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CHAPTER EIGHT

Mr Peach surveys his writing-desk on the following morning, and says to himself —

— I shall have to send to Bristol for a supply of paper.

Understand, reader. — We do not imply, that our hero has sat at the same chair, from the close of our previous chapter all through to the commencement of this. He has retired to sleep in the interval, though his rest cannot have been long, nor do we suppose it to have been very tranquil. It has fallen a good deal short of that easy and restorative repose, which is proverbially said to be the lot of the righteous man. Which is not to say, that his conscience must therefore be troubled. — We put no such faith in common proverbs, nor in any thing that is commonly said. It is with speech, as with many another commodity — That what you may meet any where, is of least worth, but that which is rare, is precious. Indeed, we suspect that silence, being the rarest of all, is — the Sangreal, or holy-grail, of the old romancers — the phoenix feather — The thing of incomparable price. For there is in all human creatures this incurable malady, that they must EVER BE TALKING. — And, not to speak, seems as deathly an embargo, as not to breathe. — Have you not observed, reader, how the world is plagued with our noise, like the perpetual buzzing of the bee-hive?

To our business. —

Neither the paltry refreshment of a few hours of sleep, nor the light of a new day, has eased Mr Peach’s mind. He has passed much of the morning composing various further letters. — Plain and prosy, in comparison to the extraordinary document sent to the American Doctor — Yet in their own fashion, suggestive of the tumult in Mr Peach’s brain. For he writes to enquire, whether any passage may swiftly be secured, to a remote harbour on the coast of Cornwall — to some part of Ireland, sufficiently distant from the principal cities of that island — or, to a deep recess in the wild Norwegian coast! — along with several other letters, pertaining to the business of removing his household.

Thus it is, that he is brought to the reflexion, with which we opened our chapter. — We have expended more ink than we might have, accounting for it. Do not be impatient, reader. The causes of things are profound — subtle —

We may as well offer a plain hint, that this matter of the supply of fresh paper, which Mr Peach has determined to request from Bristol, will prove more significant in our tale, than it here appears.

Never think, that we waste your time on trifles.

The practical difficulties of the morning, are not confined to the shortage of material for correspondence. Mr Peach is twice or thrice required to stand up from his desk, in order to attend to tedious domestic matters, such as the fetching of water, the emptying of the pot, &c. — All those duties, which until this morning fell to the lot of Anny Pertwee.

— It is a further point, he thinks, in favour of quitting the place as soon as I may. I shall find it very tiresome to occupy an house, where there is no house-maid. — And he goes to the door, and cries out, Jem! Jem! Where is the boy? — Reasoning, that though he has lost one servant, he need not be burdened by every toilsome necessity, when there yet remains another in his employ.

Jem is no where to be seen.

We have not hitherto had leisure to mark the character of the stable-lad. He is, in truth, all too easily disregarded. — He is not one of those, who leave a lasting impression on the eye, or the ear. To look at, he is a shy, rheumy, creeping boy, who hangs his head. To listen to, he is — Nothing at all, as often as not, for he steals away from company when he can, like a shadow banished by a cloud — And, when he cannot, and is called upon to speak, the halt in his tongue overcomes him. As Mrs Shin says, There’s scarce a word to be had from his mouth, and those that are, you may be waiting till next Wednesday to have them. — By which the goodwife means, that because Jemmy Sixways says little, and that with a stammer, he is not worth hearing. — An opinion held universally — As all Mrs Shin’s opinions must be, else she would discard them.

We, however, are no respecters of orthodoxy. — No more, we think, are you. We have watched the lad with some attention. We note how he sighs, when he is alone — How he will sometimes pass several silent minutes, in contemplation of a flower plucked from an hedgerow. — We have once or twice come across him scrambling among the branches, in search of the thrush’s egg, or ascending the highest ridge of the country, and setting his gaze to the west, straining to discern the distant glitter of the sea. In short — we discern several marks of sensibility — That quality, which bestows so great a degree of interest upon sickly and retiring young ladies. Whether it can effect the same alchemy, upon a stammering country lad, with a dripping nose, we rather doubt. It must also be acknowledged, that those habits which shew to advantage in the simpering heroine of a romance, are not much prized in a domestic servant. — For, diverted as he is by the inward promptings of his soul, Jem is often liable to be absent when called for, as on the present occasion — Having abandoned his place in the stable or the cottage-garden, and wandered away, who knows where — to muse upon, who knows what.

It may be wondered, why the lad is not dismissed? — An enquiry, indeed, which Mrs Shin will often make of herself, aloud, within the hearing of Mr Peach.

That gentleman, however, is himself fond of walking about the country, as we may have remarked once or twice before now. He cannot find it in himself, to banish the boy from his position, for a fault Mr Peach must by nature look upon indulgently. — And besides — There are certain advantages, in a servant who is quiet, and too often absent — just as there are many objections to one always busy, and too often present — A comparison which has perpetually been before Mr Peach’s eye, and indeed his ear, in the person of the garrulous and inquisitive Anny.

We have dwelt upon the dilatory habit of Jem the stable-boy, not only to provide you with a better understanding of his character, but also, because at this very moment in our narrative Mr Peach is reminded of the identical thing — And is struck by a curious notion, of how he may put the lad to use.

— I have observed, he says to Jem, when the boy is returned, That you are fond of walking about the country.

An harmless remark, you may think — But the soul of young Jem is, as we have said, a delicate thing. The blushing and stooping that follows, would honour the most prudish of virgins. — Jem feels himself reprimanded, and cannot manage any answer at all.

Mr Peach is undaunted. He knows well enough, that any interview with the boy will call for a great store of patience. — A quality he possesses above the common measure.

— I make no accusation, lad, says he. I should be an hypocrite if I did, for I love to go about in the open air myself. Nor do I reckon it an idle pursuit. It cultivates the habits of observation and attention. You, perhaps, may see, what others overlook; and those who speak least, see most.

By such expressions, Mr Peach hopes to ease the poor lad’s halting tongue. Alas, Jem is so entirely unaccustomed to praise, that the good effects of a kindly manner, are equalled and opposed by the lad’s surprize at such unfamiliar treatment, in accordance with Newton’s famous principle. — And Mr Peach must proceed, as patiently as before.

— They say in the village, that you were the one to fetch the constables, when the house was robbed.

Jem is able to signal by a nod, that the report is correct.

— It was well done. I have you to thank, that little damage was done, and no harm came to Mrs Peach.

These further morsels of encouragement, and in particular the allusion to the lady, whose mysterious affliction must be of compelling interest to any feeling heart — are enough to soften Jem’s terror, and enable him to stammer a few humble and grateful syllables.

— You never saw the thieves, I suppose?

Jem shakes his head.

— Nor heard them?

— Only — Jem begins.

— Did you hear any thing? I shall be curious to hear of it, if you did.

— Only the breaking of the door, sir.

— Ah.

— Like thunder. It woke me.

— I suppose you ran for the village, as soon as you were awake?

— Yes, sir.

— No doubt you were very frighted, to think house-breakers had come so near while you slept.

