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    On the fog-dimmed margins where the Thames carries secrets as readily as cargo, Arthur Morrison’s The Hole in the Wall confronts the uneasy seam between survival and conscience, tracing how a city’s hidden rooms, backstairs passages, and dockside thresholds turn ordinary lives toward complicity, silence, and peril; it is a tale of shadows and currents, in which the law is present yet distant, community is binding yet brittle, and every narrow arch, bolted door, and watching eye suggests that truth must be navigated like treacherous water, felt through atmosphere and inference rather than proclaimed.

First published in 1902, The Hole in the Wall belongs to the darkly atmospheric current of British crime fiction shaped by urban realism, and anchors itself in the London docklands of the East End, where tidal water, warehouses, and narrow streets frame the action. Arthur Morrison, long attentive to the social textures of working-class London, uses this setting to sustain a narrative that is both investigative and immersive. The result is a novel poised between late Victorian observation and the coming Edwardian era, attentive to the mechanics of everyday life even as it maps the reach of clandestine economies and violence.

Without rehearsing its surprises, one can say the novel begins with an unnerving incident near the river that exposes a vein of predation running beneath ordinary trade. A household tied to the waterside becomes an unwilling witness to movements of money, goods, and fear, and the story tightens as events ripple outward through alleys, wharves, and public rooms. The narrative cultivates proximity rather than omniscience, yielding information through conversation, glimpsed gestures, and the steady pressure of rumor, which means the reader assembles meaning alongside the characters. Suspense accrues from what is overheard and half-seen, not from sensational display.

Morrison’s style is economical and concrete, favoring exact observation of setting and behavior over melodrama, and this clarity deepens the menace rather than diluting it. He stages rooms, staircases, and river stairs with an almost documentary patience, so that the visual and tactile detail of the docks becomes a source of tension. Dialogues carry the cadences of place without impeding momentum, and the narration keeps its moral bearings understated, allowing the reader to register implications before they are named. The tone is measured, watchful, and steadily ominous, balancing empathy with forensic attention to how acts of harm insinuate themselves into necessity.

At its core stand questions of complicity and concealment: how communities police their own margins, how violence hides within routines, and how necessity blurs the divide between protection and exploitation. The title evokes a literal aperture and a moral one, suggesting both a vantage from which to look out and a gap through which malign influence seeps in. The river’s ceaseless flow mirrors the circulation of stories, goods, and guilt, while the maze of courts and quays enacts the difficulty of judging plainly in cramped circumstances. Loyalty, opportunism, and the cost of speaking up collide, leaving ethical choices freighted with risk.

Read alongside the period’s social fiction and the emergent apparatus of detective narratives, the novel occupies a telling crossroads: it refuses romanticization, yet it harnesses suspense with a rigor that anticipates later noir and procedural sensibilities. Its meticulous cartography of the dockside—people, labor, and informal economies—makes it valuable as cultural testimony as well as genre achievement. Morrison’s commitment to ordinary detail grants the criminal plot a troubling plausibility, arguing by example that crime is a pattern taught by environment as much as impulse. The book thus helps trace a line from nineteenth-century urban realism to twentieth-century crime writing shaped by place.

For contemporary readers, its power lies not only in a gripping, atmospheric story but in the clarity with which it illuminates how hidden economies thrive beside official order, how fear organizes silence, and how space itself can coerce behavior. The portrait of a working river city, with its precarious livelihoods and watchful networks, speaks to ongoing debates about inequality, policing, and the ethics of witnessing. Morrison’s restraint invites close attention and moral reflection rather than easy verdicts. The Hole in the Wall remains pertinent as a study of the pressures that make some choices seem inevitable, and of the costs of seeing clearly.
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    Arthur Morrison’s The Hole in the Wall, first published in 1902, unfolds along the Thames-side streets of London’s East End, where the river’s tides shape trade, crime, and rumor alike. The novel centers on a riverside tavern of the same name, a haunt for boatmen, sailors, and shadowy intermediaries. Through the eyes of a young boy sent to live with his publican grandfather, the reader encounters a close, textured world of wharves and narrow alleys. Morrison’s spare realism emphasizes the physical facts of docks and back rooms, framing a crime story in which observation, chance, and concealment steadily drive events.

