

[image: David Copperfield by Charles Dickens, published by Puffin Classics, Abridged by NEVILLE TELLER, Introduced by Christopher Paolini]








‘If you please, aunt, I am your nephew.’

‘Oh, Lord!’ said my aunt. And sat flat down in the garden-path.

‘I am David Copperfield, of Blunderstone, in Suffolk – where you came, on the night when I was born, and saw my dear mama. I have been very unhappy since she died. I have been slighted, and taught nothing, and thrown upon myself, and put to work not fit for me. It made me run away to you. I have walked all the way, and have never slept in a bed since I began the journey.’










INTRODUCTION BY

Christopher Paolini

This book scared the pants off me.

For whatever reason, my mother chose to read David Copperfield to my sister and me when I was around ten or eleven. After the relative airy lightness of Jane Austen, the world of Dickens seemed dark and monstrous. Even to this day, I remain convinced that it would be hard to write a more frightening book for a child without delving even further into outright physical abuse. The thought of being unable to count on the adults in your life – on your very parents, or step-parents – of being thrashed for failing to keep up with your studies, of being sent away to a strange and unfriendly boarding school, and then of being put to work in a factory far from home … what could be more terrifying when you are young and still at the mercy of those who are supposed to be your carers?

More than a decade and a half later, the prospect still sends a chill through me, right through to the bone.

The trials and tribulations to which Dickens subjected the young David Copperfield, of course, reflected a great deal of his own life. At the age of twelve, when one ought to be able to count on the stability of family, Dickens’s world was torn apart, with his father sent to debtors’ prison and Dickens himself forced to leave school and work in Warren’s Blacking warehouse. From this, it seems obvious, springs the profound sense of abandonment, hostility, alienation and sadness that permeates the first part of this book, all the way until David Copperfield finds sanctuary with his only remaining relative, his great-aunt Miss Betsey Trotwood.

And yet, even then, a sense of unease about the solidity of the world remains. Mr Micawber constantly struggles with financial difficulty. Steerforth proves to be a cad of the worst sort. And Uriah Heep, that most ’umble of men, plots against his employer, Mr Wickfield. Along with the weakness and villainy of those around him, David Copperfield must also contend with the cruel blows of impersonal fate, which strike down his first wife, Dora.

So, David Copperfield is a superbly written horror novel. But it is also enormously funny and filled with Dickens’s trademark wit and facility. Moreover, it contains the single best piece of financial advice in history, delivered courtesy of Mr Micawber, who observes ‘that if a man had twenty pounds a-year for his income, and spent nineteen pounds nineteen shillings and sixpence, he would be happy, but that if he spent twenty pounds one he would be miserable’. This again reflects Dickens’s own life, as it is a close paraphrase of something his father told him.

David Copperfield is one of Dickens’s two greatest novels, the other being Great Expectations. Which you prefer is a matter of personal taste, but both contain a multitude of riches. David Copperfield is a classic coming-of-age story, and in it we watch as Copperfield himself learns to strike a balance between the unyielding sternness of Mr Murdstone and the impulsive (though kind) ways of Mr Micawber. Like all the best fiction, David Copperfield deals with universal human experiences and Dickens does it so artfully that few can help but empathize with the experiences of the main character.

I never did finish the book as a child. I was too frightened. However, I returned to it as an adult and read it with new-found pleasure and appreciation. The characters are indelible, the prose masterful and the story itself incredibly affecting. The clink of Miss Murdstone’s steel beads, the clamminess of Uriah Heep’s palm, Mrs Gummidge’s plaintive cry of ‘lone lorn creetur’ … all these things (and more) have become as much a part of my life and memory as any real event. I cannot recommend the book enough. It is one of the truest representations of what it means to be human.

Just don’t read it to a very young kid. It’ll scare the pants off them. I guarantee it.
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To begin my life with the beginning of my life, I record that I was born (as I have been informed and believe) on a Friday, at twelve o’clock at night at Blunderstone, in Suffolk. I was a posthumous child. My father’s eyes had closed upon the light of this world six months, when mine opened on it.

An aunt of my father’s, and consequently a great-aunt of mine, was the principal magnate of our family – Miss Trotwood, or Miss Betsey, as my poor mother always called her, when she sufficiently overcame her dread of this formidable personage to mention her at all.