Jem rouses himself a little, at the suggestion of cowardice. — I shouldn’t have ran, he says, except I heard Anny cry, Help, Murder, Save me, and the like. I feared she might come to harm.

— That was a noble thought. Then it appears you heard Anny’s cries, as well as the crack of the door.

Jem fears he has been caught in a contradiction, and once more cannot speak.

— Never mind, boy. I think you did just what you ought to have done. I only wish to be sure, that you had no sign of the villains themselves, whether sight or sound.

Jem assures his master of it.

— I wonder, Jem, whether you have ever seen any body hereabouts, that you did not know, or thought strange? I know you are fond of walking in the woods and fields, and have a keen eye. Do you recall that you ever noticed one, or two, and asked yourself, Who might that fellow, or those fellows, be?

The boy is again quite confounded. His master’s question is itself not so difficult of apprehension, nor of answer. — The confusion has another cause — Which is, that no body has ever once asked Jem what he does when he goes a-wandering, or what he thinks, or what he sees, or, indeed, has ever mentioned the circumstance, except to abuse him for it, and call him moony, or wool-gathering milksop, or breech-soaker, and pull his ears, and knock him in the dirt.

— You might have seen them only for an instant. Men strangely dressed, or with an outlandish air, stealing away from view as soon as noticed.

— The gypsies, sir?

— Would you know a gypsy, if you saw one?

The lad frowns, and plucks his lip, and concedes, that he might not. — Which Mr Peach thinks is to his credit. After some further gentle enquiry, Mr Peach is able to establish, that Jem has noticed no strangers, or foreigners, or persons otherwise out of the ordinary, on any occasion he can remember.

— But — the boy says, with a blush, and some other marks of sudden passion — But — sir — When I go walking, I shun the roads and the houses — I don’t love company!

— Why, Jem — I don’t blame you for it.

— Don’t you, sir?

— Not at all. The beauties of nature appear to their best advantage, without the intrusions of mankind.

Jem appears greatly moved by this sentiment, trite though it be. — He clutches at his heart, and says — Oh — sir —

— I should like to make a request of you, Jem. I should like you to continue as you do now, that is, to wander in the country hereabouts, away from the roads and the common places. And I should like you to keep a careful watch, for any such man or men, as I have described. Any who appear to keep themselves from the general view — In the woods, perhaps, or other secret places. No ordinary eye would ever see them, but you, Jem, I think, do not look as others do.

— I?

— It is a matter of importance to me.

To be given a task, of importance — To be entrusted, with a gentleman’s confidence! — For Jemmy Sixways, who, poor lad, has met only with varying proportions of indifference, disdain, and scorn, in his young life, these are revelations.

— Will you remember? says Mr Peach.

Jem’s tongue cannot readily answer, but at last he swears — he will — he will.

— I am much obliged. And should you notice any such body, on no account are you to accost them, or follow them, but you must come straight and tell me.

— I will, sir — I won’t —

— Then we are agreed. I shall depend on your vigilance. — Mr Peach is tempted to encourage the boy further, with sixpence — But remembers, that he must mind his pennies.

— You may depend, sir, cries Jem. — Only — only —

Mr Peach waits patiently, for the boy to unburden himself.

— Only, sometimes — When I go abroad, sir — I will watch, and be vigilant, yet sometimes — I don’t know what I see —

— Why, Jem, what do you mean?

The boy’s rising passion overcomes his halting tongue. — The sky, sir! he cries, throwing out his arms. — And the great world, all about!

Mr Peach regards him with surprize.

— Those are fine sights, to be sure, Jem. These hills afford many picturesque prospects. I have often stopped in my own walks, to enjoy their splendours.

Jem seems close to tears. — But have you not felt — Oh, sir! — I wish sometimes I weren’t a man at all — But a bird of the air — A tree —

— A tree?

Jem bows his head, and can say no more. His cheek is crimson — His eye, wet.

Mr Peach studies the poor impassioned youth for several seconds, and then enquires, whether he knows his letters?

Jem nods.

— I’ll give you a book, says Mr Peach.

— Sir?

— There is a book I should like you to read, from my own collection.

— I have my Bible, sir.

— I’m sure you do, lad. This is another book.

— I have the adventure of Christian too.

— There are books in the world, that are neither Bible nor Bunyan. This one is but lately written. It is called, The Sorrows of Werter.

Jem’s further confusion is plain. He plucks at his smock, and looks at the earth, and says, I don’t know that I ought.

— On the contrary, says Mr Peach, I am quite convinced you must. I shall give it to you to read, though not to keep. You must only promise to take great care of it, and return it unharmed, when it is finished.

In this eccentric manner is the interview with the stable-boy concluded. Jem is dispatched, with his volume of Goethe’s romance, and his peculiar commission. — And, if it is the case, which we must now concede probable, that Mr Tho.s Peach of Widdershins Bank, though by every outward token a man of sense and reason, truly believes himself in danger from lurking gypsies — Then we very much doubt, whether young Jemmy Sixways will prove an hundred-eyed Argos, to keep immaculate watch over the house, and the pleasant country all around. — For the lad shews few marks of the martial spirit.

Reader — we hear your protest.

— What matter, you say, whether this whey-faced addle-brained puppy be suited to his task, or no? — when there are no gypsies! — The circumstances of the assault upon Mr Peach’s house have been plainly reported in your sixth chapter, and it is perfectly evident, that prattling Anny tells her tales of swarthy burglars, for no purpose other than to disguise her own part in the business. All this nonsense of heathens and vagrants, is merely the superstition of swinish rustics. They might as well emulate their forefathers, and lay the blame upon witchcraft and devilry, and find some poor old woman to burn, or drown! — Good heavens — Is your Thomas Peach no wiser than these?

There is merit, we confess, in your complaint. We only remind you, that neither Jem nor Mr Peach knows one jot of the comical misadventures betwixt Anny and her Ned. We must allow them to proceed as they have agreed — The boy, sent out on his curious watch — The master, unable to rid himself of his mysterious fears. You must permit our narrative to proceed likewise. —

It is Mr Peach’s usual custom, when conducting his correspondence, to await the arrival of Dick Wainwright the tavern-keeper’s son, and give the lad any letters which are to be sent. On this day, he prefers not to wait, but rides to the inn himself, where, having entrusted various papers to the post-bag, he enquires generally, whether there be any further news of the miscreants supposed to have robbed his house.

The reception he meets, is not altogether as friendly as he expects. — An alteration for which, alas, we must blame the fair Anny Pertwee — Who has gone up and down the village, telling any that will hear — which is to say, every body — That Mr Peach is a man as ill-omened as his house — that there is something not natural in his domestic arrangements — that he is not seen at church — &c. Yet, though his reputation among his neighbours has gained a more sombre colouring, Mr Peach finds them willing enough to discuss the great events of the hour — That is, the plaguing of their homes and lands by a visitation of thieving strangers. Every tongue has its own tale, of the wicked devices of these gypsies. Not a soul doubts, but that the villains lurk near by. Goody Parson, the blacksmith’s wife, has lost a silver spoon — Ben Boatman, the waggoner, a buckle — And each is as certain as the other, that their trinkets are stolen by the heathens, for every body knows, that gypsies prize silver above all other treasures, and use the metal to cast their fortunes and work their curses.