The boy’s arrival at the tavern introduces a tight-knit, watchful community whose routines conceal private dealings. The inn’s location near Wapping makes it a hinge between lawful commerce and the underworld. Regulars speak in guarded hints; strangers appear with purpose. The grandfather, experienced and taciturn, tries to shield his grandson while taking the pulse of the room. A small architectural feature—a hidden view into a back space—offers the boy illicit sightlines into adult transactions. Morrison fashions suspense not from melodrama, but from incremental shifts in mood and the gathering pressure of competing needs and fears.

A violent episode on the riverside, sudden and confusing, triggers the central intrigue. A man connected to the docks seeks sanctuary and carries something others urgently desire. Whispered claims suggest contraband or valuables, yet no one states the matter plainly. The tavern becomes a contested ground where inquiries, alibis, and casual drinks cover sharper intentions. The boy witnesses fragments—glimpses of hands, a hurried exchange, a face in the doorway—that accrue into uneasy knowledge. From this moment, a web of watchers, informers, and river men closes in, each calculating how to seize advantage without exposing themselves to the law or to rivals.

As rumors thicken, the forces at play clarify into overlapping circles of profit and revenge. A hard, opportunistic figure exerts pressure on weaker men; a discreet fixer negotiates access; and officers of the law make guarded appearances, aware that proof is fragile and loyalties mercurial. The tavern-keeper walks a careful line, balancing self-preservation with a sense of duty to the boy and to a rough local code. Barges slide past in fog and tide, and signals travel faster than truth. Morrison’s pacing relies on observation: who saw what, from where, and how that seeing can alter a night’s dangerous calculus.

The boy’s perspective sharpens the moral stakes. He learns that silence can protect and imperil, that charity may be practiced by those who are otherwise ruthless, and that the river’s economy leaves little room for innocence. His grandfather’s protective instincts sometimes clash with practical compromises born of long survival on the waterfront. Stories circulate about vanished parcels, falsified cargoes, and a cache hidden close at hand. With motives crossing—greed, fear, loyalty, and the lure of easy money—Morrison charts how an ordinary room can become a crossroads where destinies are shifted by a half-heard word or an opened door.

Tension intensifies through pursuits along wharves and through back passages, with the water itself acting as accomplice and obstacle. The disputed object’s nature becomes clearer, and the pattern behind the earlier violence begins to emerge. Faces seen dimly are linked to acts done in the dark, and the “hole in the wall” takes on double meaning as a tool for seeing and a symbol of vulnerability. Confrontations loom in confined spaces where a misstep can end in the river. Morrison threads revelation with restraint, bringing the contending parties to crisis without surrendering every secret at once.

The aftermath, while altering the boy’s course, remains consistent with the novel’s grounded vision of the East End. Morrison leaves readers with the sense of a world persisting beyond the page: barges still moving, tavern doors still creaking, and quiet calculations still being made. The Hole in the Wall endures as both a taut crime narrative and a work of social realism, notable for its unsentimental attention to place, its scrutiny of how people watch and are watched, and its interest in the boundaries between law and survival. Its resonance lies in the precision of its setting and the ambiguities it refuses to simplify.
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    Arthur Morrison’s The Hole in the Wall (1902) inhabits the East End of London at the turn of the twentieth century, focusing on riverside districts such as Wapping, Shadwell, and Limehouse. Morrison, already noted for Tales of Mean Streets (1894) and A Child of the Jago (1896), was celebrated for unsentimental realism. The novel arises from a landscape defined by the Port of London, dockside lodgings, and crowded lanes policed by magistrates’ courts and coroners’ inquests. Published months into the Edwardian era after Queen Victoria’s 1901 death, it reflects contemporary concern with social order, poverty, and the institutions that regulated working-class urban life.

By the late nineteenth century, the Port of London was among the busiest in the world, with purpose-built docks and miles of wharves along the Thames. The London Docks opened in 1805, the West India Docks in 1802, and the East India Docks in 1806; later expansions included the Royal Albert Dock (1880) and Tilbury Docks (1886). Policing the river and foreshore fell to the Thames River Police, founded in 1798 and incorporated as the Metropolitan Police’s Thames Division in 1839. Customs officers and excise regulations sought to curb theft and smuggling, shaping the everyday risks and temptations of dockside commerce.

