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CHAPTER XXI.

IN WHICH THE OLD MAN LAUNCHES FORTH INTO' HIS FA-
VORITE THEME, AND RELATES A’ STORY ABOUT A QUEER
CLIENT.

“Ana !” said the old man, a brief description of whose
manner and appearance concluded the last chapter, ~ Aha!
who was talking about the Inns ?” :

“1 was, sir,”’ replied Mr. Pickwick; I was observing
what singular old places they are.”

“ You” said the old man, contemptuously ; what de
yox know of the time when young men shut themselves
up in those lonely rooms, and read and read, hour after
hour, and night after night, till their reason wandered
beneath their midnight studies ; till their mental powers
were exhausted ; till morning’s light brought ne fresh-
ness or health to them; and they sank beneath the un-
natural devotion of their youthful energies to their dry
old books? Coming down to a later time, and a very differ-
ent day, what do yoz know of the gradual sinking beneath
consumption, or the guick wasting of fever—the grand re-
sults of ‘life” and dissipation—which men have undergone
in these same rooms? How many vain pleaders for mercy
do you think have turned away heart-sick from the lawyer's
office, to find a resting-place in the Thames, or a refuge in
the jail? They are no ordinary houses, those. There is
not a panel in the old wainscoting, but what, if it were en-
dowed with the powers of speech and memory, could start
from the wall, and tell its tale of horror—the romance of
life, sir, the: romance of life! Commonplace as they may
seem now, I tell you they are strange .old places, and [
would rather hear many a legend with a terrible sounding
name, than the true history of one old set of chambers.”

There was something so odd in the old man’s sudden
energy, and the subject which had called it forth, that Mr
Pickwick was prepared with no observation in reply; and
the old man checking hisimpetuosity, and resuming the leer,
which had disappeared during his previous excitement,

said:

“Look at them in another light: their most commonplace
and least romantic. What fine places of slow torture they
292

PICKWICK PAPERS.

are!  Think of the needy man who has spent his all, beg-
gared himself, and pinched his friends, to enter the profes-
sion, which will never yield him a morsel of bread. The
waiting—the hope—the disappointment—the fear—the mis-
ery—the poverty—the blight on his hopes, and end to his
career—the suicide perhaps, or the shabby, slipshod drunk-
ard.- Am I not right about them?” And the old man
rubbed his hands, and leered as if in delight at having found
another point of view in which to place his favorite subject.

Mr. Pickwick eyed the old man with great curiosity, and
the remainderof the company smiled, andlooked onin silence.

““ Talk of your German universities,” said the little old
man. ‘- *“ Pooh, pooh! there’s romance enough at home with-
aut going half a mile for it; only people never think of it.”

“1I never thought of the romance of this particular subjeet
before, certainly,” said Mr. Pickwiek, langhing. .

“ To be sure you didn’t,” said the little old man, “of
course not. As afriend of mine used to say to me, ‘What
is there in chambers, in particular? ‘Queer old places,’
said I. * Not at all,” said he. ‘ Lonely,’said I. = “Not a bit
of it,” said he. He died one morning of apoplexy, as he was
going to open-his outer door. Fell with his head in his own
letter-box, and there he lay for eighteen months. Every
body thought he’d gone out of town.”

“ And how was he found atlast?” inquired Mr. Pickwick.

“ The benchers determined to have his door broken open,
as he hadn’t paid any rent for two years. So they did.
Forced the lock; and a very dusty skeleton in a blue coat,
black knee-shorts, and silks, fell forward in the arms of the
porter who opened the door.. Queer, that. Rather, per-
haps?’  The little man put his head more on one side, and
rubbed his hands with unspeakable glee.