However, Mr Peach can find not a single soul, who will positively swear to have seen them, or who can say with certainty, where they hide. Ask where he may, he finds no confirmed evidence, that they exist at all. All is rumour, suggestion, and empty talk. — You may wonder, what else is to be expected, from the common-rooms of a village inn. We are inclined to share your opinion. — But Mr Peach departs at least somewhat satisfied, that if there have been malevolent travellers at his door, they are no longer any where in the immediate vicinity.

For two or three days, then, he has nothing to do, but wait. The letters are sent. They travel at the pace of the coach and the post-boy. Replies must be considered — composed — Sealed, and sent by the same methods. Until the uncertain hour of their return, Mr Peach cannot advance his enterprizes, of whatever sort they may be. He watches at his windows — Sets a table against the broken pantry-door, so that the house may not be entered by stealth in the night — Questions Jem each evening, whether the lad has observed any of those signs he was sent to watch for. — Though from the last exercise he gets no profit at all, for Jem is more distracted than ever he was, and his pale face more wan — His eye blank and dreamy — he sighs, more often than he speaks — Heaven help the boy!

We shall learn what ails him anon.

One evening, as the dusk creeps towards the western horizon, our hero sits in his chair, and expostulates with himself, thus. —

— Three days are now passed, and still I hear of not a single further circumstance to cause any alarm, whether by direct knowledge or indirect report.

— If those I fear have made an attempt on my house, only to find me absent, by a mere accident of fortune,FN31 why have they not returned? — Is it not more plausible to think, that finding themselves sought for, they have fled the country?

— And yet —

It is a great weakness, in those of the reflective temperament, such as our Mr Peach, that they cannot persuade themselves of any thing, without bringing in the accursed And yet! — the counter-reason to all their reasons — The further question, which forbids them from ever settling upon a determined answer.

— And yet — thinks he — One or two men might easily conceal themselves from the general notice, for several days, among the woods hereabouts.

— But is it possible to imagine, that such visitors could pass entirely unobserved, in an English country parish, where every body knows one another’s business, and nothing unexpected can occur, but the news of it spreads universally, with the invisible swiftness of an infection?

— Yet these may be no ordinary strangers — But adepts, in the arts of stealth and disguise.

Mysterious reflexions! — and, we dare say, not such as are usually to be found, in the mind of a British gentleman, as he sits in his parlour on a fine May evening.

Yet the scene we must now present, reader, is more curious still. We prepare the ground, to receive the rarer seed. — It is an element in our necromantic art.

Darkness covers the earth. — Or, those acres of it which concern us. Mr Peach remains in his chair, his thoughts turning one way — then, the other — From doubt to reassurance — From confidence, to uncertainty — The perpetuum mobile of the anxious mind — Until, by what paths we cannot say, or will not — He recalls a means, by which he may be resolved.

It is one of those summer nights, when the stillness of the air seems almost to oppress the hearing. So quiet is the house, that Mr Peach goes on tip-toe, as though fearing to disturb its rest. He steals thus to the foot of the stair, where he opens the cracked old chest.

He moves the topmost books aside.

Like the student of antiquities, who digs in the earth, Mr Peach seems to reach backwards through time itself, the deeper into his chest he goes. At the very bottom, where the candle-light hardly penetrates, the most antient of all the old volumes lies in a bed of shadow and dust. So decayed is it, that it might be the corpse of a book — No store of wisdom, preserved against time and ruin, but a thing forgotten and defunct — A grave-gift, dedicated to eternal silence, away from the world’s light.

If there were once characters or figures stamped on its covers, they have long since worn away. The leather is blank and wrinkled with age — Its edges crumbling — Stained with spots of deeper black, as though touched in places by fire or corruption. An iron clasp bolts the volume shut. Sealing the clasp is a small lock. — This alone gives a little brightness to the dull dead thing, being a delicate brass object, and certainly belonging to the modern age — unlike the grim beast it serves to muzzle.

We shall suppose, it was put in place, by the volume’s present owner. —

Mr Peach’s eye falls only for a moment, upon that colossal relic — And hurries aside, as though something in the sight of it discountenances him.

He sets his hands instead upon its nearest neighbour, an huge handsome sturdy thing, evidently worn from age and long use, but so well-made, and well-preserved, that it looks fair to endure as long again. It is as broad as Mr Peach’s two hands spread, and as long as his arm, and no less thick than the Bible, with commentaries. — The thing is, you may imagine, excessively heavy. Mr Peach groans to lift it. — But, lift it he does, and takes it to the end-room, where he sets it down, brushing away some accumulations of dust.

He lights another candle. One single taper cannot do, to peruse so wide a volume.

The binding is stamped with a series of Greek characters. Our knowledge of the tongue of Homer and Herodotus is a little scanty, but we declare with confidence nevertheless, that they spell no word in that language. They are — [image: The letters A Z P Omega H] — that is, Azroë.

The pages within are very fine. — Perhaps the paper was polished before it was gathered and sewn, for it lies very smooth and close. There are several hundreds of sheets. — No wonder, that Mr Peach struggled to move the book!

He lifts it open.

We cannot say, he reads. It is true, that he turns several pages. — But no mortal creature could stop to scan the lines therein, without losing their reason, unless perhaps a reader that is mad to begin with. Look —

No — do not look, for your own wits’ sake. — We shall describe the contents for you.

Every page that Mr Peach turns, presents the same appearance. Each one is printed from the upper margin to the bottom, and from the outer to the inner, with line upon unrelenting line of words — As though the volume were a miller’s sack, into which language is poured like grains of flour. There is not a single pause to them to be seen, on any page. There is not so much as a stop or comma — No indentation, to give the eye respite — Neither paragraph nor period, that might order the teeming profusion of words. No letters majuscule — no decorative characters — Even the spaces between one word and the next are narrow. The mass of print confuses the eye. — Letter upon letter, and word after word, like the swarming creatures of an ant’s nest. It is as though the compositor who set these pages, intended nothing more than to fill them with type — as though he resented the virgin paper, and wished to see it as near utterly blackened as his tools allowed.

Perhaps the selection of the words was entrusted to the same lunatic. It is quite certain, that no author guided him. The pages tell no history — record no thought — They do not even trouble to speak intelligibly for more than two or three words together. Every line presents no more than mere vocabulary. — Word upon word upon word, in entire disorder, without connexion, or sequence — without sense or grammar. — A printed chaos.

Here — Mr Peach pauses a moment, and runs his finger along some few lines. We shall transcribe them, as a specimen of this shapeless ocean of language. —

 

six leagues northwards shoe-laces according to your sister’s opinion no crystalline translucence the cathedral at scodra no by water yes mulberry it is the reverse bound in stone three eighths is correct a sword certainly the blue but not the yellow pilgrimage turn aside he lies yesterday pig-bristles

 

— and in such stile, which is no stile at all, but the scattering of words like the droplets of mist at the base of a cataract, the volume proceeds, sheet after sheet, without interruption or remission, from its first page to its last.