Work at the docks was largely casual. Men queued at hiring stands each day, hoping for a few hours’ pay loading or unloading cargo. This system bred insecurity and fierce competition. In 1889, London dockers mounted a landmark strike demanding a minimum rate known as the “docker’s tanner” (sixpence an hour), improved conditions, and more regular employment. Their eventual success encouraged trade union organization across casual trades. The strike highlighted the power of collective action and the precariousness of families dependent on irregular wages. Morrison’s portrait of riverside life is grounded in that labor economy—its uncertainties, its solidarities, and its ever-present moral compromises.

Investigations into urban poverty shaped public understanding of the East End. Charles Booth’s Life and Labour of the People in London (1889–1903) mapped streets by income and described overcrowding, underemployment, and crime. Reformers and philanthropists established institutions such as Toynbee Hall (1884) in Whitechapel, while Parliament pursued slum clearance through measures like the Housing of the Working Classes Act 1890. Such efforts often collided with residents’ livelihoods, displacing communities from courts and alleys near the docks. Morrison, attentive to local speech and custom, drew on this milieu to depict how official reform, charity, and market forces intersected in the daily struggle to subsist.

Public anxiety about violent crime intensified in the late Victorian era. The 1888 Whitechapel murders, widely reported by the metropolitan press, fixed the East End in the national imagination as a site of menace and deprivation. Popular journalism and periodicals such as the Strand Magazine simultaneously nourished detective fiction, from Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes to Morrison’s own Martin Hewitt stories (first published in the 1890s). The convergence of sensational reporting, new policing methods, and serialized crime narratives created a cultural backdrop in which questions of evidence, witness testimony, and street-level knowledge resonated with readers of realist urban fiction.

Riverside taverns and lodging houses were central social institutions for sailors, lightermen, and casual laborers. The Victorian state sought to regulate drinking and disorder: the Licensing Act 1872 tightened police powers, fixed closing times, and penalized publicans who permitted drunkenness. The temperance movement, active through local societies and national campaigns, challenged the allure of gin palaces and beerhouses that clustered near wharves. Coroners’ inquests—often held in public houses—were routine forums where deaths by accident or violence were examined and reported in newspapers. This nexus of alcohol, oversight, and public scrutiny frames the moral terrain through which Morrison’s riverside characters must navigate.

The East End’s docklands were notably cosmopolitan, shaped by itinerant seafarers and migrant labor. Lascars from South Asia, Scandinavian and Baltic sailors, and other maritime workers lodged in cheap rooms near the river; Jewish immigrants settled nearby districts such as Whitechapel and Stepney. Small Chinese communities developed around Limehouse by the late nineteenth century, though their portrayal in popular fiction was often exaggerated. Drug use, including opium, was regulated under the Pharmacy Act 1868, yet remained part of sensational reportage. Debates over overcrowding and immigration culminated in the Aliens Act 1905; the concerns that fed it were already prominent when Morrison wrote.

Literarily, The Hole in the Wall belongs to late Victorian and early Edwardian realism, indebted to naturalist attention to environment and habit while resisting melodramatic glamour. Morrison’s East End fiction challenged picturesque or philanthropic narratives by foregrounding speech, custom, and the transactional logic of survival. His dockside setting underscores how institutions—police, courts, charities, and employers—coexisted with informal economies and tacit codes. Without relying on grand conspiracies, the novel scrutinizes the proximity of respectability and criminality in a crowded port city. In doing so, it reflects and critiques its era’s debates about poverty, order, and the limits of reform.
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My grandfather was a publican—and a sinner, as you will see[1q]. His public-house was the Hole in the Wall[1], on the river's edge at Wapping; and his sins—all of them that I know of—are recorded in these pages. He was a widower of some small substance, and the Hole in the Wall was not the sum of his resources, for he owned a little wharf on the river Lea. I called him Grandfather Nat, not to distinguish him among a multitude of grandfathers—for indeed I never knew another of my own—but because of affectionate habit; a habit perhaps born of the fact that Nathaniel Kemp was also my father's name. My own is Stephen.

