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The Stranger at the Gate il

Chnpmr One

The Stranger at the Gate

To begin the story of my life with the beginning of my life, I
must record that I was born on a Friday, at twelve o’clock at
night. I have been informed that the cock began to strike,
and I began to cry, at exactly the same moment of time.

My father had been dead six months when I opened my
cyes on the world. There is something strange to me in the
reflection that he never saw me; and something stranger yet
in my first memories of his white gravestone in the church-
yard, and the pity I used to feel for him lying out there in the
cold and the dark, when our little house was warm and bright,
and the doors were locked against him.

Our only relative was Miss Betsey Trotwood; a quick-tem-
pered and difficult person, who was an aunt of my father’s.
My father had once been a favourite of hers, but she was
annoyed by his marriage, on the grounds that my mother,
whom she had never seen, was a “wax doll”. However, she
came to visit my mother just before I was born, and an-
nounced her intention of helping to bring up my father’s
child—if it was a girl! When she heard that Thad arrived, she
put on her hat, walked out, and never came back any more.

The first clear picture I have, as I look back, is of my mother
with her presty hair and youthfil ihape; and of Peggotry, my
nurse, with no shape at all, and cheédks and armis 50 hard and
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red that I wondered the birds didn’t peck them in preference
to apples.

What else do I remember? Let me see.

There comes out of the cloud, our house, with all the win-
dows standing open to let in the swect-smelling summer air,
and the garden at the back where the fruit hangs thick on the
trees, riper and richer to me than fruit has ever been since in
any other garden. A great wind rises, and the summer is gone
in a moment. We are playing on a winter’s evening, dancing
about the pariour. When my mother is out of breath and sits
down by the fire to rest, I watch her winding her bright curls
round her fingers, and straightening her dress, and nobody
knows better than I do that she likes to look so well, and is
proud of being so pretty.

I have good reason to remember one evening when Peggotty
and I were sitting by the fire alone. It was well after my bed-
time, but I had permission to sit up until my mother came
home from spending the evening at a neighbour’s. I had grown
tired and dead sleepy, but I would rather have died (of course)
than have gone to bed.

We both jumped when the garden-bell rang. We went out
to the door, and there was my mother, looking unusually
pretty, I thought. Standing at her side was a gentieman with
beautiful black hair and whiskers, who had walked home with
us from church last Sunday.

My mother took me in her arms and kissed me. The gende-
man patted me on the head, but I didn’t like him or his deep
voice, and I was jealous that his hand should touch my moth-
er’s in touching me. I pushed it away, as well as I could.
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“Dear boy!” said the gentleman. “I cannot wonder that he
is jealous of so lovely a mother!”

I never saw such a beautiful colour on my mother’s face
before. She thanked the gentieman for bringing her home,
and, when she put out her hand, I saw him kiss her litde
glove. He tried to shake me by the hand, but I would not let
him. He laughed, said that I was a brave fellow; and went
away.

Gradually, since he came often after that, I became used to
seeing the gentieman with the black whiskers, whose name, |
learnt, was Murdstone. I liked him no better than at first,
and had the same uncasy jealousy of him, for which there
was no reason beyond a child’s dislike.

We were sitting as before one evening, after my mother had
gone out, when Peggotty several times opened her mouth as
if she was going to speak, without ever doing so, but at last
said:

“Master David, how would you like to go with me and spend
a fortnight at my brother’s place in Yarmouth?”

“Is your brother a kind man, Peggotty?” I asked.

“Oh, yes!” cried Peggotty, holding up her hands. “And then
there’s the sea, and the ships, and the fishermen, and the
beach, and Ham to play with—"

Peggotty meant her nephew Ham, of whom she had often
spoken. I was very excited to hear of all these promised de-
lights, and replied:

“I should like it very much—but what will my mother say?”

“She’ll let us go, you'll see,” answered Peggotty “T'll ask
her, if you like, as soon as she comes home.”
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Without being nearly as surprised as I had expected, my
mother willingly agreed to the plan, and it was all arranged
that night.

The day came for our going. The fact that I had never left
my mother before made me cry. I am giad to know that my
mother cried too, and that I feit her heart beat against mine
when she put her arms around me.

As we left her standing in the road, Mr. Murdstone came
up to where she was, and seemed angry with her for being so
moved. I was looking back, and I remember wondering what
business it was of his.

We travelled to Yarmouth by the carrier’s cart. Ham was
waiting for us at one of the inns, and took me on his back to
carry me home. He was a huge, strong fellow, six feet tall and
very broad, but he was rather round-shouldered.

With me on his back and a small box of ours under his arm,
and Peggotty carrying another small box, we walked through
some narrow, twisting lanes until we came out on the shore.

“There’s our house, Master Davy,” said Ham.

Ilooked in all directions, as far as I could stare, away at the
sca, and away at the river, and all along the shore, but no
house could J make out. There was an old boat not far off,
high and dry on the ground, with a roof built over it and a
chimney sticking out of it.

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

“That’s it, Master Davy,” replied Ham.

1 could not imagine anything more wonderful. There was a
delightful door cut in the side, and there were littde windows
in it; but the great charm of it was that it was a real boat