Mr Peach closes the book again, and rests an hand upon the cover, in an attitude of doubtful contemplation.

— Well — he says to himself, at last — Most likely, nothing will come of it — But there’s no harm in the attempt.

Thus resolved — he sits himself upright, and clears his throat — Hem —

He raps the cover three times with his knuckles, exactly as though knocking at a window, and pronounces the following, in a clear loud voice —

 

Azroë, Azroë, come to your door

Azroë, Azroë, answer me four

 

Is it a trick of our fancy? — or has the breathless stillness of the night, grown heavier — A stony silence, like that of the crypt?

Mr Peach now lays his palm upon the cover. He waits several moments, as though in anticipation, and then shrugs.

— I do not recall, he says to himself, that any reply was to be expected.

— Perhaps, he thinks, I ought to conduct a trial. — I might propose for my first question some simple matter, whose answer I know already.

— Or perhaps I ought to confess myself a credulous ass, and go quietly to bed.

A wise suggestion! but Mr Peach will not heed it. He sighs, and closes his eyes, and places both hands on the book, and recites —

 

Azroë, Azroë, never be done

Azroë, Azroë, hearken to one

 

He considers a moment, and then says, — In what place is the king’s palace?

His eyes remain tight shut. He feels for the edge of the binding, and lifts it, and begins to turn through the pages.

— Now, he thinks, while the leaves whisper and curl under his blind manipulation, we shall see whether the word Westminster or White-hall be printed any where in Monsieur Azroë’s universal lexicon!

His hands cease their sightless journey through the book — Allowing it to fall open, upon a page, which yet he does not look at. He extends a single finger, and makes it wander over verso and recto, up and down and across, as thoughtless as a child scraping lines in sand.

— Although, he thinks, I suppose Kew would be as proper an answer.

He frowns — Indeed — he thinks — I ought to have positively declared, which king. Well — let us see —

He allows his hand to halt on the page, and opens his eyes.

At his finger’s tip appear the words —

 

as you wish the ground marksmanship not yet

 

Mr Peach shakes his head.

— I am an ass, he thinks, to have expected any thing else. — Here is not even the name of a place. Monsieur Azroë may go back to his chest at once, and I to bed.

He is about to raise his finger from the page and close the book, when a further thought gives him pause.

— The very nearest words to my finger-tip, he thinks, are the ground. Is that not a fair answer to my question? However many kings there are in the world, all their palaces surely lie, upon the ground.

Mr Peach smiles at his own reasons. — This, he thinks, is why the world will never be done with the quackery of oracles and fortune-tellers. They may say whatever nonsense they please, and we fools will persuade ourselves of its wisdom.

— I might try the experiment again, he thinks, with a more careful choice of words. I am permitted four questions, after all.

A minute or two passes, while he considers it. The candle-flames rise quite straight. The very air seems hushed. —

Once more he closes his eyes, and lays his hands on the cover of the book.

 

Azroë, Azroë, never so true

Azroë, Azroë, hearken to two

 

Thinking of the loss of his female domestic, he says aloud — Who shall now sweep the floors of my house?

As his hands open the volume, and begin to pass among the pages, he thinks, There, Monsieur — An oracular question, for it looks to the unknown future — Yet a determinate one, for there are only two or three answers which may prove your worth. You may inform me, I shall perform the task myself — which I think most likely — Or that no one will — You shall not excuse yourself with Delphic ambiguities. Let us see how you fare, now. —

He selects a page — Drops his finger upon it, with a flourish — Opens his eyes.

The line above his finger reads

 

certainly nine year past my fellow servant infernal music no

 

Mr Peach frowns again, and looks more closely. The type is small, and the blanks very narrow, as we have mentioned. — As best he can determine, his finger has stopped precisely between my fellow servant and infernal music.

— This is no answer, he says, aloud.

The book makes no protest. —

— Infernal music, Mr Peach says, does no house-work. A servant is an answer conformable to sense, but not your fellow servant. — You have no fellows, or not such, as may arrive at my house to sweep a floor. But if the plain word servant is meant, why has my hand not come to rest on that one word alone?

Mr Peach bends very close to the page. It seems to him that his finger indicates the two words equally, which lie adjacent — servant infernal —

He lifts his hand away.

— It is possible, he thinks, that my hand moved as I opened my eyes — That it lay only on servant before then.

— But what is it worth, to be told a servant shall sweep my floors? — Nor do I think it a good answer. For Anny will surely not return, and Mrs Shin would certainly not lower herself to the task, were I to ask her, which I shall not; nor would I engage Jem to it. I shall not bring in another servant, when I intend to quit the house as soon as I may. No — This is all mere nonsense.

Mr Peach rubs at his temples.

— And yet, he thinks, it is not so perfectly implausible an answer.

He closes the book again, and regards the characters stamped on its cover.

— I see, he says, you are a cunning imp, Monsieur, and will not have your authority put to the test like a school-boy.

The book neither acknowledges the compliment — Nor dismisses it. It is only a book. — Is it not?

— Either, says Mr Peach, I must come to my senses, and end this charade, and you must go back to your bed, and I up to mine — Or, I had better ask of you, the thing I truly desire to know.

The gentle flames quiver. No doubt some exhalation, emitted with the gentleman’s words, has sent an invisible disturbance through the air about them.

He composes himself — Rests his hands on the book —  And recites —

 

Azroë, Azroë, riddle-me-ree

Azroë, Azroë, hearken to three

 

And asks aloud — Am I at this present moment pursued by a stranger, or strangers, from a distant country?

The pages turn forward and back. Mr Peach waits much longer now, before daring to open his eyes. Here — he thinks — and then — No — and passes over two or three score leaves — Then returns again — His eyes tightly sealed all the while.

He wonders, whether he should close the book again, without looking.

At last he lets it lie open. The page is chosen — The finger scans, left and right — Comes to rest.

He takes particular care, to hold it very still.

He opens his eyes.

The finger-tip is poised, with the most exact precision, beneath a single word — yes —

Mr Peach rises abruptly. The candles dance in agitation.

He says to himself — It is the word most frequently appearing, in the whole book. See — there is scarce a line in which it is not found — It may be the merest chance, that my finger fell upon it. There are ten thousand places in this volume, where my hand might have come to rest, and received the same appearance of an answer, quite by accident.

Mr Peach now desires nothing so much, as to go straight up-stairs, and have some pleasant inconsequential intercourse with his wife, according to his usual custom, and then go to sleep.

But — he is permitted one further question.

We shall not attempt to describe his restless agonies of indecision. The outcome is, that he sits again — Spreads his palms over the book’s cover — Closes his eyes — And, in a voice altogether less clear and careless than it was, pronounces his incantation and enquiry —

 

Azroë, Azroë, but a word more

Azroë, Azroë, hearken to four

 

— How may I escape those who pursue me?

The leaves murmur under his hand. It seems almost, that they laugh. — He turns them over near to the last page — Sends his finger to the extreme margin. With a sensation of dread, he opens his eyes.

His finger has fallen on the word, no.

He bends closer, to read the adjacent babble of print.