To remember Grandfather Nat is to bethink me of pear-drops[2][2q]. It is possible that that particular sort of sweetstuff is now obsolete, and I cannot remember how many years have passed since last I smelt it; for the pear-drop was a thing that could be smelt farther than seen, and oftener; so that its smell—a rather fulsome, vulgar smell I now believe—is almost as distinct to my imagination while I write as it was to my nose thirty years ago. For pear-drops were an unfailing part of the large bagful of sticky old-fashioned lollipops that my grandfather brought on his visits, stuffed into his overcoat pocket, and hard to get out without a burst and a spill. His custom was invariable, so that I think I must have come to regard the sweets as some natural production of his coat pocket; insomuch that at my mother's funeral my muddled brain scarce realised the full desolation of the circumstances till I discovered that, for the first time in my experience, my grandfather's pocket was void of pear-drops. But with this new bereavement the world seemed empty indeed, and I cried afresh.

Associated in my memory with my grandfather's bag of sweets, almost more than with himself, was the gap in the right hand where the middle finger had been; for it was commonly the maimed hand that hauled out the paper bag, and the gap was plain and singular against the white paper. He had lost the finger at sea, they told me; and as my notion of losing a thing was derived from my Noah's ark, or dropping a marble through a grating, I was long puzzled to guess how anything like that could have happened to a finger. Withal the circumstance fascinated me, and added vastly to the importance and the wonder of my grandfather in my childish eyes.

He was perhaps a little over the middle height, but so broad and so deep of chest and, especially, so long of arm, as to seem squat. He had some grey hair, but it was all below the line of his hat-brim; above that it was as the hair of a young man. So that I was led to reason that colour must be washed out of hair by exposure to the weather; as perhaps in his case it was. I think that his face was almost handsome, in a rough, hard-bitten way, and he was as hairy a man as I ever saw. His short beard was like curled wire; but I can remember that long after I had grown to resent being kissed by women, being no longer a baby, I gladly climbed his knee to kiss my grandfather, though his shaven upper-lip was like a rasp.

In these early days I lived with my mother in a little house of a short row that stood on a quay, in a place that was not exactly a dock, nor a wharf, nor a public thoroughfare; but where people from the dock trying to find a wharf, people from a wharf looking for the dock, and people from the public thoroughfare in anxious search of dock and wharves, used to meet and ask each other questions. It was a detached piece of Blackwall which had got adrift among locks and jetties, and was liable to be cut off from the rest of the world at any moment by the arrival of a ship and the consequent swinging of a bridge, worked by two men at a winch. So that it was a commonplace of my early childhood (though the sight never lost its interest) to observe from a window a ship, passing as it were up the street, warped into dock by the capstans on the quay. And the capstan-songs[3] of the dockmen—Shenandore, Mexico is covered with Snow, Hurrah for the Black Ball Line, and the like—were as much my nursery rhymes as Little Boy Blue and Sing a Song o' Sixpence. These things are done differently nowadays; the cottages on the quay are gone, and the neighbourhood is a smokier place, where the work is done by engines, with no songs.

My father was so much at sea that I remember little of him at all. He was a ship's officer, and at the time I am to tell of he was mate of the brig Juno[4], owned by Viney and Marr[5], one of the small shipowning firms that were common enough thirty years ago, though rarer now; the sort of firm that was made by a pushing skipper and an ambitious shipping clerk, beginning with a cheap vessel bought with money raised mainly by pawning the ship. Such concerns often did well, and sometimes grew into great lines; perhaps most of them yielded the partners no more than a comfortable subsistence; and a good few came to grief, or were kept going by questionable practices which have since become illegal—sometimes in truth by what the law called crime, even then. Viney had been a ship's officer—had indeed served under Grandfather Nat, who was an old skipper. Marr was the business man who had been a clerk. And the firm owned two brigs, the Juno and another; though how much of their value was clear property and how much stood for borrowed money was matter of doubt and disagreement in the conversation of mates and skippers along Thames shore. What nobody disagreed about, however, was that the business was run on skinflint principles, and that the vessels were so badly found, so ill-kept, and so grievously under-manned, that the firm ought to be making money. These things by the way, though they are important to remember. As I was saying, I remember little of my father, because of his long voyages and short spells at home. But my mother is so clear and so kind in my recollection that sometimes I dream of her still, though she died before I was eight.