“I know another case,” said the little old man; when his
chuckles had in some degree subsided.  “ It occurred in
Chifford’s Inn. ~ Tenant of a top set——bad character—shut
himself up in his hedroom closet, and took a dose of arsenic.
The steward thought he had run away; opened the door,
and put a bill up.  Another man came, took the chambers,
furnished them, and went to live there. Somehow or other
he couldn’t sleep—always restless and uncomfortable. < Odd,”
says he. “I'll make the other room my bed-chamber, and
this my sitting-room.” Hc¢ made the change, and slept very
well at night, but suddenly found that, somehow, he couldn’t
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read in the evening: he got nervous and uncomfortable, and
used to be always snuffing his candles and staring about
him. °I can’t make this out,’ said he, when he came home
from the play one night, and was drinking a glass of f:old
grog, with his back to the wall, in order that h‘e mlg}}tn tbe
able to fancy there was any one behind him—* T can’t make
it out, said he; and just then his eyes rested on the little
closet that had been always locked up, and a shudder ran
through his whole frame from top to toe. ‘I have felt this
strange feeling before,” said he, *I can not Eielp thinking
there’s something wrong about that closet.” He made a
strong effort, plucked up his courage, shivered the lock with
a blow or two of the poker, opened the deor, and there,
sure enough, standing bolt upright in the corner, was the
last tenant, with a little bottle clasped firmly in his hand,
and his face—well!”  As the little old man conclt;ded, h‘e
looked round on the attentive faces of his wondering audi-
tory with a smile of grim delight. et

* What strange things these are you tell us of, sir,” said
Mr. Pickwick, minutely scanning the old man’s countenance,
by the aid of his glasses. o

“Strange ¥ said the little old man. * Nonsense; you
think them strange, because you know nothing abouf it.
They are funny, but not uncommon.” :

“Funny I” exclaimed Mr. Pickwick, involuntarily.

“Ves, funny are they not ?” replied the little old man,
with a diabolieal leer ; and then, without pausing for an an-
swer, he continued :

%] knew another man—let me see—forty years ago now
—who took an ald, damp, rotten set of chambers, in one of
the most ancient Inns, that had been shut up and empty for
years and years before. There were lots of old women's
stories about the place, and it certainly was very far from
being a cheerful one; but he was poor, and the rooms were
cheap, and that would have been quite a sufficient reason
for him, if they had been ten times worse than they really
were. He was obliged to take some moldering fixtures, that
were on the place, and, among the rest, was a great lumber-
ing wooden press for papers, with large glass doors, and a
green curtain inside; a pretty useless thing for him, for he had
no papers to put in it; and as to his clothes, he carried th_em
about with him, and that wasn’t very hard work either. ' Well,
he hadsimoved in all his furniture—it wasn’t quite a truckfal—
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and had sprinkled it about the room,so as to make the four
chairs look as much like a dozen as possible, and was sitting
down before the fire at night,drinking the first glass of two gal-
lons of whisky he had ordered on credit, wondering whether
itwould ever be paid for, and if so, in how many years’ time,
when his eyes encountered the glass doors of the wooden
press. ‘Ah,”says he. ‘If T hadn't been obliged to take
that ugly article at the old broker’s valuation, I might have
got something’ comfortable for the money. I'll tell you
what it is, old fellow,” he said, speaking aloud to  the press,
having nothing else to speak to: ‘If it wonldn’t cost more
to break up your old carcass, than it would ever be worth
afterward, I'd have a fire out of you in less than no time.
He had hardly spoken the words, when a sound resembling
a faint groan, appeared to issue from the interior of  the
case. It startled him at first, but thinking, on a .monient’s,
reflection, that it must be some young fellow in the next
chamber, who had been dining out, he put his feet on the
fender, and raised the poker to stir the fire. At that mo-
ment, the sound was repeated: and one of the glass doors
slowly opening, disclosed a pale and emaciated figure in
soiled and worn apparel, standing erect in the press. The
figure was tall and thin, and the countenance expressive of
care and anxiety; but there was something in the hueof the
skin, and gaunt and unearthly appearance of the whole form,
which no being of this world was ever scen to wear.  * Who
arc you?' said the new tenant, turning very pale: poising
the poker in his hand, however, and, taking a very decent
aim at the countenance of the figure. ‘Who are you?’
‘Don’t throw the poker at me,’ replied the form; ‘if you
hurled it with ever so sure an aim, it would pass through
me, without resistance, and expend its force on the wood
behind. I am a spirit” fAnd, pray, what do you want
here?’ faltered the tenant. ‘lIn this room,” xeplied the ap-
parition, ‘ my worldly ruin was worked, and I had my chil-
dren beggared. In this press, the papers in a long, long
suit, which accumulated for years, were deposited. In this
room, when I had died of grief, and long-deferred hope, two
wily harpies divided the wealth for which I had contested
during a wretched existence, and of which, at last, not one
farthing was left for my unhappy descendants. I terrified them
from the spot, and since that day have prowled by night—the
only period at which I can revisit the earth—about the
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scenes of my long-protracted misery. This apartment is
mine; leaveit to me.’ ‘If you insist upon making your ap-
pearance here,’ said the tenant,who had had time to collect his
presence of mind during this prosy statement of the ghost’s,
“I'shall give up possession with the greatest pleasure; butl
shotld like to ask you one question, if you will allow me.’
“Say on,’ said the apparition, sternly. “Well” said the ten-
ant, “1don’t apply the observation personally to you, because
itis equally applicable to most of the ghosts T ever heard
of:but it does appear to me somewhat inconsistent, that when
you have an opportunity of visiting the fairest spots of ‘earth
—for ['suppose space is nothing to you—you should always
return exactly to the very places where you have
been most miserable’  ‘Egad, that’s very true; T never
thought of before,’ said the ghost. ‘You see, sir, pur-
sued the tenant “this is a very uncomfortable room.
From the appearance of that press; T should be disposed
to say that it is not wholly free from bugs; and T really
think you might find much more comfortable quarters; to
say nothing of the climate of London, which is extremely
disagreeable.” *You are very right, sir’ said the ghost,
politely, ‘it never struck me till now; I'll try change of air
directly.” 1In fact, he began to vanish as he spoke; his legs,
indeed, had quite disappeared. ‘And if, sir,” said the ten-
ant, calling after him, “if you wowuld have the goodness to
suggest to the other ladies and gentlemen who are now en-
gaged in haunting old empty houses, that they might be
much more comfortable elsewhere, you will confer a very
great benefit on society.” ‘T will,” replied the ghost; “we
must be dull fellows, very dull fellows, indeed; I can’t im-
agine how we can have been so stupid.” With these words,
the spirit disappeared; and what is rather remarkable;”
added the old man, with a shrewd look round the table,
“he never came back again.”