My father had once been a favourite of hers, I believe; but she was mortally affronted by his marriage, on the ground that my mother, whom she had never seen, was not yet twenty. My father and Miss Betsey never met again.

This was the state of matters on the afternoon of, what I may be excused for calling, that eventful and important Friday.

My mother was sitting by the fire, but poorly in health and very low in spirits, looking at it through her tears, when, lifting her eyes as she dried them to the window opposite, she saw a strange lady coming up the garden.

My mother had a sure foreboding at the second glance, that it was Miss Betsey. She went and opened the door.

‘Mrs David Copperfield, I think,’ said Miss Betsey.

‘Yes.’

‘Miss Trotwood,’ said the visitor. ‘You have heard of her, I dare say?’

My mother answered she had had that pleasure.

‘Now you see her,’ said Miss Betsey. My mother begged her to walk in.

They went into the parlour my mother had come from, the fire in the best room on the other side of the passage not being lighted. When they were both seated, Miss Betsey said:

‘Well, and when do you expect …?’

‘I am all in a tremble,’ faltered my mother. ‘I don’t know what’s the matter.’

‘Have some tea,’ said Miss Betsey.

‘Oh dear me, do you think it will do me any good?’ cried my mother.

‘Of course it will,’ said Miss Betsey. ‘It’s nothing but fancy. What do you call your girl?’

‘I don’t know that it will be a girl, yet, ma’am,’ said my mother innocently.

‘Bless the Baby!’ exclaimed Miss Betsey, unconsciously quoting the second sentiment of the pincushion in the drawer upstairs. ‘I don’t mean that. I mean your servant-girl.’

‘Peggotty,’ said my mother.

‘Here! Peggotty!’ cried Miss Betsey, opening the parlour door. ‘Tea. Your mistress is a little unwell. Don’t dawdle.’

Having issued this mandate, Miss Betsey shut the door again, and sat down as before, with her feet on the fender.

‘You were speaking about its being a girl,’ said Miss Betsey. ‘I have no doubt it will be a girl. Now, child, from the moment of the birth of this girl …’

‘Perhaps boy,’ my mother took the liberty of putting in.

‘I tell you I have a presentiment that it must be a girl,’ returned Miss Betsey. ‘From the moment of this girl’s birth, child, I intend to be her friend. I intend to be her godmother, and I beg you’ll call her Betsey Trotwood Copperfield.’

When, later that same day, my mother was delivered of a boy, my aunt walked out, and never came back. She vanished like a discontented fairy. I lay in my basket, and my mother lay in her bed; but Betsey Trotwood Copperfield was for ever in the land of dreams and shadows.
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The first objects that assume a distinct presence before me, as I look far back into the blank of my infancy, are my mother with her pretty hair and youthful shape, and Peggotty with no shape at all.

What else do I remember? Let me see. There comes out of the cloud, our house. On the ground-floor is Peggotty’s kitchen, opening into a back yard. Here is a long passage – what an enormous perspective I make of it! – leading from Peggotty’s kitchen to the front door.

Here is our pew in the church. With a window near it, out of which our house can be seen, and is seen many times during the morning’s service.

And now I see the outside of our house, with the latticed bedroom-windows standing open to let in the sweet-smelling air.

Peggotty and I were sitting one night by the parlour fire, alone, when the garden-bell rang. We went out to the door, and there was my mother, looking unusually pretty, I thought, and with her a gentleman with beautiful black hair and whiskers, who had walked home with us from church last Sunday.

As my mother stooped down on the threshold to take me in her arms and kiss me, the gentleman said I was a more highly privileged little fellow than a monarch – or something like that – and patted me on the head, but somehow I didn’t like him, or his deep voice, and I put his hand away.

Whether it was the following Sunday when I saw the gentleman again, or whether there was any greater lapse of time before he re-appeared, I cannot recall. But there he was, in church, and he walked home with us afterwards.

Gradually, I became used to seeing the gentleman with the black whiskers. I liked him no better than at first – Mr Murdstone – I knew him by that name now.

We were sitting one evening (when my mother was out), when Peggotty, after looking at me several times, said:

‘Master Davy, how should you like to go along with me and spend a fortnight at my brother’s at Yarmouth? There’s the sea; and the boats; and the fishermen; and the beach; and Am to play with –’

Peggotty meant her nephew Ham.