It was while my father was on a long voyage with the Juno that there came a time when she took me often upon her knee, asking if I should like a little brother or sister to play with; a thing which I demanded to have brought, instantly. There was a fat woman called Mrs. Dann, who appeared in the household and became my enemy. She slept with my mother, and my cot was thrust into another room, where I lay at night and brooded—sometimes wept with jealousy thus to be supplanted; though I drew what consolation I might from the prospect of the promised playmate. Then I could not go near my mother at all, for she was ill, and there was a doctor. And then … I was told that mother and baby-brother were gone to heaven together; a thing I would not hear of, but fought savagely with Mrs. Dann on the landing, shouting to my mother that she was not to die, for I was coming. And when, wearied with kicking and screaming—for I fought with neighbours as well as with the nurse and the undertaker, conceiving them to be all in league to deprive me of my mother—when at last the woman from next door took me into the bedroom, and I saw the drawn face that could not smile, and my tiny brother that could not play, lying across the dead breast, I so behaved that the good soul with me blubbered aloud; and I had an added grief in the reflection that I had kicked her shins not half an hour before. I have never seen that good woman since; and I am ashamed to write that I cannot even remember her name.

I have no more to say of my mother, and of her funeral only so much as records the least part of my grief. Some of her relations came, whom I cannot distinctly remember seeing at any other time: a group of elderly and hard-featured women, who talked of me as "the child," very much as they might have talked of some troublesome article of baggage; and who turned up their noses at my grandfather: who, for his part, was uneasily respectful, calling each of them "mum" very often. I was not attracted by my mother's relations, and I kept as near my grandfather as possible, feeling a vague fear that some of them might have a design of taking me away. Though indeed none was in the least ambitious of that responsibility.

They were not all women, for there was one quiet little man in their midst, who, when not eating cake or drinking wine, was sucking the bone handle of a woman's umbrella, which he carried with him everywhere, indoors and out. He was in the custody of the largest and grimmest of ladies, whom the others called Aunt Martha. He was so completely in her custody that after some consideration I judged he must be her son; though indeed he seemed very old for that. I now believe him to have been her husband; but I cannot remember to have heard his name, and I cannot invent him a better one than Uncle Martha.

Uncle Martha would have behaved quite well, I am convinced, if he had been left alone, and would have acquitted himself with perfect propriety in all the transactions of the day; but it seemed to be Aunt Martha's immovable belief that he was wholly incapable of any action, even the simplest and most obvious, unless impelled by shoves and jerks. Consequently he was shoved into the mourning carriage—we had two—and jerked into the corner opposite to the one he selected; shoved out—almost on all fours—at the cemetery; and, perceiving him entering the little chapel of his own motion, Aunt Martha overtook him and jerked him in there. This example presently impressed the other ladies with the expediency of shoving Uncle Martha at any convenient opportunity; so that he arrived home with us at last in a severely jostled condition, faithful to the bone-handled umbrella through everything.

Grandfather Nat had been liberal in provision for the funeral party, and the cake and port wine, the gin and water, the tea and the watercress, occupied the visitors for some time; a period illuminated by many moral reflections from a rather fat relation, who was no doubt, like most of the others, an aunt.

"Ah well," said the Fat Aunt, shaking her head, with a deep sigh that suggested repletion; "ah well; it's what we must all come to!"

There had been a deal of other conversation, but I remember this remark because the Fat Aunt had already made it twice.

"Ah, indeed," assented another aunt, a thin one; "so we must, sooner or later."

"Yes, yes; as I often say, we're all mortal."

"Yes, indeed!"

"We've all got to be born, an' we've all got to die."

"That's true!"

"Rich an' poor—just the same."

"Ah!"

"In the midst of life we're in the middle of it."

"Ah yes!"

Grandfather Nat, deeply impressed, made haste to refill the Fat Aunt's glass, and to push the cake-dish nearer. Aunt Martha jerked Uncle Martha's elbow toward his glass, which he was neglecting, with a sudden nod and a frown of pointed significance—even command.

