round, that I blubbered out to him, “I couldn’t help it, sir! It wasn’t for myself I took it!” Upon which he put down his head, blew a cloud of smoke out of his nose, and vanished with a kick-up of his hind-legs and a flourish of his tail.

		All this time I was getting on towards the river, but however fast I went, I couldn’t warm my feet, to which the damp cold seemed riveted, as the iron was riveted to the leg of the man I was running to meet. I knew my way to the battery pretty straight, for I had been down there on a Sunday with Joe, and Joe sitting on an old gun, had told me that when I was ‘prentice to him, regularly bound, we would have such larks there! However, in the confusion of the mist, I found myself at last too far to the right, and consequently had to try back along the riverside, on the bank of loose stones above the mud and the stakes that staked the tide out. Making my way along here with all dispatch, I had just crossed a ditch which I knew to be very near the battery, and had just scrambled up the mound beyond the ditch, when I saw the man sitting before me. His back was towards me, and he had his arms folded, and was nodding forward, heavy with sleep.

		I thought he would be more glad if I came upon him with his breakfast in that unexpected manner, so I went forward softly and touched him on the shoulder. He instantly jumped up, and it was not the same man, but another man!

		And yet this man was dressed in coarse grey, too, and had a great iron on his leg, and was lame, and hoarse, and cold, and was everything that the other man was; except that he had not the same face, and had a flat, broad-brimmed, low-crowned felt hat on. All this I saw in a moment, for I had only a moment to see it in: he swore an oath at me, made a hit at me—it was a round, weak blow that missed me and almost knocked himself down, for it made him stumble—and then he ran into the mist, stumbling twice as he went, and I lost him.

		“It’s the young man!” I thought, feeling my heart shoot as I identified him. I dare say I should have felt a pain in my liver, too, if I had known where it was.

		I was soon at the battery, after that, and there was the right man—hugging himself and limping to and fro, as if he had never all night left off hugging and limping—waiting for me. He was awfully cold, to be sure. I half expected to see him drop down before my face and die of deadly cold. His eyes looked so awfully hungry, too, that when I handed him the file and he laid it down on the grass, it occurred to me he would have tried to eat it, if he had not seen my bundle. He did not turn me upside down, this time, to get at what I had, but left me right side upwards while I opened the bundle and emptied my pockets.

		“What’s in the bottle, boy?” said he.

		“Brandy,” said I.

		He was already handing mincemeat down his throat in the most curious manner—more like a man who was putting it away somewhere in a violent hurry, than a man who was eating it—but he left off to take some of the liquor. He shivered all the while so violently that it was quite as much as he could do to keep the neck of the bottle between his teeth, without biting it off.

		“I think you have got the ague,” said I.

		“I’m much of your opinion, boy,” said he.

		“It’s bad about here,” I told him. “You’ve been lying out on the meshes, and they’re dreadful aguish. Rheumatic, too.”

		“I’ll eat my breakfast afore they’re the death of me,” said he. “I’d do that if I was going to be strung up to that there gallows as there is over there, directly arterwards. I’ll beat the shivers so far, I’ll bet you.”

		He was gobbling mincemeat, meatbone, bread, cheese, and pork pie all at once, staring distrustfully while he did so at the mist all round us, and often stopping—even stopping his jaws—to listen. Some real or fancied sound, some clink upon the river or breathing of beast upon the marsh, now gave him a start, and he said suddenly:

		“You’re not a deceiving imp? You brought no one with you?”

		“No, sir! No!”

		“Nor giv’ no one the office to follow you?”

		“No!”

		“Well,” said he, “I believe you. You’d be but a fierce young hound indeed, if at your time of life you could help to hunt a wretched warmint, hunted as near death and dunghill as this poor wretched warmint is!”

		Something clicked in his throat as if he had works in him like a clock, and was going to strike. And he smeared his ragged rough sleeve over his eyes.

		Pitying his desolation, and watching him as he gradually settled down upon the pie, I made bold to say, “I am glad you enjoy it.”

		“Did you speak?”

		“I said, I was glad you enjoyed it.”

		“Thankee, my boy. I do.”

		I had often watched a large dog of ours eating his food; and I now noticed a decided similarity between the dog’s way of eating and the man’s. The man took strong sharp sudden bites, just like the dog. He swallowed, or rather snapped up, every mouthful, too soon and too fast; and he looked sideways here and there while he ate, as if he thought there was danger in every direction of somebody’s coming to take the pie away. He was altogether too unsettled in his mind over it to appreciate it comfortably, I thought, or to have anybody to dine with him, without making a chop with his jaws at the visitor. In all of which particulars he was very like the dog.