I was flushed by her summary of delights, and replied that it would indeed be a treat, but what would my mother say?

‘Why then, I’ll as good as bet a guinea,’ said Peggotty, ‘that she’ll let us go. I’ll ask her, if you like, as soon as ever she comes home.’

Without being nearly so much surprised as I had expected, my mother entered into it readily.

The day soon came for our going. We were to go in a carrier’s cart, which departed in the morning after breakfast.
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When we saw Yarmouth and the whole adjacent prospect lying a straight low line under the sky, I hinted to Peggotty that a mound or so might have improved it. But Peggotty said, with greater emphasis than usual, that we must take things as we found them, and that for her part Yarmouth was, upon the whole, the finest place in the universe.

‘And here’s my Am!’ she screamed, ‘growed out of knowledge!’

He was waiting for us, in fact, at the public-house; and asked me how I found myself, like an old acquaintance. Our intimacy was much advanced by his taking me on his back to carry me home. We went past gas-works, rope-walks, boat-builders’ yards, smiths’ forges, and a great litter of such places, until Ham said:

‘Yon’s our house, Mas’r Davy!’

I looked in all directions, but no house could I make out. There was a black barge, not far off, high and dry on the ground, with an iron funnel sticking out of it for a chimney and smoking very cosily.

‘That’s not it?’ said I. ‘That ship-looking thing?’

‘That’s it, Mas’r Davy,’ returned Ham.

If it had been Aladdin’s palace, I suppose I could not have been more charmed with the romantic idea of living in it.

It was beautifully clean inside, and as tidy as possible. There was a table, and a Dutch clock, and a chest of drawers, and on the chest of drawers there was a tea-tray with a painting on it of a lady with a parasol. Some lockers and boxes served for seats and eked out the chairs.

All this I saw in the first glance after I crossed the threshold, and then Peggotty opened a little door and showed me my bedroom. It was the completest and most desirable bedroom ever seen – in the stern of the vessel, with a little window, where the rudder used to go through. The walls were whitewashed as white as milk, and the patchwork counterpane made my eyes quite ache with its brightness.

We were welcomed by a very civil woman in a white apron, and a most beautiful little girl (or I thought her so) called little Em’ly. By and by, when we had dined in a sumptuous manner off boiled dabs, melted butter, and potatoes, with a chop for me, a hairy man with a very good-natured face came home. As he called Peggotty ‘Lass’, and gave her a hearty smack on the cheek, I had no doubt that he was her brother.

‘Glad to see you, sir,’ said Mr Peggotty. ‘You’ll find us rough, sir, but you’ll find us ready.’

I thanked him, and replied that I was sure I should be happy in such a delightful place.

After tea, when the door was shut and all was made snug, it seemed to me the most delicious retreat that the imagination of man could conceive. To hear the wind getting up out at sea, to know that the fog was creeping over the desolate flat outside, and to look at the fire, and think that there was no house near but this one, and this one a boat, was like enchantment. Little Em’ly was sitting by my side; the lady with the white apron was knitting on the opposite side of the fire. Peggotty was at her needle-work; Ham was trying to recollect a scheme of telling fortunes with cards; Mr Peggotty was smoking his pipe.

Later that night, in the privacy of my own little cabin, Peggotty informed me that Ham and Em’ly were an orphan nephew and niece, whom my host had at different times adopted in their childhood, when they were left destitute; and that the lady in the white apron was Mrs Gummidge, the widow of his partner in a boat, who had died very poor.

Of course, I was in love with little Em’ly.

We used to walk about Yarmouth in a loving manner, hours and hours. The days sported by us. I told Em’ly I adored her, and that unless she confessed she adored me, I should be reduced to the necessity of killing myself with a sword. She said she did, and I have no doubt she did. We were the admiration of Mrs Gummidge and Peggotty, who used to whisper of an evening when we sat, lovingly, on our little locker, side by side.

I soon found out that Mrs Gummidge did not always make herself so agreeable as she might have been expected to do, under the circumstances of her residence with Mr Peggotty.

Mr Peggotty went occasionally to a public-house called The Willing Mind. I discovered this, by his being out on the second or third evening of our visit.

Mrs Gummidge had been in a low state all day, and had burst into tears in the forenoon, when the fire smoked.