"It's a great trial for all of the family, I'm sure," pursued the Fat Aunt, after applications to glass and cake-dish; "but we must bear up. Not that we ain't had trials enough, neither."

"No, indeed," replied Aunt Martha with a snap at my grandfather, as though he were the trial chiefly on her mind; which Grandfather Nat took very humbly, and tried her with watercress.

"Well, she's better off, poor thing," the Fat Aunt went on.

Some began to say "Ah!" again, but Aunt Martha snapped it into "Well, let's hope so!"—in the tone of one convinced that my mother couldn't be much worse off than she had been. From which, and from sundry other remarks among the aunts, I gathered that my mother was held to have hurt the dignity of her family by alliance with Grandfather Nat's. I have never wholly understood why; but I put the family pride down to the traditional wedding of an undoubted auctioneer with Aunt Martha's cousin. So Aunt Martha said "Let's hope so!" and, with another sudden frown and nod, shoved Uncle Martha toward the cake.

"What a blessing the child was took too!" was the Fat Aunt's next observation.

"Ah, that it is!" murmured the chorus. But I was puzzled and shocked to hear such a thing said of my little brother.

"And it's a good job there's only one left."

The chorus agreed again. I began to feel that I had seriously disobliged my mother's relations by not dying too.

"And him a boy; boys can look after themselves." This was a thin aunt's opinion.

"Ah, and that's a blessing," sighed the Fat Aunt; "a great blessing."

"Of course," said Aunt Martha. "And it's not to be expected that his mother's relations can be burdened with him."

"Why, no indeed!" said the Fat Aunt, very decisively.

"I'm sure it wouldn't be poor Ellen's wish to cause more trouble to her family than she has!" And Aunt Martha, with a frown at the watercress, gave Uncle Martha another jolt. It seemed to me that he had really eaten all he wanted, and would rather leave off; and I wondered if she always fed him like that, or if it were only when they were visiting.

"And besides, it 'ud be standing in the child's way," Aunt Martha resumed, "with so many openings as there is in the docks here, quite handy."

Perhaps it was because I was rather dull in the head that day, from one cause and another; at any rate I could think of no other openings in the docks but those between the ships and the jetties, and at the lock-sides, which people sometimes fell into, in the dark; and I gathered a hazy notion that I was expected to make things comfortable by going out and drowning myself.

"Yes, of course it would," said the Fat Aunt.

"It stands to reason," said a thin one.

"Anybody can see that," said the others.

"And many a boy's gone out to work no older."

"Ah, and been members o' Parliament afterwards, too."

The prospect of an entry into Parliament presented so stupefying a contrast with that of an immersion in the dock that for some time the ensuing conversation made little impression on me. On the part of my mother's relations it was mainly a repetition of what had gone before, very much in the same words; and as to my grandfather, he had little to say at all, but expressed himself, so far as he might, by furtive pats on my back; pats increasing in intensity as the talk of the ladies pointed especially and unpleasingly to myself. Till at last the food and drink were all gone. Whereupon the Fat Aunt sighed her last moral sentiment, Uncle Martha was duly shoved out on the quay, and I was left alone with Grandfather Nat.

"Well Stevy, ol' mate," said my grandfather, drawing me on his knee; "us two's left alone; left alone, ol' mate."

I had not cried much that day—scarce at all in fact, since first meeting my grandfather in the passage and discovering his empty pocket—for, as I have said, I was a little dull in the head, and trying hard to think of many things. But now I cried indeed, with my face against my grandfather's shoulder, and there was something of solace in the outburst; and when at last I looked up I saw two bright drops hanging in the wiry tangle of my grandfather's beard, and another lodged in the furrow under one eye.

"'Nough done, Stevy," said my grandfather; "don't cry no more. You'll come home along o' me now, won't ye? An' to-morrow we'll go in the London Dock, where the sugar is."