 

danuvius a beggar by no means unwelcome turnstile the buried wishbone

 

— By no means, he says, in a dreadful whisper. — I may escape, by no means.

A noise breaks the fearful silence of the house. — It is a small sudden clatter, like the nervous scratch of a mouse within the wainscot. It has sounded from the room up-stairs — whence no sound is ever heard.

Mr Peach leaps up from the chair — Throws the book closed — Hurries above.

At the door — at the very door, where Anny Pertwee so often contrived to listen, and never detected the slightest sound — He hears his wife’s doubtful murmur — Tom? Tom?

He unlocks, and hastens within.

— Are you awake, my dear?

— Tom! there you are. For a moment I fancied —

There is no light at all. Mr Peach stands by the door. — He is perfectly accustomed, to speaking with his wife in the dark. But his habit is always, to take the candle to bed, and then to extinguish it, before he wakes her. In all the months she has been confined within this one room, he has never until now stood a few strides apart — and called to her, across a sightless abyss.

— What did you fancy, my love?

— The silliest thing. I felt, someone else had been here.

We cannot see Mr Peach’s face, and therefore, we will not presume to say, what expression appears there. But we have the power, to lay as it were a finger on his heart. — It is constricted, and quickened — Seized by a sudden chill.

— It was you, Tom, that woke me, wasn’t it?

— Yes — Liza — says Mr Peach — of course it was I.

— Where are you?

— Hush, my dear. Rest again. I have disturbed you unwontedly. It is not your hour.

— No — It is not.

— Rest, says he. — Be at peace. All is well.

With which comforting words, he steps away from the door, and into perfect invisibility. No more words are spoken — There is nothing to be seen, or to be heard. — We can narrate no more, with neither word nor deed to report, and shall therefore relieve you of all these obscurities, by quitting our chapter.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

On, then, with our narrative! — Once more we spin the planetary orb beneath us, bringing the island of Britain out of shadow, and into the light of the vernal sun. It is morning, up and down our fair kingdom. — Nor any corner of it fairer, on this particular day, than our little nook of Somerset-shire, for the fields and wooded banks are in their finest spring dress, under a Venetian sky.

Into this picture we must now introduce an entirely new personage, and one who has no small part to play, in the crisis that follows.

A new personage, we say, though you have heard his name, once or twice. But now he is to appear in his own person, flesh and blood. — His blood, indeed, is of particular prominence, for it will be heated beyond its usual condition, in the course of our scene. — Leeches would have been called for, in those days, to draw off the excess.

To our purpose —

The morning, we have already mentioned, is very fine. It is that rare weather, in these vaporous and cloud-kissed isles of ours, which positively demands that a gentleman of leisure, however idle, must take his exercise. And lo! here is an excellent specimen of a leisured gentleman, riding into the secluded valley of Widdershins Bank.

We know his type at a glance — By the costly elegance of his dress, and the size and splendour, of the animal betwixt his legs — By the careless curls upon his bare head, and the fresh, well-fed complexion, belonging to those who feel no want, nor ever will. — And, most of all, by a certain upright ease in his carriage, as though his mortal substance is infused by the very quintessence of superiority. It holds him high, and makes him overlook every neighbouring object; for, according to the laws of nature, when one thing is superior, every thing beside it must necessarily be inferior. — We see the instinctive apprehension of this simple law, written in the face of our rider, and emitted in every direction from his person, like the magnetic fluid in the aether.

He rides without haste. If we were called upon to judge, we would guess the preponderance of idleness in nature to be above the median, even among the general class of gentlemen of leisure. His figure, we admit to be well-formed, strong, manly, and youthful. But it is evident from these mere few moments of observation, that the exercise he is presently taking, falls very much more to his horse’s part than his own. He goes at the exact pace, indicating one who has nothing to do. Were it slower, we should suspect some reluctance — a pensive tardiness — A mind preyed on, by unwelcome thoughts of what awaits at the terminus of the ride. Were it more rapid — Well — we need not enumerate all the purposes, served by the varying degrees of haste. No — our rider is, with the most exquisite precision of science, poised so exactly between hurry and delay, that there can be not the slightest suggestion of either. — Do you not hear, that the very intervals of the horse’s shoes upon the earth spell out a message, in the language of motion? which says, I ride thus, because I wish to, but I might as well be doing any thing else — or nothing — ’Tis all one to me, whether I stop or go on — I don’t care — Heigh ho!

The languid pace, concerning which we have been so particular, brings our rider over the rise in the road, and down to the verdant bottom of the valley, where the elder-trees flourish their adornment of white lace.

Now, it so happens, that Clary has gone out to cut some switches of willow, from the coppice beside the stream; and, while our rider is yet some little distance from the house, she steps onto the road before him, with a bundle of sticks in her arms. For her greater convenience in traversing the damp ground, she has divested herself of her stockings, and is clad only in a shirt of Jem’s, belted by a length of horse-leather.

We have described the effect produced by these humble farmer’s weeds, upon the person of Clarissa Riddle, as highly ridiculous. — But we must acknowledge, that on a late spring day, amid the wholesome Arcadian delights of this modest landskip — the winding track, and the low neat house in the middle distance, and the pleasantly disposed masses of the trees, together not unworthy of the brush of a Ruysdael — The appearance she makes, with her legs as bare as her head, and a loose white smock girdled at the waist, has a certain sylvan charm. — She might, at a distance, do for one of the pretty shepherdesses, that disport themselves among the canvasses of Poussin. By a trick of the light, and the day’s air, the simplicity of her dress shews not so much risible, as — classical.

— Upon my word! says the gentleman of leisure, and halts his passage, in order to cast several lengthy glances of appreciation at the vision before him.

Against our every expectation, Clary lowers her head, and makes a kind of curtsey, and stands aside to let the gentleman pass, with a murmur of — Good after-noon, my lord.

The leisurely rider continues his examination. He is in no hurry to ride on —Nor, indeed, to do any thing, as we have explained already. At this very instant, he can think of no occupation more interesting, than looking at the bare legs of a young country woman. — Therefore — look at them, he shall.

The gentleman’s behaviour does not surprize us. It is quite otherwise, with Clary. — We have not heretofore noticed in her character many indications, of a modest and deferential temper. Yet here she stands, in the grasses and weeds beside the road, to all appearances waiting for the gentleman to ride past; and her head is bowed low, as though she dared not give offence, by presuming to look upon his magnificence. — Although it may be, that she adopts this posture, in order to conceal her mouth from the rider’s gaze.

The gentleman’s inspection proceeds.

The maid continues to wait. —

It is quite unexpected. This humble patience — Where has it sprung from? We would not be much more greatly astonished, were she to pull a penny-whistle from her pocket, and play a jig.

We have also observed, that Clary is reluctant in the extreme, to speak in the presence of strangers. An hesitation quite forgivable, considering the effect produced by the sight of her organs of speech, upon those not forewarned of her disfigurement. Yet, behold! not only does she submit, without complaint, to the gentleman’s unhurried investigation — But, after an interval, addresses him, though with her head still low, and somewhat averted.