“Phat ain’t bad, if it’s true,” said the man in the Mosaic
studs, lighting a fresh cigar.

“Tf I exclaimed the old man, with alook of excessive con-
tempt. “I suppose,” he added, turning to Lowten, “helll say
next, that my story about the queer client we had, when I was
inan attorney’s office,is not true,either—I shouldn’t wonder.”

“1 sha'n’t ventire to say anything at all about i, seeing
that T never heard the story,” observed the owner of the
Mosaic decorations.

PICKWICK PAPERS. 297

“I wish you would repeat it, sir,” said Mr. Pickwick.

“Ah, do,” said Lowten, “nobody has heard it but me,
and I have nearly forgotten it.”

The old man looked round the table, and leered more
horribly than ever, as if in triumph, at the attention which
was depicted in every face. Then rubbing his chin with
his hand, and looking up to the ceiling, as if to recall the
circumstances to his memory, he began as follows:

THE OLD MAN'S TALE ABOUT THE QUEER
CLIENT. :

“ It matters little,” said the old man, “ where, or how, I
picked up this brief history. If I were to relate itin the
order in which it reached me, I should commence in the
middle, and when I had arrived atthe conclusion, go back
for a beginning. It is enough for me to say that some of
its circumstances passed before my own eyes. For the re-
mainder, I know them to have happened, and there are
some persons yet living, who will remember them but too
well.

“1In the Borough High Street, near Saint George’s Church,
and on the same side of the way, stands, as most people
know, the smallest of our debtor’s prisons, the Marshalsea.
Although in later times it has been a:very different place
from the sink of filth and dirtit once was, even its improved
condition holds out but little temptation to the extravagant,
or consolation to the improvident. The condemned felon
has as good a yard for air and exercise in Newgate, as the
insolvent debtor in the Marshalsea Prison.®

“ It may be my fancy, or it may be that I can not separ-
ate the place from the old recollections associated with it,
but this part of London I can not bear. The streetis broad,
the shops are spacious, the noise of passing vehicles, the
footsteps of a perpetual stream of people—all the busy
sounds of traffic, resound in it from morn to midnight, but
the streets around are mean and close; peverty and de-
bauchery lie festering in the crowded alleys; want ‘and mis-
fortune are pent up in the narrow prison; an air of gloom
and dreariness seems, in my eyes at least, to hang about the
scene, and to impart to it a squalid and sickly hue.