‘I am a lone lorn creetur’,’ were Mrs Gummidge’s words, ‘and everythink goes contrairy with me.’

‘Oh, it’ll soon leave off,’ said Peggotty, ‘and besides, you know, it’s not more disagreeable to you than to us.’

‘I feel it more,’ said Mrs Gummidge.

Mrs Gummidge’s peculiar corner of the fireside seemed to me to be the warmest and snuggest in the place, but she was constantly complaining of the cold. At last she shed tears on that subject, and said again that she was ‘a lone lorn creetur’ and everythink went contrairy with her’.

‘It is certainly very cold,’ said Peggotty. ‘Everybody must feel it so.’

‘I feel it more than other people,’ said Mrs Gummidge.

Accordingly, when Mr Peggotty came home about nine o’clock, this unfortunate Mrs Gummidge was knitting in her corner, in a very wretched and miserable condition.

‘What’s amiss?’ said Mr Peggotty, with a clap of his hands.

Mrs Gummidge took out an old black silk handkerchief and wiped her eyes.

‘You’ve come from The Willing Mind, Dan’l?’

‘Why yes, I’ve took a short spell at The Willing Mind tonight.’

‘I’m sorry I should drive you there,’ said Mrs Gummidge.

‘Drive! I don’t want no driving,’ returned Mr Peggotty. ‘I only go too ready.’

‘Very ready,’ said Mrs Gummidge, shaking her head, and wiping her eyes. ‘I am sorry it should be along of me that you’re so ready.’

‘Along o’you! It an’t along o’you!’

‘Yes, yes, it is,’ cried Mrs Gummidge. ‘I know what I am. I know that I am a lone lorn creetur’, and not only that everythink goes contrairy with me, but that I go contrairy with everybody. Yes, yes. I feel more than other people do, and I show it more. It’s my misfortun’.’

Mrs Gummidge retired with these words, and betook herself to bed.

When she was gone, Mr Peggotty looked round upon us, and said:

‘She’s been thinking of the old ’un!’

And whenever Mrs Gummidge was overcome in a similar manner during the remainder of our stay (which happened some few times), he always said the same thing in extenuation of the circumstance, and always with the tenderest commiseration.

So the fortnight slipped away, and at last the day came for going home. I bore up against the separation from Mr Peggotty and Mrs Gummidge, but my agony of mind at leaving little Em’ly was piercing.

Now, all the time I had been on my visit, I had thought little or nothing about my home, but the nearer we drew, the more excited I was to get there, and to run into my mother’s arms.

The door opened, and I looked, half laughing and half crying in my pleasant agitation, for my mother. It was not she, but a strange servant.

‘Why, Peggotty!’ I said, ruefully, ‘isn’t she come home?’

‘Yes, yes, Master Davy,’ said Peggotty. ‘She’s come home.’

She took me by the hand; led me, wondering, into the kitchen; and shut the door.

‘Peggotty!’ said I, quite frightened. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing’s the matter, bless you, Master Davy dear!’ she answered, untying her bonnet with a shaking hand. ‘What do you think? You’ve got a pa! A new one.’

‘A new one?’ I repeated.

Peggotty put out her hand. ‘Come and see him.’

‘I don’t want to see him.’

– ‘And your mama,’ said Peggotty.

I ceased to draw back, and we went straight to the best parlour, where she left me.

On one side of the fire, sat my mother; on the other, Mr Murdstone. My mother dropped her work, and arose hurriedly, but timidly, I thought.

‘Now, Clara, my dear,’ said Mr Murdstone. ‘Recollect! control yourself. Davy boy, how do you do?’

I gave him my hand. After a moment of suspense, I went and kissed my mother: she kissed me, patted me gently on the shoulder, and sat down again to her work. I could not look at her, I could not look at him, I turned to the window and looked out there, at some shrubs that were drooping their heads in the cold.

As soon as I could creep away, I crept upstairs.
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Next evening we dined alone, we three together. He seemed to be very fond of my mother – I am afraid I liked him none the better for that – and she was very fond of him. I gathered from what they said, that an elder sister of his was coming to stay with them, and that she was expected that evening.

After dinner, when we were sitting by the fire, a coach drove up to the garden-gate, and he went out to receive the visitor.