I looked round the room and considered, as well as my sodden little head would permit. I had never been in the London Dock, which was a wonderful place, as I had gathered from my grandfather's descriptions: a paradise where sugar lay about the very ground in lumps, and where you might eat it if you would, so long as you brought none away. But here was my home, with nobody else to take care of it, and I felt some muddled sense of a new responsibility. "I'm 'fraid I can't leave the place, Gran'fa' Nat," I said, with a dismal shake of the head. "Father might come home, an' he wouldn't know, an'——"

"An' so—an' so you think you've got to stop an' keep house?" my grandfather asked, bending his face down to mine.

The prospect had been oppressing my muzzy faculties all day. If I escaped being taken away, plainly I must keep house, and cook, and buy things and scrub floors, at any rate till my father came home; though it seemed a great deal to undertake alone. So I answered with a nod and a forlorn sniff.

"Good pluck! good pluck!" exclaimed my grandfather, exultantly, clapping his hand twice on my head and rubbing it vigorously. "Stevy, ol' mate, me an' you'll get on capital. I knowed you'd make a plucked 'un. But you won't have to keep house alone jest yet. No. You an' me'll keep house together, Stevy, at the Hole in the Wall. Your father won't be home a while yet; an' I'll settle all about this here place. But Lord! what a pluck for a shaver!" And he brightened wonderfully.

In truth there had been little enough of courage in my poor little body, and Grandfather Nat's words brought me a deal of relief. Beyond the vague terrors of loneliness and responsibility, I had been troubled by the reflection that housekeeping cost money, and I had none. For though my mother's half-pay note had been sent in the regular way to Viney and Marr a week before, there had been neither reply nor return of the paper. The circumstance was unprecedented and unaccountable, though the explanation came before very long.

For the present, however, the difficulty was put aside. I put my hand in my grandfather's, and, the door being locked behind us and the key in his pocket, we went out together, on the quay, over the bridge and into the life that was to be new for us both.
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While his mother's relations walked out of Stephen's tale, and left his grandfather in it, the tales of all the world went on, each man hero in his own.

Viney and Marr were owners of the brig Juno, away in tropic seas, with Stephen's father chief mate; and at this time the tale of Viney and Marr had just divided into two, inasmuch as the partners were separated and the firm was at a crisis—the crisis responsible for the withholding of Mrs. Kemp's half-pay. No legal form had dissolved the firm, indeed, and scarce half a mile of streets lay between the two men; but in truth Marr had left his partner with uncommon secrecy and expedition, carrying with him all the loose cash he could get together; and a man need travel a very little way to hide in London. So it was that Mr. Viney, left alone to bear the firm's burdens, was loafing, sometimes about his house in Commercial Road, Stepney, sometimes in the back streets and small public-houses hard by; pondering, no doubt, the matter contained in a paper that had that afternoon stricken the colour from the face of one Crooks, ship-chandler, of Shadwell, and had hardly less disquieted others in related trades. While Marr, for the few days since his flight no more dressed like the business partner in a shipowning concern, nor even like a clerk, but in serge and anklejacks, like a foremast hand, was playing up to his borrowed character by being drunk in Blue Gate[6].

The Blue Gate is gone now—it went with many places of a history only less black when Ratcliff Highway was put to rout. As you left High Street, Shadwell, for the Highway—they made one thoroughfare—the Blue Gate was on your right, almost opposite an evil lane that led downhill to the New Dock. Blue Gate Fields, it was more fully called, though there was as little of a field as of a gate, blue or other, about the place, which was a street, narrow, foul and forbidding, leading up to Back Lane. It was a bad and a dangerous place, the worst in all that neighbourhood: worse than Frederick Street—worse than Tiger Bay. The sailor once brought to anchor in Blue Gate was lucky to get out with clothes to cover him—lucky if he saved no more than his life. Yet sailors were there in plenty, hilarious, shouting, drunk and drugged. Horrible draggled women pawed them over for whatever their pockets might yield, and murderous ruffians were ready at hand whenever a knock on the head could solve a difficulty.