“ Many eyes, that have long sinece been closed in  the

* Better. But {his is past, in g betfer age, and the prison exists ng
longer,
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grave, have looked round upon that scene lightly enough,
-when entering the gate of the old Marshalsea Prison for the
first time: for despair seldom comes with the first severe
shock of misfortune. ‘A man has confidence in untried
friends, he remembers the many offers of service so freely
made by his boon-companions when he wanted them not; he
has hope—the hope of happy inexperience—and however
he may bend beneath the first shock, it springs up in his
bosom, and flourishes there for a brief space, until it droops
beneath the blight of disappointment and neglect. How
soon have those same eyes, deeply sunken in the head,
glared from faces wasted with famine, and sallow from con-
finement, in days when it was no figure of speech to say that
debtors rotted in prison, with no hope of release, and no
prospect of hiberty ! The atrocity in its full extent no
longer exists, but there is enough of it left to give rise to
occurrences that make the heart bleed.

““Twenty years ago, that pavement was worn with the foot-
steps of a mother and ¢hild, who, day by day, so surely as
.the morning came, presented themselves at the prison gate’;
often, after a night of restless misery and anxious thoughts,
were they there, a full hour too soon, and then the young
mother turning meekly away would lead the child to the old
bridge, and raising him in her arms to show him the glisten-
ing water, tinted with the light of the moming’s sun, and
stirring with all the busthing preparations for business and
pleasure that the river presented at that early hour, endeavor
to interest his thoughts in the objects before him.  But she
would quickly set him down, and hiding her face in her
shawl, give vent to the tears that blinded her; for no ex-
pression of interest or amusement lighted up his thin and
sickly face. His recollections were few enough, but they
were all of one kind : all connected with the poverty and
misery of his parents. Hour after hour had he sat on his
mother’s knee, and with childish sympathy watched the tears
that stole down her face, and then crept quietly away info
some dark corner, and sobbed himself to sleep. The hard
realities of the world, with many of its worst privations—
hunger and thirst, and cold and want—had all come home
to him from the first dawnings of reason ; and though the
form of childhood was there, its light heart, its merry laugh,
and sparkling eyes, were wanting:

% The father and mother looked on upon this, and upon
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each other, with thoughis of agony they dared not breathe
in words. The healthy, strong-made man, who could have
borne almost any fatigue of active exertion, was wasting be-
neath the close confinement and unhealthy atmosphere of a
crowded prison. The slight and delicate: woman was sink-
ing beneath the combined effects of bodily and mental ili-
ness. The child’s young heart was breaking.

“ Winter came, and with it weeks of eold and heavy rain.
The poor girl had removed to a wretched apartment close
to the spot of her husband’s imprisonment; and though the
change had been rendered necessary by their increasing
poverty, she was happier now, for she was nearer him. For
two months she and her little companion watched the open-
ing of the. gate as usual.  One day she failed to come, for
the first time. Another morning arrived, and she came
alone. The child was dead. :

“They little know, who coldly talk of the poor man’s be-
reavements, as a happy release from pain to the departed,
and a merciful release from expense to the survivor—they
little know, I say, what the agony of those bereavements is.
A silent look of affection and regard when all other eyes,
are turned coldly away—the consciousness that we possess
the sympathy and affection of one being when all others
have deserted us—is a hold, a stay, a comfort, in the deep-
est affliction, which no wealth could purchase, or' power
bestow. The child had satat his parents’ feet for hours
together, with his little hands patiently folded in each other,
and his thin wan face raised toward them. They had seen
him pine away, from day to day; and though his brief exist-
ence had been a joyless ong, and he was now removed to
that peace and rest which, child as he was, he had never
known in this world, they were his parents; and his loss
sunk deep into their souls. _

“ It was plain to those who looked upon the mother’s
altered face, that death must soon close the scene of her

~ adversity and trial.  Her husband’s fellow-prisoners shrunk

from obtruding on his grief and misery, and left to himself
alone, the small room he had previously occupied in common
with two companions. = She shared it with him: and linger-
ing on without pain, but without hope, her life ebbed slowly
away.

“ She had fainted one evening in her husband’s arms, and
he had borne her to the open window, to revive her with the