It was Miss Murdstone who was arrived, and a gloomy-looking lady she was; dark, like her brother, and with very heavy eyebrows, nearly meeting over her large nose.

She was brought into the parlour with many tokens of welcome, and there formally recognized my mother as a new and near relation. Then she looked at me, and said:

‘Is that your boy, sister-in-law?’

My mother acknowledged me.

‘Generally speaking,’ said Miss Murdstone, ‘I don’t like boys.’

As well as I could make out, she had come for good, and had no intention of ever going again.

On the very first morning after her arrival she was up at cock-crow. When my mother came down to breakfast and was going to make the tea, Miss Murdstone gave her a kind of peck on the cheek, which was her nearest approach to a kiss, and said:

‘Now, Clara, my dear, I am come here, you know, to relieve you of all the trouble I can. You’re much too pretty and thoughtless’ – my mother blushed but laughed – ‘to have any duties imposed upon you that can be undertaken by me. If you’ll be so good as give me your keys, my dear, I’ll attend to all this sort of thing in the future.’

From that time, Miss Murdstone kept the keys.

My mother did not suffer her authority to pass from her without a shadow of protest. One night, when Miss Murdstone had been developing certain household plans to her brother, of which he signified his approbation, my mother suddenly began to cry.

‘It’s very hard,’ she said, ‘that in my own house …’

‘My own house?’ repeated Mr Murdstone. ‘Clara!’

‘Our own house, I mean,’ faltered my mother, evidently frightened. ‘It’s very hard that in your own house, I may not have a word to say about domestic matters. I am sure I managed very well before we were married.’

‘Edward,’ said Miss Murdstone, ‘let there be an end of this. I go to-morrow.’

‘Jane Murdstone,’ thundered Mr Murdstone. ‘Will you be silent? How dare you? Clara,’ he continued, looking at my mother, ‘you astound me! Yes, I had a satisfaction in the thought of marrying an artless person, and forming her character. But when Jane Murdstone is kind enough to come to my assistance in this endeavour, and to assume, for my sake, a condition something like a housekeeper’s, and when she meets with a base return …’

‘Oh, pray, pray, Edward,’ cried my mother, ‘don’t accuse me of being ungrateful. I am sure I am not ungrateful. I have a great many defects, I know, and it’s very good of you, Edward, with your strength of mind, to endeavour to correct them for me. Jane, I don’t object to anything. I should be quite broken-hearted if you thought of leaving …’

My mother was too much overcome to go on.

There had been some talk on occasions of my going to boarding-school. Nothing, however, was concluded on the subject yet. In the meantime, I learnt lessons at home.

Shall I ever forget those lessons! They were presided over nominally by my mother, but really by Mr Murdstone and his sister, who were always present. I had been apt enough to learn, and willing enough, when my mother and I had lived alone together. But these solemn lessons which succeeded those, I remember as the death-blow of my peace, and a grievous daily drudgery of misery.

As to any recreation with other children of my age, I had very little of that; for the gloomy theology of the Murdstones made all children out to be a swarm of little vipers and held that they contaminated one another.

The natural result of this treatment – continued, I suppose, for some six months or more – was to make me sullen and dull. I was not made the less so by my sense of being daily more and more shut out and alienated from my mother. I believe I should have been almost stupefied but for one circumstance.

My father had left a small collection of books in a little room upstairs, to which I had access (for it adjoined my own) and which nobody else in our house ever troubled. From that blessed little room came out a glorious host, to keep me company. They kept alive my fancy, and my hope of something beyond that place and time.

One morning, when I went into the parlour with my books, I found my mother looking anxious, Miss Murdstone looking firm, and Mr Murdstone binding something round the bottom of a cane – a lithe and limber cane, which he left off binding when I came in, and poised and switched in the air.

‘I tell you, Clara,’ said Mr Murdstone, ‘I have often been flogged myself.’

‘To be sure; of course,’ said Miss Murdstone.

I felt apprehensive and sought Mr Murdstone’s eye as it lighted on mine.

‘Now, David,’ he said, ‘you must be far more careful today than usual.’

He gave the cane another switch; and laid it down beside him. I felt the words of my lessons slipping off. We began badly, and went on worse. Book after book was added to the heap of failures. At last he rose and took up the cane.