		“I am afraid you won’t leave any of it for him,” said I timidly, after a silence during which I had hesitated as to the politeness of making the remark. “There’s no more to be got where that came from.” It was the certainty of this fact that impelled me to offer the hint.

		“Leave any for him? Who’s him?” said my friend, stopping in his crunching of piecrust.

		“The young man. That you spoke of. That was hid with you.”

		“Oh, ah!” he returned, with something like a gruff laugh. “Him? Yes, yes! He don’t want no wittles.”

		“I thought he looked as if he did,” said I.

		The man stopped eating, and regarded me with the keenest scrutiny and the greatest surprise.

		“Looked? When?”

		“Just now.”

		“Where?”

		“Yonder,” said I, pointing; “over there, where I found him nodding asleep, and thought it was you.”

		He held me by the collar and stared at me so that I began to think his first idea about cutting my throat had revived.

		“Dressed like you, you know, only with a hat,” I explained, trembling; “and—and”—I was very anxious to put this delicately—“and with—the same reason for wanting to borrow a file. Didn’t you hear the cannon last night?”

		“Then, there was firing!” he said to himself.

		“I wonder you shouldn’t have been sure of that,” I returned, “for we heard it up at home, and that’s further away, and we were shut in besides.”

		“Why, see now!” said he. “When a man’s alone on these flats, with a light head and a light stomach, perishing of cold and want, he hears nothin’ all night but guns firing and voices calling. Hears? He sees the soldiers, with their red coats lighted up by the torches carried afore, closing in round him. Hears his number called, hears himself challenged, hears the rattle of the muskets, hears the orders ‘Make ready! Present! Cover him steady, men!’ and is laid hands on—and there’s nothin’! Why, if I see one pursuing party last night—coming up in order, damn ‘em with their tramp, tramp—I see a hundred. And as to firing! Why, I see the mist shake with the cannon, arter it was broad day. But this man”—he had said all the rest as if he had forgotten my being there—“did you notice anything in him?”

		“He had a badly bruised face,” said I, recalling what I hardly knew I knew.

		“Not here?” exclaimed the man, striking his left cheek mercilessly with the flat of his hand.

		“Yes, there!”

		“Where is he?” He crammed what little food was left into the breast of his grey jacket. “Show me the way he went. I’ll pull him down, like a bloodhound. Curse this iron on my sore leg! Give us hold of the file, boy.”

		I indicated in what direction the mist had shrouded the other man, and he looked up at it for an instant. But he was down on the rank wet grass, filing at his iron like a mad-man, and not minding me or minding his own leg, which had an old chafe upon it, and was bloody, but which he handled as roughly as if it had no more feeling in it than the file. I was very much afraid of him again, now that he had worked himself into this fierce hurry, and I was likewise very much afraid of keeping away from home any longer. I told him I must go, but he took no notice, so I thought the best thing I could do was to slip off. The last I saw of him, his head was bent over his knee and he was working hard at his fetter, muttering impatient imprecations at it and his leg. The last I heard of him, I stopped in the mist to listen, and the file was still going.

	
		Chapter 4

		[image: ]

		I FULLY EXPECTED TO FIND A CONSTABLE IN THE KITCHEN, waiting to take me up. But not only was there no constable there, but no discovery had yet been made of the robbery. Mrs. Joe was prodigiously busy in getting the house ready for the festivities of the day, and Joe had been put upon the kitchen door-step to keep him out of the dust-pan—an article into which his destiny always led him, sooner or later, when my sister was vigorously reaping the floors of her establishment.

		“And where the deuce ha’ you been?” was Mrs. Joe’s Christmas salutation, when I and my conscience showed ourselves.

		I said I had been down to hear the carols. “Ah! well!” observed Mrs. Joe. “You might ha’ done worse.” Not a doubt of that, I thought.

		“Perhaps if I warn’t a blacksmith’s wife, and (what’s the same thing) a slave with her apron never off, I should have been to hear the carols,” said Mrs. Joe. “I’m rather partial to carols myself, and that’s the best of reasons for my never hearing any.”

		Joe, who had ventured into the kitchen after me as the dust-pan had retired before us, drew the back of his hand across his nose with a conciliatory air, when Mrs. Joe darted a look at him, and, when her eyes were withdrawn, secretly crossed his two forefingers, and exhibited them to me, as our token that Mrs. Joe was in a cross temper. This was so much her normal state that Joe and I would often, for weeks together, be, as to our fingers, like monumental Crusaders as to their legs.