Front doors stood ever open in the Blue Gate, and some houses had no front doors at all[3q]. At the top of one of the grimy flights of stairs thus made accessible from the street, was a noisy and ill-smelling room; noisy because of the company it held; ill-smelling partly because of their tobacco, but chiefly because of the tobacco and the liquor of many that had been there before, and because of the aged foulness of the whole building. There were five in the room, four men and a woman. One of the men was Marr, though for the present he was not using that name. He was noticeable amid the group, being cleaner than the rest, fair-haired, and dressed like a sailor ashore, though he lacked the sunburn that was proper to the character. But sailor or none, there he sat where many had sat before him, a piece of the familiar prey of Blue Gate, babbling drunk and reasonless. The others were watchfully sober enough, albeit with a great pretence of jollity; they had drunk level with the babbler, but had been careful to water his drink with gin. As for him, he swayed and lolled, sometimes on the table before him, sometimes on the shoulder of the woman at his side. She was no beauty, with her coarse features, dull eyes, and tousled hair, her thick voice and her rusty finery; but indeed she was the least repulsive of that foul company.

On the victim's opposite side sat a large-framed bony fellow, with a thin, unhealthy face that seemed to belong to some other body, and dress that proclaimed him long-shore ruffian. The woman called him Dan, and nods and winks passed between the two, over the drooping head between them. Next Dan was an ugly rascal with a broken nose; singular in that place, as bearing in his dress none of the marks of waterside habits, crimpery and the Highway, but seeming rather the commonplace town rat of Shoreditch or Whitechapel. And, last, a blind fiddler sat in a corner, fiddling a flourish from time to time, roaring with foul jest, and roiling his single white eye upward.

"No, I won'av another," the fair-haired man said, staring about him with uncertain eyes. "Got bishness 'tend to. I say, wha' pubsh this? 'Tain' Brown Bear, ish't? Ish't Brown Bear?"

"No, you silly," the woman answered playfully. "'Tain't the Brown Bear; you've come 'ome along of us."

"O! Come home—come home. … I shay—this won' do! Mus'n' go 'ome yet—get collared y'know!" This with an owlish wink at the bottle before him.

Dan and the woman exchanged a quick look; plainly something had gone before that gave the words significance. "No," Marr went on, "mus'n' go 'ome. I'm sailor man jus' 'shore from brig Juno in from Barbadoes. … No, not Juno, course not. Dunno Juno. 'Tain' Juno. D'year? 'Tain' Juno, ye know, my ship. Never heard o' Juno. Mine's 'nother ship. … I say, wha'sh name my ship?"

"You're a rum sailor-man," said Dan, "not to know the name of your own ship ten minutes together. Why, you've told us about four different names a'ready."

The sham seaman chuckled feebly.

"Why, I don't believe you're a sailor at all, mate," the woman remarked, still playfully. "You've just bin a-kiddin' of us fine!"

The chuckle persisted, and turned to a stupid grin. "Ha, ha! Ha, ha! Have it y'r own way." This with a clumsily stealthy grope at the breast pocket—a movement that the others had seen before, and remembered. "Have it y'r own way. But I say; I say, y'know"—suddenly serious—"you're all right, ain't you? Eh? All right, you know, eh? I s-say—I hope you're—orright?"

"Awright, mate? Course we are!" And Dan clapped him cordially on the shoulder.

"Awright, mate?" shouted the blind man, his white eye rolling and blinking horribly at the ceiling. "Right as ninepence! An' a 'a'penny over, damme!"

"We're awright," growled the broken-nosed man, thickly.

"We don't tell no secrets," said the woman.

"Thash all very well, but I was talkin' about the Juno, y'know. Was'n I talkin' about Juno?" A look of sleepy alarm was on the fair man's face as he turned his eyes from one to another.

"Ay, that's so," answered the fellow at his side. "Brig Juno in from Barbadoes."

"Ah! Thash where you're wrong; she ain't in—see?" Marr wagged his head, and leered the profoundest sagacity. "She ain't in. What's more, 'ow d'you know she ever will come in, eh? 'Ow d'ye know that? Thash one for ye, ole f'ler! Whar'll ye bet me she ever gets as far as—but I say, I say; I say, y'know, you're all right, ain't you? Qui' sure you're orrigh'?"

There was a new and a longer chorus of reassurance, which Dan at last ended with: "Go on; the Juno ain't ever to come back; is that it?"

Marr turned and stared
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Fire on the fore-top, fire on the bow,
 Fire on the main-deck, fire down below!
 Fire! fire! fire down below!
 Fetch a bucket o' water; fire down below!
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