‘We can hardly expect Clara to bear, with perfect firmness, the worry and torment that David has occasioned her today. David, you and I will go upstairs, boy.’

As he took me out at the door, my mother ran towards us. Miss Murdstone said:

‘Clara! are you a perfect fool?’

I saw my mother stop her ears then, and I heard her crying.

He walked me up to my room slowly and gravely – I am certain he had a delight in the formal parade of executing justice – and when we got there, suddenly twisted my head under his arm.

‘Mr Murdstone! Sir!’ I cried to him. ‘Don’t! Pray don’t beat me! I have tried to learn, sir, but I can’t while you and Miss Murdstone are by. I can’t indeed!’

‘Can’t you, indeed, David?’ he said. ‘We’ll try that.’

And he cut me heavily. In the same instant I caught the hand with which he held me in my mouth, between my teeth, and bit it through.

He beat me then, as if he would have beaten me to death. Above all the noise we made, I heard them running up the stairs, and crying out – I heard my mother crying out – and Peggotty. Then he was gone; and the door was locked outside; and I was lying, fevered and hot, and torn, and sore, and raging in my puny way, upon the floor.

My imprisonment lasted five days. The length of those five days occupy the place of years in my remembrance.

On the last night of my restraint, I was awakened by hearing my own name spoken in a whisper. I groped my way to the door and put my lips to the keyhole.

‘Is that you, Peggotty dear?’

‘Yes, my own precious Davy. Be as soft as a mouse.’

‘What is going to be done with me, Peggotty dear? Do you know?’

‘School. Near London,’ was Peggotty’s answer.

In the morning Miss Murdstone appeared and told me that when I was dressed, I was to come downstairs into the parlour, and have my breakfast. There I found my mother, very pale and with red eyes, into whose arms I ran.

‘Oh, Davy!’ she said. ‘That you could hurt anyone I love! I am so grieved, that you should have such bad passions in your heart.’

They had persuaded her that I was a wicked fellow, and she was more sorry for that than for my going away.

I tried to eat my parting breakfast, but my tears dropped upon my bread-and-butter, and trickled into my tea.

‘Master Copperfield’s box there!’ said Miss Murdstone, when wheels were heard at the gate.

I looked for Peggotty, but neither she nor Mr Murdstone appeared.

‘Clara!’ said Miss Murdstone, in her warning note.

‘Ready, my dear Jane,’ returned my mother. ‘I forgive you, my dear boy. God bless you!’

‘Clara!’ repeated Miss Murdstone.

Then I got into the cart, and the lazy horse walked off with it.
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We might have gone about half a mile, and my pocket-handkerchief was quite wet through, when the carrier stopped short.

Looking out to ascertain for what, I saw, to my amazement, Peggotty burst from a hedge and climb into the cart. She took me in both her arms, and squeezed me to her stays. She brought out some paper bags of cakes which she crammed into my pockets, and a purse which she put into my hand, but not one word did she say. After another and a final squeeze with both arms, she got down from the cart and ran away.

I had now leisure to examine the purse. It had three bright shillings in it, which Peggotty had evidently polished up with whitening, for my greater delight. But its most precious contents were two half-crowns folded together in a bit of paper, on which was written, in my mother’s hand, ‘For Davy. With my love.’

After we had jogged on for some little time, I asked the carrier if he was going all the way.

‘Why, that horse,’ said the carrier, ‘would be deader than pork afore he got over half the ground.’

‘Are you only going to Yarmouth, then?’

‘That’s about it,’ said the carrier. ‘And there I shall take you to the stage-cutch, and the stage-cutch that’ll take you to – wherever it is.’

As this was a great deal for the carrier (whose name was Mr Barkis) to say, I offered him a cake as a mark of attention, which he ate at one gulp, exactly like an elephant.

‘Did she make ’em, now?’ said Mr Barkis, always leaning forward, in his slouching way, on the footboard of the cart with an arm on each knee.

‘Peggotty, do you mean, sir?’

‘Ah!’ said Mr Barkis. ‘Her.’

‘Yes. She makes all our pastry, and does all our cooking.’

‘Do she though?’ said Mr Barkis.

He sat looking at the horse’s ears for a considerable time. By and by, he said:

‘No sweethearts, I b’lieve?’

‘Oh, no. She never had a sweetheart.’