— If it please you, my lord, she says, I must take these switches to the house.

— That house there?

— My master’s house, my lord.

— Your master’s, hey? What’s your name, girl?

— Clarissa, sir. — She curtseys once more, as far as her inelegant dress allows.

Has she gone down to the coppice of osiers, and been stolen away by the fairies, and replaced, by this meek and blushing changeling? —

We assure you, reader, she has not.

Our rider, you may well imagine, shares none of our surprize. He thinks it the most natural thing in the world, that the country hinds should bow to him, and speak low, and call him lord. Indeed, he particularly expects this behaviour, from the female hinds; among certain other expectations, which we shall not at present specify.

— A pretty name, says he.

— My lord, says she.

— A pretty name, for a pretty thing. Do you see this guinea? — He plucks a coin from a purse, and turns it in the sun.

— Oh, sir, says Clary, in tones of awe-struck wonder, and turning up her face, I never saw so shining a coin.

There can be no further doubt. — Either Miss Clarissa Riddle has struck her head on a tree, and lost her wits by the blow; or — She acts a part.

Have we not once before had cause to call her a perfect cameleon? — We think, the latter explanation is much the likelier.

Perhaps we ought not to wonder at it. For, when we consider the matter, is not the whole engine of society — the machinery, which links the greater parts to the least — the design, which determines how each element must move, within the orbit of the next — To speak without metaphor — is not our whole system of pre-eminence, and rank, and deference, and obedience, sustained entirely by the acting of parts? The great man must play the great man, or his lustre tarnishes, and he falls from greatness. The servant must bob and look down, or she loses her place. The tradesman must flatter those whose custom he solicits, and bully those whose services he requires, or he shall get no where with either. — It is no very original observation, we acknowledge, but, as with many a common-place, it has turned somewhat worn and stale, only because it remains serviceable.

But we must resume our narrative. — For, in raising her head to eye the guinea, and praise its golden gleam, like some rustic goggling at the tawdry gilt of a strolling player, Clary has allowed the gentleman a glimpse of her face.

— By Jove! says he — You are bruised about the lips!

— Oh, no, says she, hanging her head again, It’s only my birth-mark, which I had since I was born.

— Let me see, Clarissa.

— ’Tis fearful ugly, my lord.

You must imagine, reader, the beauty of the day, and of the scene. All the warm gold of a summer sun floods into the pleasant valley bottom. Even the white dust of the road, appears to shine. Amid this glory of nature, the stain upon Clary’s face shews with far less of horror, than we have seen in it heretofore.

You may also consider, that the gentleman’s interest in Clary’s person perhaps tends less towards her mouth, than her inferior parts.

For one reason or another — He appears not much discomposed by the view of her face. Indeed, he is disposed to be gallant, and descend to a compliment.

— I say it is not. You are altogether a pretty thing. You should like a coin like this, I think, Clarissa.

— I wouldn’t dare like it.

— You might very well dare like it, and you might dare use it, too, and buy a pretty dress, don’t you know. Does your master treat you badly, that you have nothing to wear?

— Lord, no, sir, he’s a good master.

— I hope he does not beat you about the cheeks, and fetch you that bruise.

— Lord, no, she says, and hangs her head down once more, as though in shame. — ’Tis only my old mark.

A cameleon indeed! — Had we never seen her before this moment, we would swear, she was nothing but a plain doltish Jill, with no more wits than her milking-pail.

The gentleman does not require her to raise her head again. If others chuse to address him, in a servile attitude, he will not object. — Moreover, there is a certain pleasing charm, in the disposition of her neck and shoulders, and the fall of the maid’s unbound hair. — It draws the eye, downwards.

The gentleman fancies he might like just such a maid, about his own house.

— You might have this guinea, he says. — He tosses it in the air, idly, and catches it again, just as idly.

We here anticipate a protest. — It may be objected, that the latter act, that is, the catching of the coin, cannot but be idle, because it requires no effort — the labour being all performed, by that force of attraction, which compels all raised objects to return earthwards. — And therefore, that our application of the adverb is a redundancy. Nevertheless, we maintain that there is something essentially lazy, in the mere manner of the gentleman’s holding out his hand, to receive the falling coin. — It is as though he knows, by right, that the grand universal force, whose mysteries have been penetrated by the genius of Newton, will do by him as it ought, and return his money to its proper place.

— I don’t dream of such things, my lord.

— Don’t you? Perhaps you might.

— Please you, sir, I’m to take these switches to the house.

— You shall tell me its name first. I might chuse to ride this way again.

— The house’s name, my lord? This is called Widdershins Bank.

— Upon my word!

The gentleman looks about, with a satisfied air. — It appears, that Clary has named the very place he proposed to himself as the object of his journey — Insofar as his ride may be said to have had any thing so definite, as a purpose.

— Might I take in the switches, sir?

— I think your pretty arms were made to hold something better, Clarissa. But you may walk, and I shall ride behind you. I wish to look at your master’s house.

Such may indeed be his desire, but we think it equally possible, that he wishes to keep other objects in view, by directing Clary to walk on her way in front. Be that as it may — The short distance is traversed without further incident, and our gentleman of leisure comes up alongside Mr Peach’s dwelling, which he surveys with an inexpressive look. His countenance, we may add, is not naturally expressive. It has the dullness of contentment — Like a love poem, addressed to a three-years’ spouse.

— Here is where you ply your broom, Clarissa, and wash the pots?

— I oughtn’t speak so long with a fine lord in the road, before the house. — Clary pronounces this becoming sentiment with a sort of simper.

Reader — If you are in some difficulty, imagining the Miss Clarissa Riddle, with whom you are already acquainted, in the character of a simperer — Believe us, when we repeat, we should not have credited it ourselves, were we not witnessing it with our own necromantic gaze.

— You know you need not fear any impropriety. A fine gentleman always acts with honour. You may speak with me, or do any thing, girl, and it will all be quite honourable, don’t you know.

— I must go in, says Clary again.

— Must you? — I shall give you leave, if you must. But tell me first, should you like to be maid in a great house, where every thing is fine, instead of this draughty old relic?

— I don’t know, my lord.

— Think upon it, while you sweep. You might be like — what d’ye call her — in the nurse’s tale. D__n me, I forget her name — The poor humble baggage that sweeps the floors, and is made a princess, with fine cloaths and pretty shoes.

— Like Pamela, my lord?FN55

— Silly piece. ’Tis some French name, or Italian — ’Tis not the name of some village drab.

Mr Peach now emerges, having heard from within the unexpected noise of conversation in the road. At his appearance, Clary beats a swift and demure retreat, towards the broken larder door. We would be curious to observe her, for the next several minutes — if only to assure ourselves, that she resumes the character, in which we have formerly known her — or, one of those characters — But our story requires us to attend to the gentlemen.

Mr Peach greets the visitor with due courtesy.

— I suppose you are the tenant here? says the latter. — I did not expect to find a gentleman.

Mr Peach conceals his surprize at this somewhat less than courteous observation — And merely agrees, that the house is his.

— This is Widdershins Bank, they say?

Mr Peach will not contradict them.