		We were to have a superb dinner, consisting of a leg of pickled pork and greens, and a pair of roast stuffed fowls. A handsome mince pie had been made yesterday morning (which accounted for the mincemeat not being missed), and the pudding was already on the boil. These extensive arrangements occasioned us to be cut off unceremoniously in respect to breakfast; “for I ain’t,” said Mrs. Joe. “I ain’t a-going to have no formal cramming and busting and washing up now, with what I’ve got before me, I promise you!”

		So, we had our slices served out, as if we were two thousand troops on a forced march instead of a man and boy at home; and we took gulps of milk and water, with apologetic countenances, from a jug on the dresser. In the meantime, Mrs. Joe put clean white curtains up, and tacked a new flowered-flounce across the wide chimney to replace the old one, and uncovered the little state parlour across the passage, which was never uncovered at any other time, but passed the rest of the year in a cool haze of silver paper, which even extended to the four little white crockery poodles on the mantelshelf, each with a black nose and a basket of flowers in his mouth, and each the counterpart of the other. Mrs. Joe was a very clean housekeeper, but had an exquisite art of making her cleanliness more uncomfortable and unacceptable than dirt itself. Cleanliness is next to Godliness, and some people do the same by their religion.

		My sister having so much to do, was going to church vicariously; that is to say, Joe and I were going. In his working clothes, Joe was a well-knit characteristic-looking blacksmith; in his holiday clothes, he was more like a scarecrow in good circumstances than anything else. Nothing that he wore then fitted him or seemed to belong to him; and everything that he wore then grazed him. On the present festive occasion he emerged from his room, when the blithe bells were going, the picture of misery, in a full suit of Sunday penitentials. As to me, I think my sister must have had some general idea that I was a young offender whom an accoucheur policeman had taken up (on my birthday) and delivered over to her, to be dealt with according to the outraged majesty of the law. I was always treated as if I had insisted on being born in opposition to the dictates of reason, religion, and morality, and against the dissuading arguments of my best friends. Even when I was taken to have a new suit of clothes, the tailor had orders to make them like a kind of reformatory, and on no account to let me have the free use of my limbs.

		Joe and I going to church, therefore, must have been a moving spectacle for compassionate minds. Yet, what I suffered outside was nothing to what I underwent within. The terrors that had assailed me whenever Mrs. Joe had gone near the pantry, or out of the room, were only to be equalled by the remorse with which my mind dwelt on what my hands had done. Under the weight of my wicked secret, I pondered whether the Church would be powerful enough to shield me from the vengeance of the terrible young man, if I divulged to that establishment. I conceived the idea that the time when the banns were read and when the clergyman said, “Ye are now to declare it!” would be the time for me to rise and propose a private conference in the vestry. I am far from being sure that I might not have astonished our small congregation by resorting to this extreme measure, but for its being Christmas Day and no Sunday.

		Mr. Wopsle, the clerk at church, was to dine with us; and Mr. Hubble, the wheelwright, and Mrs. Hubble; and Uncle Pumblechook (Joe’s uncle, but Mrs. Joe appropriated him), who was a well-to-do corn-chandler in the nearest town, and drove his own chaise-cart. The dinner hour was half-past one. When Joe and I got home, we found the table laid, and Mrs. Joe dressed, and the dinner dressing, and the front door unlocked (it never was at any other time) for the company to enter by, and everything most splendid. And still, not a word of the robbery.

		The time came, without bringing with it any relief to my feelings, and the company came. Mr. Wopsle, united to a Roman nose and a large shining bald forehead, had a deep voice which he was uncommonly proud of; indeed it was understood among his acquaintance that if you could only give him his head, he would read the clergyman into fits; he himself confessed that if the Church was “thrown open,” meaning to competition, he would not despair of making his mark in it. The Church not being “thrown open,” he was, as I have said, our clerk. But he punished the amens tremendously; and when he gave out the psalm—always giving the whole verse—he looked all round the congregation first, as much as to say, “You have heard our friend overhead; oblige me with your opinion of this style!”

		I opened the door to the company—making believe that it was a habit of ours to open that door—and I opened it first to Mr. Wopsle, next to Mr. and Mrs. Hubble, and last of all to Uncle Pumblechook. N.B. I was not allowed to call him uncle, under the severest penalties.

		“Mrs. Joe,” said Uncle Pumblechook—a large hard-breathing middle-aged slow man, with a mouth like a fish, dull staring eyes, and sandy hair standing upright on his head, so that he looked as if
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