‘Didn’t she, though!’ said Mr Barkis.

Again he sat looking at the horse’s ears.

I replied that such was the fact.

‘Well. I’ll tell you what,’ said Mr Barkis. ‘P’raps you might be writin’ to her?’

‘Oh, I shall certainly write to her.’

‘Ah!’ he said, slowly turning his eyes towards me. ‘Well! If you was writin’ her, p’raps you’d recollect to say that Barkis was willin’; would you?’

‘That Barkis is willing,’ I repeated, innocently. ‘Is that all the message?’

‘Ye-es,’ he said, ‘Barkis is willin’.’

I readily undertook its transmission. While I was waiting for the coach in the hotel at Yarmouth that very afternoon, I procured a sheet of paper and an inkstand, and wrote a note to Peggotty, which ran thus: ‘My dear Peggotty. I have come here safe. Barkis is willing. My love to mama. Yours affectionately. P.S. He says he particularly wants you to know – Barkis is willing.’

We started from Yarmouth at three o’clock in the afternoon, and we were due in London about eight next morning.

The night was not pleasant, for it got chilly; and being put between two gentlemen to prevent my tumbling off the coach, I was nearly smothered by their falling asleep, and completely blocking me up.

What an amazing place London was to me when I saw it in the distance. We approached it by degrees, and got, in due time, to the inn in the Whitechapel district, for which we were bound.

A ladder was brought, and I got down after a lady who was like a haystack. The coach was clear of passengers by that time; the luggage was very soon cleared out, the horses had been taken out before the luggage, and now the coach itself was wheeled and backed off by some hostlers, out of the way. Still nobody appeared to claim the dusty youngster from Blunderstone, Suffolk.

More solitary than Robinson Crusoe, I went into the booking-office and, by invitation of the clerk on duty, passed behind the counter and sat down on the scale at which they weighed the luggage. After a while a man entered and whispered to the clerk, who presently slanted me off the scale, and pushed me over to him, as if I were weighed, bought, delivered, and paid for.

As I went out of the office, hand in hand with this new acquaintance, I stole a look at him. He was a gaunt, sallow young man, with hollow cheeks.

‘You’re the new boy?’ he said.

‘Yes, sir,’ I said.

I supposed I was. I didn’t know.

‘I’m one of the masters at Salem House,’ he said, and told the clerk that the carrier had instructions to call for my box at noon.

A short walk brought us to Salem House, which was enclosed with a high brick wall, and looked very dull. The door was opened by a stout man with a bull-neck, a wooden leg, overhanging temples, and his hair cut close all around his head.

‘The new boy,’ said the master, whose name was Mr Mell.

All about was so very quiet, that I said to Mr Mell I supposed the boys were out; but he seemed surprised at my not knowing that it was holiday-time, and that Mr Creakle, the proprietor, was down by the sea-side with Mrs and Miss Creakle.

I gazed upon the schoolroom into which he took me, as the most forlorn and desolate place I had ever seen. A long room with three long rows of desks and six of forms, and bristling all round with pegs for hats and slates.

Mr Mell having left me while he went upstairs, I went softly to the upper end of the room. Suddenly I came upon a pasteboard placard, beautifully written, which was lying on the desk, and bore these words: ‘Take care of him. He bites.’

I got upon the desk immediately, apprehensive of at least a great dog underneath. I was still engaged in peering about, when Mr Mell came back, and asked me what I did up there?

‘I beg your pardon, sir,’ says I, ‘if you please, I’m looking for the dog that bites.’

‘No, Copperfield,’ says he, ‘that’s not a dog. That’s a boy. My instructions are, Copperfield, to put this placard on your back. I am sorry to make such a beginning with you, but I must do it.’

With that he took me down, and tied the placard on my shoulders like a knapsack.

What I suffered from that placard, nobody can imagine. Whether it was possible for people to see me or not, I always fancied that somebody was reading it. That cruel man with the wooden leg aggravated my sufferings. He was in authority; and if ever he saw me leaning against a tree, or a wall, or the house, he roared out from his lodge door:

‘Hallo, you sir! You Copperfield! Show that badge conspicuous, or I’ll report you!’

I knew that the servants read it, and the butcher read it, and the baker read it; I recollect that I positively began to have a dread of myself, as a kind of wild boy who did bite.
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