The visitor turns himself as far to one side as he may, without any suggestion of discomfort, and then to the other; and having thus completed his survey of the surroundings, says, — The land is poor. But, you know, it might be inclosed, and cultivated, and then be of some use. I have seen mutton and wool in these parts.

— May I enquire, sir, whether you have any business, that brings you to my door?

— Oh! business! none in the world! Only passing, you know, and looking, and happened to fall in with that girl of yours. Curate, I suppose?

— No, sir, she is the house-maid.

Mr Peach’s answer is accompanied with not the smallest alteration in his habitual sober and somewhat melancholy air; so that the visitor is for several moments at a loss to know, whether it constitutes a jest; it being impossible to construe the words otherwise, according to reason and grammar — And yet he detects no index of a sporting sally, such as a smile, or a wink, or a slap of the sides, or a good hearty Ha-ha! — These being the currency of wit and jolly persiflage, among his fellow bucks and rake-hells. The interval of some seconds, to which we have alluded, proves insufficient to resolve the puzzle; and so our gentleman, who is not in the habit of applying an excess of mental effort, where it is unwarranted, gives it up.

— But, yourself, sir, he says. — I think you are the curate? Your dress, sir. I’m the devil of a fellow for noticing things. Man of the cloth, hey? Your humble dwelling honours it, sir. — Honours the vocation. I hate to see these puffed-up parsons. Buckles, and equipages! — Not Biblical.

— There are carriages mentioned in the Old Testament, I believe, says Mr Peach, though not, to my recollection, in the New. As to buckles, I think it is said of the Baptist, that he professed himself unfit to latch the shoes of the Saviour. But I cannot speak with authority on the scriptures, for I am not the curate.

— No, indeed? — The gentleman appears not the least out of countenance, to discover that his powers of noticing have misled him. — Whom do I have the honour?

Mr Peach finds himself disinclined to shew this visitor the courtesy, which that gentleman appears to consider unnecessary on his own part. He makes the very slightest of bows, and turns on his heel without ceremony, saying only, My name, sir, is Thomas Peach, and I have business to attend to within-doors, and so wish you good-day.

— No! exclaims the visitor. — Thomas Peach! the very name!

Mr Peach halts again.

Whether it is the gentleman’s sudden outburst of animation, that holds him back. — Or whether, it is an instinct of danger — a romantic notion! yet not, we think, altogether without foundation in nature — We cannot say — And no more can he.

— Peach, d’ye say? — and Thomas, before it?

— Has the name some meaning to you, sir?

— Why, it’s the very devil of an amusing thing, and just happened this morning! I passed a brace of blackguards at a gate. Murky-looking scoundrels — And, what d’ye think they say to me? Thomas Peach — Thomas Peach! Nor in the king’s English neither, they spoke like foreign fellows, I knew it by their moustaches. It sounded just like doormouse, fish, ha! ha! ha! Thought they were mad beggars, ha! Doormouse! Fish! Be off with you, rascals, I says, I’ve no mouse nor fish nor beef nor bread, nor any thing for such as you. I was of a mind to give them a fine whipping. But, you know, they bow, and pull their moustaches, and have on with their Thomas Peach —Where lives Thomas Peach? — We seek Thomas Peach —

The gentleman continues his anecdote, with which he is evidently delighted. Mr Peach does not hear him.

We need not tell you why. —

His vision swims, and grows dark. — He has the distinct phantasy, that his feet have sunk some inches in the earth, and the cold ground opens below him, preparing to receive the rest.

— And, by thunder, the gentleman continues, to conclude his comical tale — Very same day — Along the road — Stop to pass the while with a pretty maid — Turn over the next card, and here you are! Thomas Peach himself! Or — shall I say — Doormouse, Fish, ha, ha! Nothing has ever been so amusing. Acquaintances of yours, the moustachio’d rogues, I suppose? But no, sir, I only jest, ha!

Mr Peach has so far collected himself, as to be able to enquire when the interesting encounter occurred, and how far off?

The leisurely gentleman is vague. — He is not much concerned with either time, or distance, having so great a store of the former, that he is easily able to expend it in overcoming any hindrance, presented by the latter. The best Mr Peach is able to ascertain, is that the men were met several hours past, and some miles distant.

He thinks — They may be nearby, now.

— It will be to-night, he thinks. — Or, to-day. — Only pray, that they wait until the hours of darkness!

— Ha — says the gentleman, infinitely contented — Well, sir — Mr Thomas Peach — I am delighted to know you, sir — To see Mr Doormouse Fish, going on two legs! ha, ha, ha! Excellent! going, upon two legs! For the mouse goes on four, and the other on none at all — D__n me, it’s as good as the old riddle of the sphinx!FN56 And besides, your girl is a charming piece. — Though, you ought to cloathe her better, you know. For if she goes about with her naked legs, it may fall to some other fellow to — cover her — ha! ha! Upon my word, this is the wittiest day. I am Stokesay Stocks, sir, and honoured — honoured. We shall know each other better. You may remember my name. — In short time I expect to be master at Grandison Hall, and this land belongs to that estate, you know. We shall improve it — Cultivate it. What d’ye say, sir — Shall we turn the higher fields over to doormice — and make below a pool for fish? — Ha!

The gentleman, who thus reveals himself to be the intended husband of Miss Arabella Farthingay, and whose day’s ride, we may infer, has been intended as a leisurely survey of those estates, which are in time to become his inheritance, continues a little further in this humorous vein, and then, takes his leave, and departs, immensely satisfied with his adventure.

You may well imagine, that the sentiments of Tho.s Peach, are of a very different water.

The day, so long dreaded — the day, of NEMESIS — Beyond question, it has come at last.

The emissaries of his vengeful enemies are close by his very door.

— Yet, thinks he — I am greatly fortunate, that I have by mere accident been granted some warning — Some foresight, of their approach. My beloved Eliza had no such fortune —

And yet, what hope has he? What avails it, that he knows the men are near? — perhaps, observing him, from the shadows of the woods above, at this very instant! —

The hashishin are merciless — Relentless — Unfailing —

Is this to be the END, of Thomas Peach?

He might be wise, to embrace a philosophical resignation — Faced with a sentence so certain, and so near. But he is not resigned. No — Not while he yet lives — Not while there is any prospect of life, however dark and remote. He has perhaps some few hours, to save himself. — The advantage may count for nothing, but he must try it. He must devise some plan. —

Alas! have we not already remarked, that Mr Peach is not blessed with rapidity of wits? Give him but his leisure, and he will unlock any conundrum — resolve any block. — Yet when each passing second beats in his ear, like the funereal drum-beat, which calls the condemned man to the gallows, his contemplations flounder, and his thoughts go racing about the caverns of his brain in frantic disorder, as rats scamper this way and that, in the belly of a burning ship. He racks his brains. — His brains rack him in return — Each tormenting the other, and as fruitlessly. — He imagines the silken cord at his neck — or perhaps it will be four inches of steel, cold as ice. — My Eliza! he cries, in despair — Soon I shall join you!

— Yet — he thinks — what if I shall not? —

The prospect that he might lose his beloved a second time, drives him to a phrenzy. He must find a means of escape. — He must live. —

There is no Newton, who will calculate the laws that govern the motions of the mind. We have each within us a Chaos, like that which went before creation, impenetrable to order and light. — From somewhere within that abysm, impelled by some force no art of ours can name — an IDEA arises.

There is, Mr Peach sees, one unexpected conjunction of circumstances — one stroke of wayward fortune — which he may turn to his advantage. — One single possibility, of saving himself from the assassins, for ever. —

He regards his idea, for a fraction of an instant, with confusion — with awe — with desperate gratitude — And then, embraces it.

There is not time to ask himself, whether it is a wise idea. You, reader, may have your reservations, once you have seen it put into effect. But Mr Peach can neither hesitate nor scruple.

He stands for several seconds quite still, with his eyes shut fast.

He is contemplating each precise thing, that must now be performed.

He thinks — I must first send a letter to the inn, with all possible haste.

— Jem must leave the house, he thinks. — I shall send him to his family, for a day.

— And Clary too — She must be commanded to go, and not return before noon to-morrow.

— But Clary has no other place to go.

— Yet leave she must. She has been used to spending the night abroad. — It is only one night.

— And Jem may take the letter to the inn, with a packet of my cloaths, before he goes home. He must hurry — I shall tell him to run every step. There is not a moment to be lost.

Mr Peach goes to the door, to call for Jem, and instruct him to carry the letter, with all possible haste — And then remembers, that he has not yet written it.

He admonishes himself. — Be calm, Thomas — For any mis-step now will be your last.

We must now attend, with great care, to our hero’s every motion. —

He fetches his riding-coat, and his hat, and a pair of his own black breeches. These articles he assembles in a small pile, to make a package, which he ties up in cloth and string. He then seats himself at his escrutoire, and, after another pause, to settle both hand and heart, takes up pen and paper, and writes a few rapid lines.

We shall peer over his shoulder, while the ink dries, and read the sheet ourselves. —

 

Brother Jefferson,

In haste and confidence I send you this instruction, and the packet accompanying, by the hand of one who knows not the contents.

Do not entrust him with any reply, but on receipt come at once to my house, at Widdershins Bank. Our mutual friend J____ S_____ desires to meet you here, in perfect secrecy.

He instructs, that you must be disguised, and appear as though you yourself were T___ P___, the occupant of the house. You will find in the packet every thing requisite. Be sure to dress yourself before you leave, remembering in particular the hat. Avoid all notice. If you are challenged, say only that you are T___ P___, and on your way home.

Our friend J_____ S_____ is most particular in these commands. Follow them in every point. Fail in any part, and he may not attend.

The house will be empty. Do not announce yourself, but enter directly, by the door under the hill, at the right side, which is broken in. Take the seat in the parlour, by the fire. A bottle and a glass will be left for you. Our brother S____ will arrive, as soon as he is able. He must evade observation, and may be very late. You are to remain in the chair until he comes.

Your watchword will be — I am T___ P___ —

Maintain the disguise, and you may be certain of his trust.

I write in urgency, and say no more, except to greet you in the name of the TRUE L_____Y, and bid you hasten to comply with the instructions of

Your friend in brotherhood

T____ P____

 

Mr Peach reads over the lines but once. They will have to suffice. — He has no time for second thoughts.

He calls Jem out from the stable, and gives the lad his instructions, with the most particular emphasis. Every thing now hangs upon the boy. — Jem must run to the inn, with the letter, and the packet of Mr Peach’s cloaths, and deliver them into the hands of a Mr George Jefferson, and no other. — And then, he is to go directly home, to his family, at their farm under Rowberrow Hill, and not return to Widdershins Bank before noon of the next day.

The passionate urgency, with which this command is delivered, makes a deep impression on Jem’s susceptible heart. Though the boy is not much pleased to be sent away from the house, and still less, at the prospect of a reunion with his relations, his reluctance is quite overcome by Mr Peach’s manner. Indeed, no persuasion could be more effective, upon a person of Jem’s temperament, than to tell him, that he holds his master’s fate in his hands! — And so the lad departs at a jog, perfectly convinced of the mysterious solemnity of his errand, and determined to play his part.

— Now for the maid, thinks Mr Peach.

He finds her at work by the washing-tub below the house.

— Put those by, Clary, and attend to me.

Clary rises to her feet. — If, sir, she begins, that gentleman has complained to you of my behaviour, permit me to observe —

She says no more. — She has seen the wild look in Mr Peach’s eye.

— You must dress yourself in proper cloaths at once. — I am sorry to say I require you to leave the house, for one night only. I regret there is not time to make arrangements for your lodging elsewhere. You may go wherever you please — So long as it is some miles distant from here, and you do not return until mid-day to-morrow. But you must go at once. — I am not at liberty to explain my reasons.

Clary studies Mr Peach, with that expression of hers, whose meaning we shall never properly describe — For we do not know it ourselves. It is at once frank, and secret — Penetrating, and mysterious — and we know not what besides.

— You require the house to yourself, for the hours of darkness, she says.

— It will be but a single night, and need never be repeated.

— May I then dare to hope, sir, that you have considered my pleas, and intend to grant it?

— I do not understand you.

— I must guess that you intend to make use of the night, in the exercise of those arts of yours, which may save me from the cursed fate I endure.

— You are quite mistaken, says Mr Peach.

— If you say so, sir, I shall not contradict you.

Mr Peach cannot lose time in further efforts, to convince his maid that he is not a magician. — I cannot stay, he says, to hear your absurd suppositions. You must dress yourself instantly, and be away.

— Sir, says she, I have no cloaths to dress in.

Mr Peach had forgotten it. — Take what you wish, of Jem’s, or of mine. It will be a warm night. A coat of my own ought to suffice.

— Thank you, says she. — I wonder, sir, since you have been so generous as to suggest it, whether I might request the use of two or three other items? I shall be very content to pass a night in a manner convenient to me, if you will consent to spare them.

With Jem, thinks Mr Peach, I have only to give the order, and it is done. With this eccentric house-maid, every command must be negotiated, like a treaty between warring nations. — Name them, he says, but be quick about it. I have not time to be bartering with you.

— Then in the first place, I wonder whether I might be permitted the use of the horse?

— You are perpetually a surprize to me, Clary. Where do you intend to remove yourself, that





























If you loved The Infernal Riddle of Thomas Peach, order the next gothic masterpiece from Jas Treadwell . . .

 

[image: A Fire Beneath the World by Jas Treadwell. An 18th Century French cityscape, apparently undisturbed, is lit by a massive fire overhead. In the foreground, a bird flies in front of the flame]

 

A country in flames.

 

1791. The age of belief and superstition is passing. A new light dawns. In Paris, revolution threatens to set the world ablaze.

 

But whose hand stokes the fire?

 

Across the sea in England, Thomas Peach lives in quiet retirement. Some call him a magician, others a madman. But when his friend the poetess Arabella Farthingay falls prey to a sinister seducer, Mr Peach's fading powers are called on once more . . .

 

ORDER A FIRE BENEATH THE WORLD NOW
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